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    On any other night Chance Elson would have been at the Club and would not have found the girl crouched in the dark doorway. The Club was closed for no sentimental reason. Chance was a realist, and as he told Doc LiUer, "The suckers stay home one night a year, Christmas Eve. They've blown their wad on presents. Haven't got it for roulette and craps."


    He left Doc, walked out into the circular driveway before the low, rambling building. It had been a golf club once, but the depression had lolled the membership. The bank that held the mortgage had been very willing to lease it to them.


    Chance stood looking at it. Pride of ownership was a warm ball in his belly. This was his, his and Doc's and Dutch's.


    He breathed deeply. He was tall, nearly six feet, his body slender, httle fat on the big-boned frame. Wind ruflBed the crisp waves of his dark hair, and the eyes which studied the slanting lines of the brick and plaster manor were blue, light, a trace of ice in them.


    Cab lights cut the drive behind him and he turned, pulled open the door. "Take me downtown, EucHd and Ninth."


    They drove down Cedar Hill. The lights of Cleveland below them made a wide-winged V as the radiuslike streets ran in to converge at the Public Square.


    At Ninth Street he left the cab, walked slowly along Euclid, looking at the shop windows, imtil he reached the cafeteria. Joe would have dinner ready at the apartment, but he did not want to go home yet. He thought better when he was alone, and he needed to think, for although he was just past twenty-one, he was part owner of the biggest gambling club in Ohio.


    After dinner he walked down Sixth to Superior and turned


    


    east. It was nine o'clock, but there were few people on this secondary street.


    And then Chance saw her, huddled in the doorway, a bundle of rags against the dirty whiteness of the unshoveled snow. He thought she was dead, and knew the quick instinctive reaction of his kind to pass her by, to not get involved with any trouble that could be avoided.


    He took two steps, turned, and saw her move and saw the stark white despair of her face, the eyes like a cornered animal's, and he came back.


    "Hungry, kid?"


    She struggled to her feet. She would have run, but Chance's reflex action was to grab her. Then she went limp, her whole weight in his arms. His fingers biting through the dirty sweater felt her bony fleshlessness. It shocked him. She could not weigh more than seventy pounds.


    Chance had been raised in a hard school, a school that named you sucker if you worried about anyone other than yourself. But he had known hunger and exhaustion and hopelessness.


    The thing of course was to call the pohce. He looked at her tight, pinched face, and saw her shiver, and knew that she must have been hiding in that doorway for some reason. He did not question her. By his code a man's business was his own, and a police station was a hell of a place for a kid on Christmas Eve.


    He saw a cab cruising toward them along the street and signaled. When the cab puUed up, he gave the driver the address of his East Cleveland apartment.


    Joe Moore had been a club fighter, never good enough for the big time. Doc had won Joe's contract in a poker game with his drunken manager, and felt a httle taken when he found that his new property was round-heeled and punchy. Doc tried to give back his contract, but Joe had attached himself to the gambler with the tenacity of a leech. He was good-natured, wiUing, and he would do anything he was told. In desperation Doc had tried him as a cook and found that he was very good. Now Joe ran their apartment, took


    


    care of their clothes. He loved to wash windows and to run the vacuum cleaner. His mind was at times a Httle clouded, but usually he could think as sharply as the average.


    He stared at the girl when Chance brought her in, at the white face, at the shock of blond, tangled hair, at the eyes, gray, too large, soft yet hunted.


    "Christ, she's starved."


    "Feed her." Chance seldom wasted words.


    "What's her name?'*


    "Judy."


    "What are you going to do with her?"


    "How the heU do I know?" Chance turned and went into the front room.


    Joe looked back at the girl. For one thing she was filthy, as if she had rolled in the gutter. Joe was scrupulously clean. It was a fetish with him.


    "First you get a bath. Ill bet you got Hce."


    The girl had sunk into a chair beside the kitchen table, too exhausted to stand. Her hair, stringy with mud, hung down, partly hiding her face as she leaned forward, elbows on the table.


    She straightened. "No you don't."


    "Ah, for Christ sake." Joe was disgusted. "I used to be a rubber in a ladies' Turkish bath. Come on or III carry you."


    For a minute he thought she would fight him. But, either reason told her that struggle would be useless, or she was too tired to care, and she allowed him to lead her down the hall to the bathroom.


    Here he ran hot water into the tub and then peeled off her dirty clothes as he would peel an onion.


    She stood quiet, her eyes closed, her skinny body looking almost like a boy's. Joe put her in the tub. He scrubbed her head until he was certain that there were no Hce. Then he got the scissors and chopped off the hair in a square bob.


    "All right, wash yourself." He gathered up her clothes with obvious distaste and carried them out to the rear porch and dumped them into the incinerator.


    He came back carrying Doc's bathrobe and pajamas. Doc


    


    was the smallest of any of them. "Okay, get out and dry yourself. HI go scramble up some food."


    She didn't answer him. With her hair cut and plastered damply against her small head, she looked more than ever like a boy.


    When she finally returned to the kitchen Joe was busy at the stove. He said without looking around, "How old are you, kid?"


    She hesitated. Her voice was sullen. "Going on fifteen.''


    Joe turned. "You're a liar. You ain't more than twelve.**


    "If you know so much, why'd you ask?"


    Joe glared at her, feeling his anger rise. Smart kids annoyed him, and Doc said he should never get mad. "Watch your tongue," he told her. "Use it wrong around here and you'll get it slapped right out of your mouth."


    Dutch Mulhauser was the cashier at the Club. He was big, fifty, with a heavy face red from whisky bum. His cheeks were too fat and his eyes too small, but they could twinkle, and his laugh when aroused was loud.


    Dutch had started with a carnival at sixteen. He had been a grifter, a barker for a peep show, but he was a gambler at heart and had drifted into running a wheel of fortune, a ball game giving slum to the rubes, a thimblerig and finally a shell game.


    Dutch came home around midnight. One arm was filled with presents. A small Christmas tree was in the other. He tiptoed across the darkened front room, set up the tree and arranged his presents beneath it. He stood back to admire the effect, poured a drink from a bottle on the table, then went softly along the hall and pushed open the door of Chance's room.


    Light from the hall showed him the girl curled up in the middle of the big bed. He stood for a minute, held by surprise.


    "Jesus," he said imder his breath. Then abruptly he left the apartment. It was hard to buy a present for a kid at one o'clock on Christmas morning.


    


    Doc Liller was slightly drunk. He lay back on the seat of his cab as it passed Dutch at the corner of the street and did not see Mulhauser. Liller was a small man, with graceful, tapering hands. Men liked him, trusting him instinctively, and yet there was not a better "mechanic" in the business than Doc. He could do whatever he wanted with a deck of cards, dealing from the top, the second card or the bottom of the deck. Ask him for a pat poker hand and he would deal the cards you chose. He had worked the boats and played with the professionals, the plungers, the high rollers. He would bet on anything and usually won. Women trusted him even more than men did. A blonde had shot a redhead because of him. A sixty-year-old had wanted to adopt him. Whores loved him.


    *1 pay for mine," he always explained. "Then I can forget about it."


    He was dark haired with a smooth, oval, guileless face. His features had delicacy without in the least being feminine. His eyebrows were dark, nearly straight, slanting toward his nose. It gave him a certain resemblance to the devil, an accident which Doc had capitalized on more than once.


    He was by nature sardonic, a little mocking, and his opinion of the human race and its general intelligence level was extremely low. In Doc's book the world was divided between marks and wise operators, and he rated himself at the top of the second category.


    At the moment he was very happy. On the floor of the cab were four cases of Hquor. He had won them from a whisky dealer, which in his eyes almost doubled their value. Doc seldom paid for anything but women.


    The driver carried in the cases and stacked them in the automatic elevator. Doc handed him five dollars, then oflFered to match for it. The driver lost, walked from the lobby with Doc's Christmas wishes ringing in his ears. When he reached his hack, he pulled the stolen fifth from inside his coat.


    Doc made a lot of noise trying to get through the apartment door. He was singing as he dragged the cases along the hall. Joe Moore appeared, his purple bathrobe still bearing the legend in gold letters: TIGER MOORE.


    


    "Pipe down. Chance will cut your heart out if you wake the kid."


    Doc stopped. A kid meant only one thing. "Are you telling me that Chance brought home a dame?"


    "Naw," said Joe, "a girl. A snotty Uttle bitch, the dirtiest thing you ever see. She ain't more than twelve."


    Doc Liller sat down. His eyes were just out of focus. "Say that again, my punch-drunk friend."


    "I ain't pimchy. You call me punchy, I'll knock your head off. It's the truth. Chance picked her out of the gutter. She was starved, and I had to bum her clothes. She's wearing your pajamas."


    '*Well I'll be damned." Doc ran his hands through his curly hair. His smile was ironic. It was this look that made him hard on women.


    Chance came out of Joe's room at the end of the hall. He had been asleep and his dark hair was mussed and his long legs showed beneath the edge of his robe. "What the devil's going on?"


    Doc looked up. "What's this about some kid?" Chance told him.


    "Where's she from? What was she doing in that doorway?" "I don't know. I didn't ask her."


    "Jesus Christ. This is all we need. A twelve-year-old kid doesn't just drop from the sky. The cops are probably looking for her now, the parents raising hell."


    "From the looks of her, her parents, if she's got any, weren't taking much care of her. What was I supposed to do, leave her to freeze?"


    Doc thought about it. The thinking made him nearly sober. "This could be a dirty mess. It would be bad enough if you were some married guy with a woman to look after her, but four bachelors, and gamblers at that. Can't you see the headlines?"


    Chance said, "Stop borrowing trouble. We'U send her on her way tomorrow morning."


    "What in? Joe said he burned her clothes." Chance was silent. In the resulting stillness they heard the sound of a key in the lock.


    


    Chance looked at the door, startled. "Who's that? I thought Dutch came in half an hour ago."


    "He went out again," said Joe.


    The hall door opened. Dutch stood blinking at them. He was balancing a glass bowl in one hand. In the bowl was water, and three goldfish swam in short, unhappy darts.


    "What in the hell are you doing with that?"


    Dutch gave Chance an uncertain grin. He came in and shut the door behind him. "Present for the kid. I didn't know she was here till I got home."


    "Where'd you get it?"


    "All-night restaurant around the comer. They had it in the window. I gave the guy five bucks." He carried it over and set it on an end table beside the Christmas tree. "Pretty, ain't it?"


    "If you like fish."


    "Well, hell," said Dutch, "I had to get something. Who is she anyhow?"


    Chance told him, watched the dismay grow on the big red face. Evidently Dutch agreed with Doc.


    "It's a bad rap," Dutch said. "I remember a guy with the Singer Show. They caught him wdth a thirteen-year-old in a vacant lot. He got twenty years."


    Chance said, "No one laid a hand on her."


    "Joe gave her a bath."


    "So Joe can take the rap."


    The ex-fighter looked from one to the other uneasily. He never was quite sure when he was being kidded.


    Dutch had suddenly spotted the three cases of liquor under the tree and the one Doc still had beside his chair. "Well, well, where did that come from?"


    Doc smirked. He caressed his mustache wdth the tip of his forefinger. "Santa Claus is a mark, he thinks three kings beat five spades. Get some ice and glasses, Joe. Let's see how the brew is at the North Pole."


    Joe came back with glasses, ice, a pitcher of water. He helped himself to a hberal drink. Doc watched him. "Careful, son, you'll get the idea you're Max Baer."


    Dutch had taken one of the bottles. He didn't bother with


    


    ice or a glass. He held up the bottle to the light and then drank deeply, smacking his lips. "That's the one thing I'll give Roosevelt. When I think of the shellac I used to drink."


    Chance grunted. He had a highball in his hand but he had barely tasted it. "Saturday night he used to spend our last dime on booze and then go to bed with the bearded lady. Christ."


    Doc grinned. Joe was wide-eyed. "You're not just building it? He did go to bed vidth the bearded lady, honest?"


    "Ask Dutch."


    Dutch took another drink. The liquor was warming him, loosening his tongue. "Joe, my boy, you ain't hved until you've gone to bed with the bearded lady, but if you think she's good, you should try the tattooed one."


    "She was better?"


    "Well, you could look at the pictures if you got bored." Dutch's laugh rolled through the apartment.


    Chance said, "Keep it down. You'll wake the Idd."


    "Let's wake her," said Dutch, "and give her the fish. Maybe then she'll beHeve in Santa Claus."


    "Naw, let her sleep." It was Joe. His face was flushed and he had finished his second drink. "Tell me about the time you found Chance, Dutch."


    Dutch took another drink from his bottle. It was nearly empty. "I've told you a dozen times."


    "Tell it again. It's Christmas." Joe was having the time of his fife. Joe loved it when they sat around the apartment, talking of things that had happened to them. Joe didn't get a chance to listen to them much. They worked every night and slept most of the day. He felt a little lost when they were at the Club, a little out of things, as if he did not quite belong, and he wanted to belong so desperately. They were all he had, the only people who ever spoke to him, who knew that he was still alive.


    Dutch winked at Doc. Doc had that resigned look he usually wore when someone else was talking. Doc liked to talk himself.


    "It was this way," Dutch said. "I was with the Singer Show then and the weather had been lousy and we hadn't made


    


    coffee and cake money. Well, we set up in this little Wisconsin town maybe thirty miles out of Milwaukee and IVe got my pitch off the midway. The law is fixed but iVe been warned to play it easy. I've got three marks and I take them for five bucks and they've had it, so I'm standing there, moving the shells just for exercise and I see this kid watching me. I make it that he hasn't got a dime, but I figure it doesn't hurt to con him a little so I ask does he want to play.


    "He comes over closer and says he don't know how. So, I tell him it's simple. The hand is quicker than the eye. All he has to do is to tell me which shell the little pea is imder. I'll bet him that he can't, any amount. Well, I move the shells back and forth clumsy-like as a come-on. Then I say, 'How's about it, sport, want to try it?*


    "He looks at me. 'When those men were playing, it wasn't under any shell. It was in the crook of your little finger/*' Mulhauser broke into heavy laughter. "I'll never get over it, a green kid spotting me when I've been a grifter all my life."


    "You were so damn awkward," Chance said, "any fool could have spotted you."


    Dutch was just drunk enough to be offended. "The heU I was. No one ever caught me before. You've just got sharp eyes."


    "Nuts," said Doc.


    Dutch said, "Okay, you wise bastard. Ill bet you one him-dred bucks right now that if I had my shells you couldn't tell where the pea was."


    "A safe bet," said Doc, pouring his drink and refilling Chance's, "we have no shells."


    "Joe, we got any walnuts?"


    Joe looked at Dutch expectantly. "Sure, a whole dish full."


    "Go out and crack three, I want three half shells, not broken, you understand."


    "Sure. You think I'm dimib?"


    "I know you're dxmib. That isn't the point, and get a dried pea."


    "We ain't got no dried peas."


    "All right, a bean then, for Christ sake." He finished the bottle he had, reached for another.


    


    Chance leaned back in his chair, relaxed, more relaxed than he had been in months. The last few months had been a continual strain. He wasn't worried about Dutch's drinking. He'd seen Dutch put away three quarts and then walk to bed.


    Sitting there he tried to analyze his feeling for Dutch. Doc was different. Doc was educated. Doc had been bom a gentleman. Doc had everything that Chance wanted, but Dutch was still a big yokel for all his years with the carnival.


    He guessed maybe his feeling for Dutch was something like he might have felt for his father, if he had known him, a father you like, yet whose weaknesses you recognize.


    Dutch had picked him up that night at the carnival. When Dutch was drinking, he was a sentimental man, and Chance's story of running away from the farmer in whose home the orphanage had placed him had overridden Dutch's better judgment.


    Later on, after Chance had learned to drive the battered Ford that carried them from one fair to the next, to coc^ on the alcohol stove, to set up the pitch and size up the marks, he had figured out that Mulhauser was lonesome, feeling sorry for himself; that he had brought along the boy to have someone to grumble to.


    The carnival had opened up a whole fresh life to Chance. He knew everyone on the lot from the pickpockets to the girls in the hula act. He was with it. He was a part of it. He belonged.


    Joe came back with the walnut shells and the bean. Dutch stood up with exaggerated care. He took off his coat and rolled up his sleeves. He lifted the fish bowl from the table and put it on the floor. Then he moved the table over directly in front of Doc and laid the shells on it.


    "All right, you cardsharp. Get your hundred bucks where your mouth is."


    Doc pulled out his roll. Even when they were short. Doc carried a roll. It was his ammimition, his stock in trade. He peeled off a hundred-dollar bill and laid it on the table. "Let me see yours."


    


    Dutch had to fumble through his pockets. He had spent most of his money on presents. He made it up finally with small bills and change. That was Dutch's weakness. Money according to him was made to spend.


    He moved now dehberately, shifting the shells with practiced motion, shuffling the bean from one shell to another. Finally he stopped, stepping back.


    "Okay, name it."


    Doc grinned. "It isn't under any of them. It's in the crook of your little finger."


    "Hell it is." Dutch opened both of his big hands, extending them for inspection. "You're so damn smart. It's under the center shell." He lifted the shell and stared at the polished top of the table. The bean was not there.


    "It's on the floor." Chance was laughing inside. He seldom laughed aloud. He had schooled himself to hide emotion. The home had taught him that. To protect yourself, you built up an armor through which you seldom let anyone penetrate.


    Dutch was still staring at the table. Slowly he raised his big head, passing a hand across his eyes. "God, I must be drunk."


    Doc said, "You're always drunk." He was enjoying himself. Doc usually enjoyed himself. "Chance is stiU smarter than you are."


    "He's smarter than all of us." Joe's tone was worship in itself. "Jeese, where would we be without him?"


    Dutch took another long drink. He suddenly used his big hand to sweep the empty walnut shells from the table. "You're telling me. I knew that the first night I saw him, standing there in a pair of beat-up overalls that was too small for him.


    " *What's your name, kid?* I said, and so help me he said it was Ralph Waldo Elson."


    Doc grinned. "His mother must have liked poetry. Did she. Chance?"


    "How do I know? I never saw her."


    "Quit feeling sorry for yourself because you were an orphan. Take me now. I had a father, sure. The bastard was the best Goddamn ladies' doctor in Chicago. Still is for


    


    that matter. Makes a hundred thousand bucks a year just telling the old bags what their dreams mean when all most of them need is a good, healthy, homy man."


    Joe was looking at him. "So that's why they call you Doc."


    "No," said Doc. "I actually started out to be a doctor, but I liked to gamble. I lost three grand when I was a junior at Northwestern and the old man tossed me out on my ass." He paused to mix fresh drinks for himself and Chance. "Don't ever get educated, Joe. It makes you want things, and that's not good."


    "Chance wants things, and he ain't educated."


    "He's educated," said Dutch. "He's educated good. A blonde educated him, didn't she. Chance?"


    Chance was annoyed. It was the one time in his life when he had opened up and told anyone about his feelings, and he'd been drunk then.


    Dutch was drunk now, and he knew that he couldn't shut him up. If he tried it would only make things worse, and what did it matter? It had happened a long time ago, almost four years ago.


    Dutch was chuckling. The sound was like the rumble of an awakening steam engine. "It was the winter after I foimd him. We went to New Orleans when the show closed for the season. I was dealing poker in a Rampart Street poolroom and Chance was loose on the town. This floozy picks him up and takes him to bed and by God he thinks he's in love." Dutch broke off, laughing so hard that tears ran out of his Httle eyes.


    Chance sat still, anger burning deep inside of him. Dutch made it sound so sordid, so ordinary. It hadn't been that way. It had been an awakening, an unfolding as it were, a glimpse at a kind of life he had never experienced.


    Sex at the home had been a matter of conversation. There were no women except the matrons, and they were fat. One of the boys swore that he'd gone to bed with Mrs. Peabody, but Chance had always doubted it The kid was a chronic liar.


    At the carnival two of the girls had taken him to bed, but mostly they had concentrated on rubes who had money to


    


    spend. The girl in New Orleans had been very different. She was blond, beautiful. He could not guess her age, somewhere in the early twenties. Certainly she was older than he.


    Her roadster was red and powerful, her fur coat expensive. They met in the lobby of a picture show when he retrieved her fallen purse and she asked him to dinner as a reward, prying out of him a meager outline of his life.


    Afterward in her apartment the furnishings took his breath away. He was especially impressed by the deep Chinese rug and the Persian lamps of brass filigree. Then in bed she taught him arts of which he had never dreamed. Before, love-making had been a furtive action, to be hurried in the fashion of a panting rabbit.


    They rested, and talked, and then passion came again until his yoimg strength was entirely drained. They slept, and he roused first, lying at her side, watching her in the morning Hght which drifted in through the St. Charles Street windows.


    This, he thought, was the way to live—car, money, apartment. If others had them, why couldn't he? Why must he trail a carnival as Dutch did, swilling up cheap booze, never having decent clothes, always worrying about the law and the weather?


    The sheet had slipped down, exposing her shoulder and bare breast. It was firm, a httle pear shaped, with the reddest nipple he had ever seen.


    He reached out and touched it, and saw her eyes open slowly, and knew a sudden fierce tenderness.


    She was still, not moving, her eyes vacant, without recognition. Then suddenly she smiled as if she had just recalled who he was. Her arm curled imder and about his neck, drawing his sHm body over, on top of her.


    She kissed him, the aggressor, for he was still spent. Then he felt the soft warmth of her hand forcing him between her legs, joining them together.


    He came to life in response and she met him, a writhing, straining frenzy, her body arching to meet him, her tinted nails digging their sharp points into the skin of his shoulders.


    Finally it was done, and she lay with the motionlessness of death, her arms tight about him, imprisoning him against


    


    her. A shudder ran through her body, transmitting itself to him, and her eyes, which had been tightly closed, opened.


    "May"—it was the only name he knew for her—"May, I love you."


    He whispered it against her cheek, meaning every word. He was not prepared for her laughter, sharp, shrill, cruel.


    "God, I wish Nick had it the way you do."


    "Nick!" He sat up, angered that she should bring another man's name into this moment. "Who in hell is Nick?"


    She sat up also. Now that it was over she was terribly matter-of-fact. She got out of bed, unconscious of her nakedness. In the morning sunlight she seemed bathed in gold. It was a picture Chance could never forget.


    "Nick," she indicated the apartment with a gesture, "pays for this."


    Chance stiffened, his anger a deep, hot coal within him. "To hell with Nick. I'U take care of you. I'll go to work and . . ."


    Her laughter cut through his words. She came back to the bed, leaned against him, kissed his cheek. "Baby, you have no idea what I cost. Nick's a big shot, a topflight red hot, and I keep him broke. You couldn't buy my stockings for a week. Now get dressed and get out of here."


    Chance's anger was beginning to center on her. "You mean I'm not to come back?"


    She was suddenly very serious. "You're damn right you aren't coming back. Nick's in Memphis, but I took a real risk at that, one I'm not fool enough to repeat."


    Chance stood up, feeling very young and very helpless and very naked. "Then why the devil did you do it?"


    She looked at him. Her eyes were now unreadable, her voice tired. "You wouldn't imderstand," she said. "You don't have to sleep with Nick."


    That afternoon he got drunk for the first time in his life, and when he staggered into their room after midnight he told Dutch all about it. "I found out who he is," he said. "I asked the bartender on the comer. His name's Nick Far-rie."


    


    Dutch was worried. "My God, Idd, take it easy. Fame's one of the worst guns in the country."


    "I'll kill the son of a bitch myself. Imagine a goon like Farrie having a dame like May."


    "Why not?" said Dutch. "He can pay for it. In this life, kid, you can buy anything you can pay for. Forget it. Only the gangsters make enough dough to interest that kind of a broad."


    "To hell with gangsters, the stupid bastards." Chance knew that his hatred of hoodlums probably dated from this time.


    He was half hstening to Dutch, half reviewing the past. He heard Dutch say, "The kid was sure burned up when he foimd his lovely belonged to Farrie. The next night he told me he was going to be a big shot, and I said forget it. We were small time, and we'd stay small time. But, by Jesus, he proved me wrong. He made me teach him all the tricks and in a week he could handle a deck of cards better than I ever could. Then he goes out and takes four salesmen for three hundred bucks. The thing is, he has a natural sense for cards."


    "Til say he has." Doc laughed out loud. "Ill never forget the first time I ever saw you two. I'd been working the cruise boats south, the pickings were poor, and I caught the I.e. north, and who do I meet but a big farmer and his nephew."


    Dutch said half angrily, *'What do you mean, 'farmer'?"


    "That's what I took you for. Remember? Chance had won seventeen himdred bucks, and he'd dressed you up like he thought gentlemen would dress. I got you in my compartment, and, by God, you took me."


    Dutch was grinning. "Siure we took you. You tried to stack the deck. You threw Chance three queens and yourself a four-card straight, and he suckered you by splitting his queens and changing the draw. I never saw a man so sold out in my life as you were."


    Chance agreed with Doc. The best thing that had happened had been his meeting with Liller. Doc had taught him everything he knew, how to dress right, and talk right, and act as if he had had money all his life.


    


    Doc had explained it carefully. Chance was to be a college kid on a grand tour, Mulhauser his bodyguard. "It will be easy," he said. "I'll drop the word to every sharpie on board that your old man has oil milHons, and they'll fight to get you in a game. Then between us we'U whipsaw them. I like cleaning sharpies, they can't squawk to the captain, and they'll never really figure whether they've been taken or not.'*


    Two years of it. They had done all right, but it could not go on forever. On the last ride they had met three men whom Chance had played with before.


    Joe got up to pour a full round of drinks. Dutch now had his third bottle under fair control. "What about the dame. Chance? Ever see her again?'*


    Chance tasted his drink. Yes, he had seen her once more. A year ago he had read in the papers that she had stuck a knife into Farrie. He had gone clear to New Orleans and had slipped into the courtroom.


    Under the glaring fights she had looked old and tired and haggard. He didn't stay. He couldn't help her. She got twenty years to life.


    "Yes, I saw her once. She didn't look as good."


    Joe cackled. "That's the way. A dame never looks as good in the second round." He shadowboxed across the floor and then back.


    Dutch said, "Sit down before you kick over the fish/'


    "Just keeping in training."


    "For what? You couldn't pimch your way out of a paper bag."


    "Up yours." Joe sat down. "I'm sure glad you guys come to Cleveland. Jeese, I never had no fun until Doc won me."


    They'd come to Cleveland because Doc had chosen it. Chance had been thinking about opening a club. He put it to them after the last trip. "We're getting nowhere," he said. "We'll always be tinhorns as long as we stay on the wrong side of the table. Look what Bradley did in Florida, look how the boys operate in JeflFerson Parish in New Orleans."


    "Damn bunch of gangsters." It was Doc.


    "Bradley was no gangster. You don't have to be a gangster


    


    if you have a class spot for the dress-suit trade. We'll pick a town, a good town, and work our way in."


    Doc had picked Cleveland. "The town isn't organized," he explained, "not the way the Capones have Chicago or the Purple Mob has Detroit. It's spHt a dozen ways and I have friends there. I even know some of the boys in the sheriff's office."


    So they had come to Cleveland, taking their time, finding the former country club, remodeling it to suit their purpose. Doc had taken care of the juice and arranged the payoffs.


    "It's a perfect setup," he said, "and I've even got a guy to handle the horse book. You need a book because it brings people into the place afternoons and a lot of them stay to buck the tables after dark."


    Chance hadn't hked the idea of letting an outsider in and said so.


    "It's all right," Doc promised him. "This guy is a brother-in-law of one of the deputies. His name is Cellini and he has a lot of local connections which will help. Besides, he's paying ten grand and a percentage. The way you're spending dough fixing up the dining room and all, we'll need every cent we can get to open."


    Yes, they had needed the money to open, and they still needed it. They had opened the day after Thanksgiving and the play had been slow in building. Perhaps it had been a foohsh gesture to stay dark tonight, but then it was worth it. The boys were certainly having a good time and he was enjoying it himself.


    He reviewed what they had already accomphshed. They'd done well, but they still had a long, long way to go.


    He yawned. Dutch had just finished his third bottle. He heaved it into the comer and it broke.


    "Jeese," Joe said. "I should be keeping house for a bunch of pigs, yes, that's what I mean, pigs."


    Dutch stood up. He was reehng a httle. "You know something? I'm going to wake up oin- star boarder. That's what I'm going to do, wake her up and give her her present."


    "Look," said Joe, "you leave that kid be. You'd scare hell


    


    out of her, a drunken bum like you that she never sees before, stumbling into her room."


    "Who's drunk?*'


    "Who's drunk, he says. Look at him, Chance. The bum is out on his feet and don't know it."


    Chance had been watching. "Go to bed, Dutch."


    "Hell with you. This bastard said I was drunk. I'm not. Think I'll poke his head."


    "Better not." Joe had fallen into a crouch.


    Chance stood up. This had gone far enough. Dutch for all his fat could be a mean guy in a fight. Chance had seen him lay out a canvasman with an iron stake, and he'd told about the talker he had shot in Denver.


    "That's enough."


    Neither heard him. Dutch was stalking Joe, his broad hands extended, his hamlike arms as big as any wrestler's.


    Joe feinted with his left and when Dutch lowered both hands to block the blow he threw a sucker punch which caught the bigger man squarely on the jaw.


    Dutch stumbled back two steps and sat down. His huge rear landed directly on the fish bowl, crushing it beneath him, sending water and broken glass and frantic fish in all directions.


    Doc doubled over and rolled on the floor, laughing so hard that he could not stand. Dutch came oflF the floor as if it were hot.


    "God, I'm stabbed. I'm full of glass."


    "Hell with you," said Joe. "I gotta save the fish." He ran into the kitchen after the dishpan.


    ^^^a^it&iB


    It was snovting when Judy Swensen woke up on Christmas morning. For a full minute she did not know where she was, then she remembered and raised to her knees to look around the room. Hie night before she had been terrified, but she


    


    had also been so tired that she did not actually care. Now with nearly ten hours of sleep behind her, her sharp, active mind considered the position in which she found herself.


    Her impulse was to get out of here as fast as she could. She pushed back the blankets, tiptoed, shivering, to the door and opened it a crack.


    Someone was whistling softly in the kitchen at the far end of the hall, occasionally banging a pot or pan. No other soimd reached her. She shut the door and looked around for her clothes. They were nowhere to be seen. And then she remembered that the one called Joe, the one who had given her a bath, had said that he burned them.


    She got back into bed, pulling the covers tight about her, and lay there, considering. The bath had not really bothered her. She thought of herself as hep in all things and only the fact that she had matured slowly had kept her out of more serious trouble. For seven years of her life she had stayed at the orphanage, having entered it when her mother died, on her fourth birthday. For the last three years she had been at the reformatory, and it had been a liberal and impressive education.


    She thought of the reformatory with cold, smoldering rage. It had not been her fault that Mr. Pryor at the orphanage had liked to feel up imder her dress whenever the opportunity offered, or that he had promised her a dollar if she would take off her clothes in his office that afternoon.


    She did not like Pryor or the feel of his dry, hot hands, but what had she been supposed to do? And it was bad luck that Mrs. Pryor chose that afternoon not to visit her mother as she usually did on Thursdays.


    She still remembered the look on the superintendent's face when the door opened and his v^dfe walked in. She still remembered the burning sting of the leather belt that cut her dress and raised the red welts that still showed across her back.


    She had run away from the reformatory four times, which had automatically lengthened her sentence. Her running away was prompted by natural rebellion rather than by definite plan, and for the last six months she had been a model


    


    prisoner, having finally realized that she was gaining nothing and hurting no one but herself.


    It was this behavior that had earned her a chance to join two dozen others in an annual trip to the square to view the huge Christmas tree, and she had managed to slip away, hiding in a tenement-building basement for hours before venturing upstairs.


    She knew that she had to find clothing to replace her prison costume, and she found it in a dirty flat whose owner had gone visiting, carelessly leaving her door unlatched.


    Judy did not regret the clothes Joe had burned. She had hated them, for instinctively she liked nice things, but at the moment she would have taken any kind of garments that would allow her to venture onto the street.


    She froze suddenly, tempted to pull the covers over her head as there was a knock at the door. Then it opened and Joe stuck his head in. "Awake, kid? Want some chow?"


    She stared at him, thinking that he was probably the ughest person she had ever seen. His nose had been broken so often that the shape of the bone structure was gone, and it canted a Httle to the left. Layers of scar tissue hung like hoods over his eyes and one ear was so thickened it seemed to be turned inside out.


    He smiled and she saw three gold teeth in the center of the upper jaw. She had been so beat the night before that she had barely looked at him. But instead of frightening her, Joe's appearance was almost reassmring. She had been lying there imagining all kinds of things. Reahty in any form could be no worse. And Joe's voice and eyes and smile were gentle.


    "Hungry?" He repeated the question.


    Suddenly she was. She felt hollow inside. The food at the school was consistently bad. She had never managed to eat very much of it.


    She said, "Yeah," and sat up.


    "Put Doc's robe on, and come out to the kitchen. But don't make no noise. They're stiU sleeping." He was gone and she sat there wondering who "they" were. She had only seen Chance. She knew nothing about him, just that he was


    


    young. Did he have a wife? If there were a woman at the apartment it would change things, but somehow she dreaded the thought of a woman.


    A man she might appeal to, to his sympathy and understanding. From the few women she had known, she had gotten little sympathy and no understanding. Actually she had hated Pryor's wife more than she had hated the superintendent.


    She got up and put the robe on slowly. It was of blue silk with a yellow dragon worked in embroidery on the back. She touched her cheek to the sleeve, then rolled it up so that her small hand was exposed, and belted the robe tight around her middle.


    She stepped out into the hall and along it to the kitchen, her bare feet making no sound. The kitchen was warm and steamy, a smell of spice mingHng with the fragrance of roasting turkey. Joe had laid himself out on the dinner. It was going to be the best meal they had ever had.


    He grinned as he motioned her to the kitchen table and then set a plate of bacon and scrambled eggs before her. 'Tfou look right diflFerent this morning.''


    She started to eat slowly, then with increasing rapidity. Joe said, "Take it easy. You got all day, and then maybe at five well have the bird."


    He walked over and opened the oven. He pulled out the twenty-five-pound turkey and basted it lovingly. "Some bird, huhr


    Judy didn't answer.


    He came back to the table. ''Your folks ain't going to be worried about you, are they?"


    She hesitated, weighing her answer. "Ain't got no folks.**


    "Rxui away, huh?"


    She ate a bite of toast in silence.


    "From an orphanage?"


    "What if I did?"


    "Hell," he said, "get the chip oflF your shoulder. Chance run away himself."


    "Who's Chance?"


    "You saw him. He brought you here last night."


    


    "Is he married?"


    Joe stared at her in surprise. "Who, Chance? Hell no. None of us is married. Chance, he don't look at most women. Doc couldn't marry them all, Dutch's got time for the bottle only, and me, who in hell would marry me?"


    "I think you're swell."


    "You do?" Joe was pleased as a child. "You'll like Chance, too. He's the greatest."


    Judy shivered a httle. "What's he going to do with me?"


    Joe shook his head and his smile was gone. "Don't know. It's up to Chance. Doc and Dutch are worried. It's a bad rap, having a girl minor around."


    "Yeah, I know." An idea was beginning to form in Judy's mind.


    "But it's up to Chance, he's the boss." He went back to the stove to attend to the cranberries and then turned to making his piecrust.


    Judy sat and watched him, warm and relaxed, more comfortable than she ever remembered being. There was a dish-pan on the far end of the table. She half stood up to look into it and was surprised to see three goldfish swimming around its enameled edge.


    "What are those for?"


    Joe looked around. "Oh, those are yours. Dutch got them for you for Christmas. When he found you were here, he had to buy something and the stores was closed so he bought them from an all-night beanery."


    She stared at the fish, wondering why someone named Dutch whom she had never seen should buy her a present of any kind.


    There was noise behind her and she tinned. Chance was standing in the hall doorway, holding the morning paper.


    He came in. He nodded to her and sat down, not bothering to speak to Joe. He dropped his eyes to the paper. He was wondering how he was going to teU her that she had to get out. He was wondering a lot about her. He'd never seen such big eyes, or such long lashes. Goddamn, if she hadn't been so thin she'd have been pretty. It was the thinness that bothered him. It raised a softness in him which he instinc-


    


    tively mistrusted, and his voice when he spoke was grimmer than he meant it to be.


    "Sleep good, kid?"


    She watched him, a fear which she did not quite imder-stand tugging at her. He was the boss. Joe had said so, and he looked it and acted it, and there was no softness in him.


    She wanted to cry. Sitting there in that warm kitchen had been like sitting in heaven. She wanted to stay. She never wanted to leave. She felt safe here with Joe for the first time since she could remember and her heart was like a swelling balloon, crowding up into her throat, threatening to choke her.


    "Look," he said, "I didn't ask you questions last night because you were pooped. I should have. I shouldn't have brought you here. I should have turned you over to the cops."


    She closed her eyes. The hope which she had nourished for the moment was fading.


    "What about your folks? They're probably worried. They probably turned in a missing persons on you."


    "She ain't got no folks." It was Joe, tinning from the dough which he was rolling, the floury pin in his hand. "She's like you, she run away from an orphanage."


    "That right?"


    She wanted to lie, but she did not dare. He would find out. Those cold blue eyes, they seemed to look through her, reading every thought. "No."


    "What is the truth then?"


    "Well, it was a reform school. I ran away. They took us to see the Christmas tree and—"


    "Why'd they send you to reform school?"


    He was worse than a judge, only he didn't have the whole court standing behind him like a judge did, cops and all. For a moment she sat quiet, then she got up, slipped out of Doc's robe, turned and pulled the pajama coat up over her head, exposing her back with its pattern of old welts.


    "Jeese." It was Joe. "Who the hell did that?"


    She let the coat fall back into place. She did not bother to put on the robe, which had sHpped to the floor. She


    


    turned around to face Chance and her white face was old and hard.


    "The superintendent at the home made me undress for him. His wife caught uSi She beat me and then shipped me away."


    "Son of a bitch." It was Joe.


    Chance had not changed expression.


    "So what do you want to do now? You know you haven't got a chance to get away. The cops will pick you up sooner or later. You'll be better off to go back yoinrself. It will look better on your record."


    "I want to stay here." It came out of her like a cry. "Let me stay. I'm strong. I can help Joe. I don't eat much. I can sleep anywhere."


    Joe muttered something from the stove. Doc said from the hall doorway, "Don't be stupid, kid." He did not sound imfriendly. "We wouldn't dare keep you here if we wanted to."


    Judy half turned to look at him. **Why not?" She was begging. "I won't be any trouble."


    Doc came over and sat down beside Chance at the table. "Listen, you don't realize what you're asking. We're gamblers. Do you know what that means? It means that we have to be twice as careful as the average guy. We simply can't afford to get into trouble. If we do the cards are stacked against us. So you stay here. So some nosy neighbor woman sees you around, and starts thinking things, and sends the juvenile authorities. You go back to the school and we take a fall for maybe one to twenty years."


    She was desperate. She knew that she had lost. She did not want to go back to the school. She would kiU herself first. She thought of threatening to and guessed that these men would not beheve her. And then she thought of what Joe had said and the half-formed plan that had come to her mind.


    "All right," she said, and her young voice was suddenly bitter. "You're making me do it. I'm going to stay here whether you like it or not. If you kick me out I'll go to the


    


    cops. I'll swear you picked me up. I'll say you were all drunk and that you tried to rape me."


    Doc stared at her. Joe's mouth was open with surprise. It was Chance who laughed, a fuU, heartfelt sound. "You're good, kid."


    She turned to him in amazement, all her resolution flowing away. "What?"


    "I said you were good. I like people to fight, and to use the cards they have, even if it's nothing but a busted flush. Joe?"


    Joe closed his mouth slowly. "Yeah?"


    "Where was that farm you used to train at, the one you're always talking about?"


    "Out beyond Painesville."


    "Suppose they would take her for a boarder?"


    "Don't know. I could write them a card."


    "Do that, and if any of the old biddies in the neighborhood start asking questions about the kid, say she's your niece, visiting you for a spell."


    "She don't look much like me."


    Chance laughed again. "No one could and be alive." He finished his coffee and went down the hall to the front room. The girl looked after him uncertainly.


    "He didn't eat much."


    "Never takes nothing but coffee in the morning."


    "He mean what he said, that I can stay?"


    Doc nodded. "Chance always means what he says. Youre in as long as you behave yourself. You'll like it at the farm.**


    Judy made a private resolution that she would put oflF going to the farm as long as possible; she Hked it where she was. She sat quiet after Doc finished and moved in to see Chance.


    In the front room Doc poured himself a drink and sat down, glowering at the Ughted tree. He always felt terrible the next day after he'd been drinking. Dutch came in. Dutch looked okay except for his bloodshot eyes. It made Doc a httle mad to watch Dutch. If anyone ever earned a hangover Dutch did.


    "Merry Christmas.**


    


    Doc grunted. Chance did not even look up from his paper.


    "Where's our boarder?**


    "In the kitchen. She just pulled a fast one. Threatened to turn us all in for attempted rape unless we let her stay/'


    "For Christ sake. What kind of a Httle bitch is she?"


    Chance looked up. "She's scared," he said. "But she's got guts. I like her. Most kids would have moaned and groaned and cried their eyes out. She fought, even if she didn't have much to fight with. And she's had it rough. You should see her back where some damned bag whipped her."


    Dutch whistled softly to himself. "I never saw you get so worked up over anything."


    Chance shrugged. "You bought the goldfish. All I did was let her stay a few days vmtil we can ship her to the training farm. How's your ass?"


    Dutch said, "Cut to hell and back. I'm going down after a while and see if a doctor can find any more splinters. I should slug Joe."


    "He'll knock you clear through a window next time. Lay off Joe. We don't want trouble on Christmas."


    Doc was staring at his drink. "I'm afraid we've aLready got trouble." He sounded embarrassed.


    "What now?" Chance folded the paper.


    "Cellini. After you left the Club last night, he cornered me in the office. He wants the same cut of the whole club that we're getting from his book."


    Chance snorted. "I want the moon, too, but my arms aren't long enough."


    Doc was still unhappy. "It's not that simple. He's got a lot of local connections, more, than I realized when he first came in. He can make plenty of trouble if he takes it into his head."


    Chance's eyes were icy. Doc had seen that look before and he knew what it meant. Usually Chance would listen to him, because he had education and experience, but when Chance got that look he knew better than to try to argue.


    "A deal's a deal," Chance said. "Cellini knew what his piece was when he came in. He's going to sit still for it."


    "I don't like having to tell him."


    


    "You don't need to. I'll do the telling. That's the way it is and that's the way it's going to be. If he doesn't like it, he can move out and he doesn't get his ten G's back either."


    Chance repeated the same words to Cellini late the following afternoon. He came into the Club to find every seat before the long string of wall blackboards filled.


    The golfers who had made the building their headquarters would not have recognized it. Chance had spent thirty thousand dollars remodeling. The lounge and card rooms had been thrown together with the small restaurant to make a supper room that would seat six hundred people.


    On the face of it, the whole operation was a very elegant supper club, and people could dine and watch the floor show without being conscious that there was gambling be-lowstairs.


    Iron fire doors blocked the passage at the bottom of the steps. The doors were not to keep out the law but, as Doc expressed it, to give the customers a sense of danger, the thrill of being admitted to a place where others were barred.


    The former locker rooms had been joined to furnish the gambhng salon. The once bare brick walls were plastered and the floor was masked with heavy carpeting.


    Actually the room was divided into two sections. At the far end the wall was covered with blackboards resembling the boards found in the customers' room at a brokerage office. The resemblance was heightened by rows of comfortable armchairs which faced these boards. But the figures and names being written in the lined columns were not the prices of stocks. They were odds on horses running at the winter tracks in the south, in Mexico, California and Cuba.


    There was a squawk box high in the left wall, quoting odds changes, weather conditions, the running of each race as the news came in over the telegraph wires.


    It was a thoroughly complete bookmaking setup, and Chance had to admit that Cellini had organized it well.


    Behind the chairs ran the gambling casino proper. Here three crap tables, a roulette wheel and two blackjack tables were arranged around a hollow rectangle. This was the pit, the center of the room from where trained floormen watched


    


    every action of both dealers and customers. A high desk and stool occupied the exact center. Doc sat on this stool when the games were running, his dark, watchful eyes missing no action in the sin-ging crowd which circled the ring of tables.


    But this part of the room was empty as Chance came in, the bright overhead lights dinmied, the tables hidden by dust covers; the games did not open in the afternoon.


    The play on the races, however, seemed heavy. There were two cashiers at the counter to the left, and three girl nmners collected shps as the bettors made their selections. The squawk box on the wall buzzed as Chance paused behind the last row of seats. No one paid any attention to him. The bettors were much too intent on what they were doing, the employees far too busy.


    Chance walked to the long bar at the east side of the room, went around it and through a door marked Private.


    This had once been the steam room of the golf club. Now it held a long table at which ten men sat, answering constantly ringing phones. Cellini's business was not Hmited to the wagers placed in the outer room. More than half of his play came from the cigar stands, the candy stores and the poolrooms of the city, where his agents took bets ranging from fifty cents to anything a customer chose to risk.


    Behind this steam room was Cellini's private office. Here he sat at a big flat-top desk where two hurrying clerks brought him sheets of constantly revised figures.


    To his left, at a smaller table, were two assistants. These were the layoff men, the men who would phone bets to be laid off in a dozen cities.


    Chance stopped just inside the door, admiring the efficiency of the operation. He knew that, contrary to what the general public believed, the big bookmakers never actually bet against their customers. They acted rather as a clearinghouse, balancing the bets they received on any one race so that their book would be dutched; no matter which horse won they would retain their percentage of the money handled.


    This was possible because they paid track odds, and because at any track, money is deducted from the wager pool


    


    to cover both the track percentage and the percentage which goes to the state.


    It was a highly comphcated operation and one which demanded skill and timing. If a book became so out of balance that by laying oflF to bookmakers in other cities it could still be hurt by one horse winning, then the surplus money was wired to a layoff man at the track who bet it through the machines.


    This had two advantages. If the horse won, then the bookmaker would collect on the amount bet at the track, which would help cover his losses. Also, a large amount thrown through the machines would cut the odds on the winning horse at the track and therefore reduce the amount the bookmaker had to pay his winning customers.


    Chance walked over and stopped beside Cellini's desk, watching the man as he added columned figmres in his head, snapped his orders to the men at the phones as the balances altered. A single phone call might involve a hundred thousand dollars.


    There was no record of these calls, but no one ever welshed on them. To welsh would mean death.


    CeUini called his last order and glanced at his watch. It was late. There was only one more race in the whole country that afternoon, the eighth at Santa Anita.


    He sighed and, reaching in his desk, fumbled a cigar from the box in the second drawer. It was characteristic of him that he did not offer Chance one.


    ''Well, what's on your mind?"


    Chance looked down at him. Cellini wasn't much older than he was, but aheady good hving had put a thin layer of fat over his rather short body. His hair was blue-black, his beard so heavy that his pudgy cheeks always appeared to need a shave. His fingers were short, his hands plump, and black hair grew heavily across their backs. Chance knew a physical distaste for the man almost as great as his personal disHke.


    "Doc said you wanted to see me."


    Cellini grunted. He rose, speaking to one of the men at


    


    the side table. "Pete, sit in on the desk. Come on, Elson, let's take a walk."


    He led the way out through the steam room, skirted the ordered rows of chairs, which were already beginning to empty now that the afternoon racing was almost finished, and walked the length of the long bar from which the players were suppHed free drinks during the evening hours. He sat down on the last stool, his back to the bar, resting his elbows on the curved raised edge of the polished coimter, his head canted up at Chance, who made no move to take the stool at his side.


    "Doc tell you what I want?" "He told me."


    Cellini considered Chance. He was too shrewd to underestimate him, too shrewd to show his dislike, for this dislike was mutual.


    Raphael Celhni had been bom in a three-room tenement on Mayfield Road, under Murray Hill, not more than ten miles from where they now sat.


    But the distance he had traveled from the Little Italy of his birth could not be measured in miles. It was measured in power. His father had been a stonecutter, a Mustache Pete who at the day of his death had not learned to speak proper English.


    Cellini had known only contempt for him, and for his mother, who had supported her eleven children after the father's death by serving red wine and spaghetti to the slummers who invaded the district during prohibition in search of thrills.


    Cellini had contempt, too, for the well-dressed loudmouths who swilled red wine like so many pigs, who pinched the bottom of his mother or his older sister as they served the heaping bowls of spaghetti on the scrubbed wooden kitchen table.


    He had rifled their overcoat pockets for what he could find, and once, when he was twelve, he and two other boys had mugged one of them and taken a watch and three hundred dollars from his pockets.


    The police had searched for them, but all Italian kids


    


    look alike, and a blanket of silence had descended over the whole district.


    He had not been so lucky the second and third times. He had gone up twice on armed robbery before he smartened up and turned to less dangerous pursuits.


    The boys called him The Artist. It was a bad joke, because of his name. He hated his name. He changed it to Ralph almost as soon as he understood what they were talking about.


    But he had imagination and ability. He had dreamed of doing in Cleveland what Capone had managed in Chicago. But things were against him. The alcohol racket had never been organized here as it had been in other towns, and then prohibition ended and he, like hundreds of other smalltime gangsters, looked for new interests.


    The Mafia had helped. The Mafia had its beginning in the mystic hills of Sicily, running back into feudal times, a secret society based on a blood oath. Once in the Mafia, a man could not leave it and continue to live.


    It had come to America in the late eighteen hundreds, brought by the immigrants from southern Italy, breeding on the desperation and poverty of the tightly segregated people.


    For two generations Americans had known it as the Black Hand. A terrorist organization, preying mostly on its own countrymen, it had exacted tribute by kidnapings and beatings and murder.


    Strangely, prohibition had nearly killed it—that and the tendency of the younger generation of Italians to move out of the Little Italys and mingle in the general population.


    The young hoodlums who in the ordinary course of events would have joined it had little use for the fumbling leadership of the old country Mustache Petes still trying to operate in the manner of their bandit grandfathers in Sicily.


    They were too busy with their hquor businesses, too occupied with their night clubs and show-girl partners. Cellini had joined almost automatically, viewing, as his friends did, the mumbo jimibo of the blood oath as something to be laughed at.


    And no one had been more surprised than he by the


    


    recent revival. At repeal, the gang overlords had needed a way to hold their men together until they could shift their activities to fresh fields.


    Someone had thought of the Mafia. And suddenly the old-time leaders had been killed or driven from their posts, and a new generation had taken over, a generation raised on the easy money of the liquor traflBc, searching for something to take its place.


    Things had changed rapidly. The big boy from Chicago had taken a federal rap. Lucky was in jail. Rumor had it that he was running the organization from his cell.


    But neither of these events had altered the gangland picture of the Mafia. A smart guy from the garment trade had got the wise boys together and laid down the law.


    It amused Cellini that it had been a Jew who had organized the country until now you had difficulty telling the Mafia from the Syndicate. For all he knew there were Jews in the Mafia and Irishers too.


    Chance wasn't a Jew or a mick or a wop. He was nothing but a Goddamn American. Chance might think himseK tough, but he had soft spots. Take his dictum that the games had to be run on the level for instance. Only a sucker ever gave a sucker a break. All he had to do was push hard enough and Chance would fold like the others.


    "Look," said Cellini. He took the cigar out of his mouth and stared at it. "There's no point you and me fighting. Fighting is for chumps."


    "So?"


    "So don't stir me up. We've got a nice thing here. Let's keep it this way, only I should get a cut of the whole deal. My book brings a lot of play into this place. No one ever heard of you in this town until you opened. Some of my customers have been with me two years. They come out in the afternoon, they stay to dinner, and then they lose at your lousy tables."


    "You knew that when you made the deal."


    "I didn't see it," said Cellini. "I see it now."


    Chance was trying to be reasonable. He had learned a long


    


    time ago not to hunt trouble just for the fun of having trouble.


    "You're doing all right. That book must be a gold mine. I watched the play for an hour this afternoon. What the hell, do you want everything? We all have to live."


    Cellini knew something which Chance did not know. The book did not belong to him. It belonged to the Syndicate. He had a piece, and a percentage, but this was 1937, not 1920, and there were few lone-wolf operators left anywhere in the coimtry.


    He wanted the part of the club for himself. Once he got in, he'd gradually take the whole thing over.


    He said calmly, "And the fix is mine. How long do you think you'd stay open if I pulled the rug from under you?"


    "Because your brother-in-law is in the sheriff's oflBce?"


    **That and other things. I was bom in this town."


    "It's no credit to the town." Chance didn't smile and his eyes looked almost glassy. "Now hsten to me, you gangster son of a bitch. I don't hke you. I never liked you. I don't like your kind. I didn't hke the setup when Doc brought you in. You're getting out. I'll give you two days to find a place for your junk, and you don't get your ten G's back until I'm ready to give them to you, which may be never."


    Cellini was boihng inside. But he never let rage interfere. "You're asking for it," he said. "Keep asking and you'll get it."


    Chance's anger was deeper than CeUini's. He reached out, took hold of the lapels of Cellini's expensive coat. He hoisted the shorter man to his feet, held him so that Cellini was forced to stand on tiptoe. But his voice was calm, low, studied.


    "Keep yoiu" racket boys oflF my back. I know you can have me killed for a fifty-dollar bill. Don't do it. If you do, friends of mine are going to sick killers onto you. I don't think you're ready to die yet, and you will, if anything happens to me."


    Chance let go his hold suddenly. Cellini sat down on the bar stool hard. Chance made a right about-face and marched across the room past the cashier's cage, into his own office.


    


    He sat down at the desk, got a bottle from the lower drawer. He seldom drank when he was working, but he felt the need of whisky now.


    He sat still, let the warm glow of the hquor loosen his knotted stomach muscles. It was a mistake to get as angry as he had with Cellini. But Christ, the Club meant everything to him, everything. And to have that greasy punk try to cut in was more than he could stand.


    When he was calmer, he picked up the phone and called Doc's friend in the sheriff's office. He did not mince words. He told him exactly what had happened.


    "What I want to know is, how much weight the wop has with you people. He has a brother-in-law down there I understand."


    "Who, Ed Crouse?" The man's tone was oily. "Don't give it a thought. Ed likes to make like a big shot, but hell, no one pays much attention to him."


    "You're not kidding me? New Year's is coming up."


    "Why should I kid you? We like money too."


    Chance wasn't satisfied. That was the hell of buying protection. A man sold out to you and he might sell out to someone else. Chance had very httle use for grafting cops and politicians. In his book they weren't much better than hoodlums. He glanced at his watch. It was nearly seven thirty. He'd have to go upstairs and grab a sandwich. It was only an hour until they opened.


    He climbed the private stairs which led from his office to the pantry behind the kitchen. That had been Dutch's idea, a back way out in case of trouble. Chance had humored him. Dutch said it was better to slap on an apron and play at being a bus boy than to ride downtown in a squad car.


    If they got raided. Chance thought, it wouldn't matter much what happened to them. The Club would be gone. The Club was all he hved for. He'd dreamed of owning a place like this ever since that morning in the blonde's apartment.


    In the kitchen, Leon was at the stove. Leon turned and smiled at him. Leon was a third-generation restaurateur whose family had operated one of the world-famous places


    


    in the French Quarter before the depression and prohibition combined had put them out of business.


    Dutch had known him in New Orleans. Dutch had written him when they decided to open the Club, and the kitchen and dining room had been rebuilt to his direction,


    "Have a good Christmas?"


    Chance said, "Sure." He walked across and peered through the door into the big dining room. There were thirty or forty parties already there.


    Harvey, the headwaiter, came into the kitchen, his usually impassive face creased in a smile. "Big stuff for New Year's," he said. "We've got two hundred reservations already and more coming in all the time."


    Chance went back and sat down at the table. "Let me have a beef sandwich," he told one of the assistant cooks, "and a cup of coffee." Leon and Harvey had followed him. Leon's face expressed disapproval.


    "A sandwich. He owns a fine restaurant and he eats sandwiches."


    Chance said, "I'm in a hurry."


    As soon as Doc arrived. Chance told him about Cellini. He wasn't trying to worry him, or to put the blame on Doc, but he thought he ought to know.


    "I threw the bastard out," he said. "He's nothing but trouble."


    Doc looked very handsome in his dinner jacket. Chance wished he could wear clothes the way Doc did. Doc could give class to a burlap sack.


    '1 don't like it," said Doc. He was choosing his words carefully. He always did when he argued with Chance. He could never be quite certain how Chance would take things. ^'What if he gets rough?"


    "I told him if anything happened to me, there would be a half-dozen killers on his tail. He's dirty yellow. His land fights by hiring it done. If he figures he'll catch it, he'll hesitate before he starts anything."


    **What about the sheriff's office?"


    "I called and told them what had happened. You might check with Sullivan. You know him better than I do."


    


    Doc nodded and returned to the gambling room. The play had already started, but it was slow. There were more shills at the tables than there were players.


    At eleven Chance went out into the big room and motioned to Doc in the pit. "I'm going home. It's slow tonight and I've got the jumps."


    Doc looked at him for a long moment and then nodded. Chance got his coat and called a cab. Then he walked up the steps into the kitchen and took Leon's arm.


    "I threw Cellini out tonight. HeTl be moving his junk in a day or two. Tell Floyd and the other janitors, will you?"


    Leon was small, about forty, with gray eyes and a shock of grayish hair. "I'm glad. That dago acts like he owns the . place."


    At the apartment Chance paid oflF the driver, kicked the snow from his shoes in the tiled entrance and walked to^ the automatic elevator.


    He did not expect Judy to be up, but she was reading the newspaper to Joe. Joe's eyes weren't so good. They had had too much rosin rubbed in them. Neither heard him come in and he stood there, watching them.


    Joe had gone shopping that morning. The girl wore a pleated skirt and a pull-over white sweater. A barber had evened the rough edges of her bob where Joe's scissors had nicked it badly, and her hair was combed back like a boy's, accentuating the thin pointedness of her face.


    But there was a little color in her cheeks as she looked up ^ and saw him. "Hi."


    He said, "Hi," automatically.


    He shucked out of his coat and put it in the closet, adding his overshoes. When he came back, she had laid the paper aside and Joe was on his feet. "I'll get you a drink." "Later."


    Joe took no notice. He was never as happy as when waiting on Chance. Chance came in and dropped on the couch. Judy sat cross-legged before the tree. The tree was lighted and the goldfish swam in a new glass bowl on the end table. It looked quiet, calm, homelike.


    


    Funny, he had never thought about it as home before. It had been merely a convenience, a place to sleep, to leave his clothes. Maybe it was the kid who made the di£Ference.


    He'd never had a home. It was something he had not cared about, but he found that it was pleasant just being there.


    "Is it much fun to be a gambler?"


    "Huh?" He came to with a start, her yoimg voice bringing him back to reality. He must have nearly dozed off. "Fun? It's a way of making money."


    "Is that all?" She sounded disappointed. "IVe read stories about gamblers. I figured they had it, like movie stars."


    He looked at her a httle blankly.


    "Don't you ever smile?"


    "What? Oh, sure."


    "But not often. I've only seen you smile once or twice. It makes it hard to know what you're thinking about."


    His hps twisted. "Maybe I'm not thinking about much of anything."


    "Sure you are. People always think. It's a kind of habit you get." She was very serious, as if the problem held deep importance.


    "What do you think about?"


    "Well, lots of things, like what I'll be when I grow up."


    "What will you be?"


    "An actress, and I'll have pretty clothes and a httle white dog."


    Joe came in with the drink. "What about a dog? You ain't going to keep no mangy dog in this apartment."


    "Not in this apartment. Just when I get to HoUywood.**


    The conversation had gotten away from Joe. He looked at Chance helplessly.


    "She's going to be an actress," Chance said.


    "Well, why shouldn't she be?"


    "It takes some abihty," Chance told him.


    "HeU," said Joe. "She's got abihty. You should hear her talk. She talked my ear off all day long."


    


    ^Aa^iten. 3


    Ralph Cellini was having a drink with his brother-in-law, who he thought was a jerk, a fat slob. Ed Grouse was an oJfficeholder, a bom cop. He was bullying and offensive to those he considered beneath him, obsequious to those above him. He was afraid of Cellini and seldom attempted to hide it.


    "For Christ sake, Ralph, you know what you're asking me to do? Sullivan's behind them, and you know how SuUivan stands with the old man and the county attorney."


    "You can pull a raid without SulHvan knowing about it until later, can't you?"


    "Well, sure," Crouse began to sweat although it was chilly in the bar. "But-"


    "And after it's over and the papers run the story, is the old man going to take the credit, or is he going to boot your -ass? Use your head. He won't dare admit that one of his deputies raided a gambhng joint in county territory that he didn't know was there. Then later, after the noise is all blown down, I'll move in and take over. Don't wreck the place too much."


    "What if the bank won't rent to you?"


    "I got connections out East that will buy the joint."


    "Jeese, Ralph, I don't blame you for being burned at Elson, but there's got to be another way."


    "Sure," said Cellini, "I can get on the phone and in an hour there'll be a guy on his way west to take care of him, but that just leads to trouble. Besides, I don't want the Syndicate boys to think I can't handle things without help. They got their eyes out for smart operators. They're going legitimate fast and there ain't no end to what you and I can do in this territory once I get really rolling. Do you want me to have to tell Maria you've got no guts?"


    Ed Crouse drew a deep, slow breath. He was afraid of


    


    his wife and he knew that she would always listen to her brother in preference to him.


    "When?"


    "New Year's Eve."


    "Jeese, no, not then. The place will be full of big shots."


    "So much the better. Then they can't hush things up. Play this right and maybe you'll get a gold badge."


    Grouse took a long drink, the alcohol seeming to stiffen his courage. "All right, but for God's sake, pray that nothing goes wrong."


    New Year's Eve was even bigger than they had expected. Cellini had moved out the day before and they spread the tables to help fill up the space his rows of chairs had occupied.


    Abovestairs the dining room was full, and as Ghance looked across the gambling salon he wondered if an extra person could possibly force his way into the room.


    Only the pit showed as an empty island in the center. Here Doc and his two assistants moved quickly from one table to the next, checking the stacks of chips, sending to the cashier's cage for more when a table ran low.


    There were two dealers at the roulette wheel, people banked five deep around it. At the crap tables four men struggled to keep track of the bets.


    At eleven thirty, Dutch came through the private door from the cashier's cage to Ghance's office. He was carrying an armload of packaged bills. His face was red and there were sweat patches under his armpits.


    He wheezed as he laid the money on Ghance's desk. "Brother, I never saw anything like this. They're fighting out there, just to get up to the table, and Harvey tells me there's as many in the restaurant who can't get down the stairs. I'll bet we run straight through tomorrow night."


    Ghance counted the bundles, noting the amounts penciled on each tape. "Tell the bartenders to water the hquor. I don't want the place fuU of drunks."


    "I already have." Dutch went back to the cage. Ghance put the money in the safe but did not close the door. He


    


    walked again into the main room and stood against the wall, watching.


    He was still standing there when the raid started. It was one minute after midnight. Faintly from abovestairs they could hear the orchestra, and people singing, "Should auld acquaintance . . /*


    And then Ed Grouse's men moved. They were scattered through the crowd. Some had been playing at the tables, others merely watching.


    Grouse came down the steps suddenly. The guard stopped him. Grouse showed his badge, and the man pressed the alarm button with his toe, even as he was forced aside by the deputies who followed Grouse.


    Grouse shoved over to the bar. He jmnped on top of it and held up his hands, shouting, "Don't anyone move. This is a raid, a raid.*'


    Somewhere a woman screamed. Men fought each other as they made for the door.


    The buzzer warned Doc. Before Grouse had gained the bar, Doc had ducked under the rope connecting two of the tables and was in the milling mob struggling toward the office. He sHd through the door and bolted it. Ghance was at the safe, shoving packets of money into a cloth bag. Dutch came charging through the private door carrying more money.


    The noise from the gambling rooms increased, everyone shouting at once, and the panic had spread to the restainrant abovestairs.


    "Goddamn Gellini." Dutch was so hoarse he could hardly talk. "I'll kill that greaseball."


    Neither Ghance nor Doc bothered to answer. They got the money into the bags and ran for the stairs. At the top, they stopped to shp on the bus-boy coats before they ventured into the pantry. They could have saved the trouble. Grouse had four deputies in the kitchen waiting for them. Gellini had warned him about the private stairs.


    Leon was crying. The cooks and waiters huddled in one comer of the kitchen. In the dining room Grouse's men were bringing a certain amount of order. As the patrons filed


    


    through the door, each was forced to give his name and show identification and then permitted to leave.


    Dutch and Doc and Chance stood ia the comer beside the orchestra platform. Chance was consumed by a burning anger. The deputies had taken the money. Now they were letting them strictly alone, merely watching to see that they did not attempt to join the departing crowd.


    Chance's anger was at Cellini, and at Sullivan who he felt had double-crossed him, but mostly at himself. He'd let his temper get away from him when he had talked to Cellini earher in the week. He had thrown the man out, and this was what he got for it.


    He thought of the money in those sacks, and the money they had poured into this building and knew a feeling of hopelessness. They had been on their way, almost over the top. Now they would have to start all over again.


    He made a small sign with his hand to Harvey as the man was led past. It was an agreed sign. Harvey was to phone Joe as soon as he could, and Joe would phone their lawyer. Thank God Doc had had sense enough to put the man on a retainer. They would be fined. They might even draw suspended sentences, but they would be back as soon as he re-established his connections, as soon as he found out where SuUivan had shpped.


    The people from the gambling rooms were not faring as well as the restaurant patrons. They were brought up and questioned, some of them held. It took over an hour to sort through the crowd, and in that time Chance stood motionless, waiting.


    The waiters and cooks and kitchen help filed past. Leon was still crying. Leon had loved this restaurant. He could not have loved it more if he'd owned it.


    The dealers and assistant floormen and guards were brought up next. All of them would be fined. Some of the dealers would probably be floated out of town. They were men who had worked in gambling houses in a dozen states, and to most of them this was an old story.


    And then Chance's turn came. Crouse was sitting at the table nearest the dining-room door. They were motioned for-


    


    ward and Grouse surveyed them. Grouse was very pleased with himself and with the night's work. His stained teeth gleamed as he grinned at Ghance.


    "So you're Elson?"


    Ghance didn't say anything.


    Grouse looked at him a moment longer, then waved his hand. "Take them away."


    They were led out to a Buick sedan. It was very cold. The snow crunched under their feet. They walked down the drive. Ghance's wrist was cuffed to Doc. Dutch was on Doc's other side. It was the first time in his life Ghance had ever worn handcuffs. He did not like it.


    There was a driver and a man at his side. There were cars in front of them and cars behind. They made quite a cavalcade downtown to the county building.


    As they were led along the lower haU, Ghance saw Sullivan hurry in. The chief deputy's big face looked red, angry, but he did not meet Ghance's eye as he hurried by.


    They were mugged, fingerprinted; then Ghance was led into a room that had a long table running down the center. There were half a dozen detectives at the table. He stood at the end of the table, looking back at them. There was no chair for him to sit on.


    "Ever been arrested before, Elson?"


    "No." He was damned if he would say sir.


    "Sure of that?"


    He didn't answer. There was no point in repeating himself.


    "Elson your right name?"


    "Yes."


    "What are you doing in Gleveland? Why did you come here?"


    It went on for fifteen minutes. Twice he asked to call his lawyer. Twice he was refused. Finally SuUivan came in through a door at the other end of the room. He spoke in a low tone to the man at the end of the table and Ghance was led out and taken to a cell.


    He sat wondering what had happened to Doc and Dutch. He wondered what could happen to him. There was a noise at the door and the turnkey let Dan Sullivan into the room.


    


    Sullivan was nearly sixty. He looked like a judge, with his red face and the shock of white hair. He waited until the turnkey was out of sight, then said in a low voice, "J^st don't talk. You'll be taken into court tomorrow morning and fined two hundred and fifty dollars."


    "Where's my lawyer?"


    "You don't need your lawyer. You'll be charged as a common gambler, fined, and that's the end of it."


    "What happened?"


    "That son of a bitch Ed Grouse pulled a fastie. The bastard win be broken for this, but we can't do anything right now. The papers are all playing the story big. The old man is sore at me and Grouse and you. He doesn't like trouble."


    "What about the dough your men took? There was nearly twenty G's."


    "I'll do what I can."


    Ghance had to be satisfied. It wasn't that he trusted Sullivan, but Sullivan had to play along. SulHvan could not stand it if he really talked in court.


    He lay down on the hard bunk, pulled the single blanket over him. At least they hadn't dumped him in the tank. He slept. He did not know how long he slept before the rattle of the key in the cell door wakened him.


    Two uniformed men came in and walked him out between them. He supposed that it was morning, that he was being taken into court. He thought it was funny that they had given him no breakfast, but he did not really care.


    Instead of a court, they walked him into the room where he had been questioned last night. He saw Grouse sitting at the end of the table. There were three other men in the room.


    Suddenly Ghance was afraid. He had not been afraid often, but there was a look in Grouse's eyes which was not quite sane. Grouse got up from his chair and walked around to face Ghance.


    "Who beat up Ralph Gellini?"


    Ghance was surprised, but the surprise did not show. His habit of masking emotion was strong enough to conceal even his fear.


    "When did it happen?"


    


    "Two hours ago."


    "You know where I was two hours ago."


    Grouse hit him. The blow caught Chance on the temple and he went down. He stayed there, on his knees. He shook his head a little in an effort to clear it. Anger choked him. His impulse v/as to climb to his feet and try to take Grouse, but he stayed where he was. You didn't play another man's game, and this was Grouse's game. He had all the aces.


    Ghance guessed who had beaten Gellini. Harvey had phoned Joe, and Joe had gone out and found Gellini. That was the way Joe would handle things. His mind made every problem simple.


    "Get up." Grouse kicked him in the side. The broad sole of the heavy shoe cracked against his ribs, sent pain shooting through his whole body. "Get up." The kick came again. The pain was so great now that it was all he could do to drag himself upward.


    Grouse knocked him back to the floor with a blow that broke his nose. Dimly he heard one of the men still seated at the table say in a tight voice, "Easy, Ed. You'll mark him. Put on gloves."


    He did not see the tight gloves thrown to Grouse. He did not see the deputy pull them on. He managed to drag himself up, to slump into a chair.


    Grouse used one hand to hoist him to his feet. Grouse was scared himself. It wasn't that he loved his brother-in-law, but if Ralph died, Maria would blame him for it.


    "You bastard, talk. Tell me who it was before I kill you."


    He had no intention of killing Ghance. He wanted to make him talk, and there were ways of beating a man without marking him, without putting him clear out. Sadistic ways.


    He worked systematically, eflBciently, reducing his victim to a clod.


    Ghance did not quit. Dimly he saw the man before him. Dimly he reached out, managed to get hold of the center finger on Grouse's left hand. He grasped it with all his remaining strength. He did not hear the cry of pain wrenched from Grouse.


    He bent it backward, backward, until the bone snapped.


    


    That was when Grouse lost his head. That was when he grabbed the sap from his coat pocket and started beating Chance about the head and shoulders.


    Two of the men stopped him, finally, as Chance tipped out of the chair and fell sidewise to the floor. They held Crouse between them, panting, wide-eyed.


    "The son of a bitch."


    "You've killed him, for Christ sake."


    Crouse struggled to free himself. He couldn't, but he used his shoe to kick Chance twice more in the side before they hauled him back.


    "My God." They were staring down at the bloody, battered, inert man, and there was fear in their faces. "How do we cover this one?"


    Grouse wiped his mouth with the back of his injured hand, stared at the limp finger. "He broke it. He broke it."


    "To hell with your finger. He's supposed to be in court in a couple of hoiu-s. What do we do?"


    Ed Grouse took a ragged breath. His rage was dying and he realized that he was in a jam, a bad one. Sullivan was already sore at him, the old man fit to be tied. Goddamn Cellini. The guy had been getting him into trouble from the time he married into the family. He had to think, had to have time to think.


    "Run him out to the east-side substation and bury him there. Tell Marty no one's to know where he is, no one, until I think of something."


    His men looked at each other imcertainly. None of them liked the idea. Every one of them wished to God he was somewhere else at the moment. But they didn't know what else to do. They wrapped Chance in a coat, carted him to the back elevator and down into the basement garage.


    Two hours later they were back in town, getting ready for morning court. They marched Dutch in, and Doc in, and the gamblers and floormen. There were other prisoners, prostitutes who had been picked up the night before, a whole parade of dnmks still smeUing of the tank. All misdemeanors. The felonies weren't handled in morning court, even for arraignment.


    


    Doc and Dutch pleaded guilty and saw a bail bondsman come forward to pay the fines. Then they walked over to where SulHvan stood, just inside the door.


    "Where's Chance?*'


    SulHvan looked aroimd in surprise. He had not been watching the proceedings closely. He grunted something which Doc did not catch and moved aroimd the wall to the front of the courtroom, bending down to whisper to the clerk.


    The judge gave them no notice. He appeared bored, half-asleep, as the parade of girls and drunks moved slowly before him. To each he put the question, "How do you plead?*'


    It was as mechanical as clockwork. He consulted the papers before him, scribbled the sentence and passed it down to the clerk.


    SuUivan came back looking puzzled. "He wasn't brought down. He isn't on the Hst."


    "Weil for Christ sake, where is he? Get him down here. Do you want him to stay in jail all day?"


    "The judge doesn't like it if we add any names after the court opens."


    "To hell with the judge." Doc's tone was louder than he intended.


    Sullivan said, "I'll check." He turned, walked out of the courtroom and they followed. Fifteen minutes later he came back into the front office, looking more puzzled. "He's not upstairs. And he isn't charged out and the night jailer's off duty so I can't ask him. I don't get it."


    Doc said, "This is a great way to run a jail. Do you misplace prisoners very often?"


    Dan SuUivan ran his pudgy fingers through his white hair. He had been a poHceman for most of his Hfe, and in his own way he was a fairly good officer. To his mind he was honest. The fact that he had taken payoffs from gamblers and madams and during prohibition from bootleggers did not count. People were people; they would gamble and drink and find sex no matter what you did. In his eyes it was better to know where the spots were, better to keep them in a kind of loose control, than it was to have them scattered all over the coimty.


    "We-U find him."


    


    "You bet you'll find him, and fast." It was Doc and Doc was beginning to worry. "There's something screwy about this whole setup. You didn't know about the raid, and then you didn't want me to have our lawyer in court, and now Chance is missing. What goes on anyhow?"


    Dan Sullivan had an Irish temper. "Look, you don't talk to me this way."


    "The hell I don't," said Doc. "I don't trust Ed Grouse. I . went along with you, but I'm about finished. I'm going to get our lawyer down here and III find Chance if I have to search every stinking ceU myself."


    "He's not up there." SuUivan, too, began to show worry. "I checked just to make certain there was no mistake in the records."


    "You mean he's free? Go call Joe, Dutch. See if he's heard * from him. Maybe he just got up and walked out and went home."


    Dutch came back in five minutes. "No, he ain't there and Joe hasn't heard a word."


    Doc said, "I'm going to get Clarence." Clarence was their lawyer. "And then I'm going to bring in the boys from the newspapers and start talking if he isn't found fast. Where could he be?"


    SuUivan wet his hps. "I don't know. I'm leveling. Doc. Don't blow things until I can check with the night jailer."


    "And with Ed Crouse," said Doc. "I've a hunch he knows something about this. But, heU, he just couldn't walk out of here with a prisoner, could he?"


    SuUivan said, "Sometimes when we want to hold a prisoner on ice, that is not book him, we send him out to one of the substations and bury him so his lawyer can't get a writ and find him. But why in heU would anyone do that to Chance?"


    "Can you find out?"


    SuUivan said with dignity, "I'm the chief deputy. The man who fails to teU me what I ask is in real trouble." He went to the phone. Fifteen minutes later he was back, looking grave.


    "He's at the east-end station and they're scared. He's in bad shape. He's been beaten."


    


    Doc looked at Sullivan's face, then went to call the lawyer. When he came back he asked, "Who took him out there?*'


    "Two of Grouse's men."


    "I knew it. If he's bad, this department had better watch it. I'll give the whole damn story to the press."


    Chance was bad. Doc thought he was going to die. SuUi-van had an ambulance there in five minutes. SuUivan was as worried as Doc. He put out an alarm for Grouse and the two men who had taken Ghance to the substation. He said, "Just don't talk to the papers and I'll take care of Grouse."


    "And GeUini," Doc said. "Ralph GeUini planned this."


    Sullivan looked at him in surprise. "Haven't you seen the papers? GeUini was beaten up last night. He's got a fractured skull. They aren't sinre he'U Hve."


    There were no charges against Ghance, SulHvan and the sheriff and the county attorney decided between them. They agreed that if Doc didn't call in the papers, they'd kill the charges.


    Doc was all for telling them to go to hell, but Dutch and the lawyer disagreed. "If you stir things up," the lawyer said, "they'U throw the book at him. They'll have to, to protect themselves."


    "What about the dough they grabbed at the Glub?"


    "There was only fifteen hundred tinned in to the property clerk."


    "Ghrist, there was almost twenty thousand."


    "Gan you prove it?"


    "How could I prove it? They didn't give us a receipt."


    "Who took it. Grouse?"


    "Not personally. A couple of his men."


    "Which ones?"


    Doc didn't know. Things had been very confused at the time.


    "They'll just say you're lying. You haven't got a chance."


    They were sitting in the waiting room at the hospital, waiting for the doctor's report. When it came, it was not good. Ghance had a concussion and lacerations around the face and shoulders. What was worse, far worse, were five broken ribs, at least one of which had pierced the lung.


    


    Dutch listened in silence, watching Doc's face, seeing how grave it was. Dutch didn't know much about sickness, but he had a horrible fear of death.


    As they went down the steps Dutch asked, "How bad is it?"


    "About as bad as it can be. If he dies, I'll hunt up Grouse and personally kill him with my hands. I just might do it anyhow."


    "Let Joe do it. He certainly took care of CeUini."


    "Shut up." Doc looked around to make sure they weren't overheard. "We've got to get Joe out of here before we do anything else."


    "What are we going to do with him? You got any money? I'm broke."


    "You always are." Doc had four hundred bucks, stashed in the toe of one of his shoes. He always carried what he called mad money.


    "Think we'll get the dough back that was turned in to the property clerk?"


    "Maybe in eight or ten months, but I doubt it. Joe ought to have some grocery money stuck away."


    "He's been buying clothes for the kid."


    Doc signaled a passing cab. "Well, maybe he can go out to that training farm imtil we get organized. We've got to send him away. Otherwise he'll be bragging to the neighbors how he beat hell out of Cellini and then we'U have him in jail, too."


    Dutch said slowly, "I miss Chance."


    Sure, Doc thought. He missed Chance too. He felt like a boat without a pilot. It was funny the way Chance had taken • over their lives and dominated their thinking. Why, twice at the hospital when he'd been trying to figure what to do the thought had leaped into his mind that he should go upstairs and ask Chance.


    "We have to get a stake," he said, "and quick. There's going to be hospital and doctor bills and God knows what else."


    Dutch said, "You could go back and try the boats."


    "What would I use for money?"


    


    "Well, what in hell do we do? This ain't camey season. I wouldn't be able to catch on if I wanted to."


    "I've got a friend in Miami." Doc was thinking aloud, "He'd probably put me on, dealing, but it wouldn't pay much."


    "You should stay here with Chance."


    "I won't leave until we know more, but I can't just sit around on my ass and starve."


    They told Joe about it slowly. Doc was afraid Joe might blow his top, but surprisingly Joe took it quietly. It was Judy the news affected most. Her gray eyes seemed twice as big as usual. "You mean he's going to die?"


    Doc said, "There's a chance, but he's strong, and he lived pretty healthy, never lapped up too much booze. He might make it."


    Judy was scared. She felt the uncertainty of the men. She reahzed more clearly now than she had before that it was Chance who held them together, Chance who made things


    go-She started to cry. She wasn't used to crying, but somehow she just could not stop. Doc and Joe looked at her helplessly. Strangely it was Dutch who took charge. Dutch pulled her into his lap and she biuried her thin face in his shoulder.


    "It's okay, honey. Chance will be all right. We'll all be okay. Stop it. Crying never helped anyone."


    He looked across her tousled head. "What about that training farm, Joe? Would they take you and the kid for a few weeks?"


    Judy's arms tightened about his neck convulsively. "I don't want to go no place. I want to stay with you."


    She cried herself to sleep finally, and Dutch picked her up and carried her in and put her in Chance's bed.


    Doc called the training farm. It was set. They put Joe and the girl on the bus for Painesville the next morning. The news from the hospital was not good. Chance had pneimionia.


    Doc went downtown to talk to Sullivan. He didn't get any of their money, but he did get the word that Ed Crouse and the men who had helped him had been suspended.


    The papers had picked up the story. There was a reporter


    


    at the apartment when Doc got back home. Doc wouldn't talk. Mad as he was, he kept his mouth shut, for Sullivan had half promised that the Club would reopen after all the shouting died down.


    But the papers foimd one of the men who had been with Grouse. He talked. The story broke. The sheriff was in trouble. There was the chance of a grand-jury investigation.


    Reading the headlines, Doc realized that whatever hope he had of the Club's reopening was gone. The pubhcity had seen to that. The bank officially canceled the lease. It was then that Doc gave up. He wired his friend in Miami and caught the night train.


    Chance was in the hospital for over five weeks. At first he was too sick to care about anything. Gradually his cuts and bruises healed, but they had to operate and remove one of the ribs.


    Dutch came in every afternoon. Sometimes they only let him stay for a couple of minutes. Dutch had a job in a poolroom nights, and he had kept the apartment.


    Chance was well past the crisis as far as the pneumonia was concerned, but he did not seem to gain strength. Dutch had lost count of the transfusions that had been given.


    He was scared and lonely and confused. He had even stopped drinking for the first time in his adult life. Doc wrote every day. Doc was Hving on ten dollars a week and sending sixty-five to Dutch.


    It got to the place where Dutch hated to go to the hospital. He never knew what to say to Chance. It was like trying to talk to a stranger. Chance had no interest in anything, and the doctors warned Dutch not to tire him.


    Chance did not dislike the hospital. He simply was too tired to care. Aside from the hacking cough which hurt his chest, he had little or no pain, but the Hstlessness continued, and his strength did not return.


    Finally the doctors said that Dutch could take him home, and Dutch sent for Joe and Judy.


    Judy had changed remarkably. Her face had filled out, her skii had lost its taut dryness, and her hair, which had been duU, had a natural sheen. The farm and the food and the


    


    fresh air had made a difference in Judy. But the change went far deeper than surface appearance.


    It showed in ease of manner, in the certainness of her behavior, in the way she took command and made decisions for Joe. In her whole hfe she had known no sense of security until the night Chance had found her on the sidewalk. She had been terrified then, driven by a fear which was groimd into her.


    Then in the few days between Christmas and New Year's she had begun to relax a httle, to beheve that in this apartment she might have found something she had never known, a home. But even then she had been nervous, watchful, always on the alert, sensing that she must please these men, that there was no permanent security, that she stayed merely by sufferance.


    And the raid had almost snapped her akeady taut nerves. It had seemed the end of the dream.


    The farm had brought her first real reassurance. The Beyers, who ran the place, had taken her at face value, accepting Joe's statement that she was his niece. There had been no questions, no prying into her past. She had had the run of the place, and, with all the cmriosity of a city child who had never seen chickens or pigs or cows, she explored it thoroughly.


    Yet she was not sorry to leave. She came back to the apartment with an entirely diflFerent attitude, a proprietary feeling. It belonged to her as much as it belonged to Doc or Chance or Dutch or Joe.


    There is seldom any question of ownership in the very yoimg. Everything they see is theirs by right, and Judy had suddenly developed the feeling of possession. This transferred itself from the apartment to the men. They too were hers. She had aheady succeeded without half trying in reducing Joe to a kind of wilhng slave.


    It was only when Chance came home that his appearance shocked her back into balance. He weighed less than a him-dred and twenty pounds. His face was waxlike in its thinness. His eyes, which had seemed to penetrate through her, had


    


    dulled and the whites about the blue looked unhealthy, a little yellow.


    She set herself to entertain him, to humor him. In the weeks that followed she talked to him endlessly, for she had heard the doctor say that his recovery now depended upon himself, upon his will to hve.


    And that will seemed gone. He listened when she talked, but she knew that she had only a part of his attention. Strangely this only seemed to draw her closer to him, for she developed a maternal feeling.


    Joe was almost no help. Joe would stand in the doorway of the front room, his scarred face deep with worry as he watched Chance, hardly saying a word.


    Dutch was seldom there. He had increased his hours imtil he was now working at the poolroom from noon until midnight closing. It was the middle of March when the doctor told Dutch that if Chance was ever to get back his strength he had to go to a dry climate.


    The news fell like a blow, just when Judy had again begun to relax. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, in front of Chance's chair, trying to work a crossword puzzle, asking him what the words were.


    Judy did not hear the front door open. She felt someone watching her and looked up to see Dutch standing in the hall doorway.


    Her first thought was that he must have been fired. Why else would he be home at this hour? And her hard, practical mind considered the problem of how they were to eat. Then she sensed from the sagging expression on his big face that it must be something far more serious.


    Chance looked up. He nodded to Dutch. He showed no surprise at seeing him, no curiosity as to why he was at home.


    Dutch came into the room. He did something he had not done in a month. He walked over to where a bottle of whisky still stood on the side table. He puUed the cork and took a long drink from the neck.


    **I just been talking to the doctor." His back was to Chance and his voice wasn't too steady. "He said some things I think maybe you should know."


    


    Chance waited. The tips of his slender fingers picked aimlessly at the fringe of the robe with which Joe had covered his knees.


    '*That lung of yours, the one the rib punched. The doc says you gotta go to a dry climate or it won't ever heal right/*


    "What's he mean?"


    "Look," said Dutch, "you know doctors. They use a lot of double talk. They confuse hell out of me."


    "You know what he said." Judy was suddenly ridden by - impatience. "What did he say?"


    Dutch turned to her. "Well, he's afraid of T.B., I guess. He didn't say just that, but, well, Chance has to get out of here, . and fast."


    Judy walked across the room slowly, sat down on the couch ^ and looked around the apartment. She wanted to yell suddenly, to tell them that it couldn't happen, that this was home, ' that they couldn't leave.


    Chance raised his head. He spoke with more force than he had used since the beating. "No."


    Dutch stared at him. "No what?"


    "I said no. If I'm going to die, I'll die right here. That's the ' end of it."


    Dutch gave him a long look. Dutch took a drink from the ' bottle; then he walked out of the apartment. He wired Doc that night to come home. Dutch could not handle Chance, even when he was sick.


    Two days later he met Doc at the station and told him what had happened. Doc listened in silence. "It ain't that he wants to stay here," Dutch ended. "If he did you could argue with him. The hell of it is he just don't want anything. He acts like he's afraid to stir out of that chair. Jeese, if it hadn't i>een for Judy, I don't know what I'd have done. The heart's gone right out of him."


    "Weakness," said Doc. "People are like that when they're sick. T.B. ones are usually worse. They just don't seem to give a damn. Til talk to the doctor."


    They rode over to the doctor's oflBce, and Doc talked to him for an hour. When he came out, Dutch got up from his seat in the waiting room.


    


    **What's he say?"


    Doc shrugged. "His test came out positive, but maybe there's not much involvement yet. However, he has to get out of here."


    "Try and make him."


    "Leave it to me." Doc had never conned Chance before, but he was going to try now.


    He breezed into the apartment as if he did not have a care in the world. He grabbed Judy and kissed her and pinched her behind playfully. He shadowboxed around Joe and then grabbed him and kissed the center of Joe's growing bald spot. Then he walked over to Chance's chair, saying critically, "You look a mite better than when I saw you last."


    "I must have looked terrible."


    "That you did."


    "How's Miami?"


    "Good. People are beginning to forget there ever was a depression. But the joint's closed. The boys are moving out to Las Vegas."


    "What in Christ's name for? That place is a graveyard. Even while they had the big crew building the dam, I heard that the gamblers had to play each other's games just to think they had action."


    Doc laughed. "It's not that bad. The crowds are growing. It's only three hundred miles from Hollywood, remember, and since Mexico threw out gambling the movie boys have to have some place to play."


    Chance lost interest. '"They've got clubs in town and in Pabn Springs. Willie Hook went out there last year, he stayed three weeks and couldn't take it. It's nothing but a honky-tonk."


    "But legal." Doc helped himself to a drink. "Christ sake, no payoffs, no crooked cops, no juice, no raids, and you can look any man in the eye. They tell me a gambler in Vegas is just as good as a banker."


    "What is this buildup? It wouldn't be because the damn sawbones says I have to live in a dry climate? Is that why you came back so fast? Well, to hell with it. I'm not going to Nevada."


    Doc said calmly, "I am. I've had it as far as illegal opera-


    


    tion goes. Do you think we'll get oiir Club back here? We won't. Did Dutch tell you the bank broke the lease?"


    Chance shook his head. He showed no emotion. He didn't care about the lease or the Club or anything. He coughed and could not stop. Doc watched him with somber eyes.


    "So we spUt up after three years."


    "Why not?" said Chance when he could speak. *Tm no good to any of you."


    "Just hke that, you're gonna quit?"


    Judy gulped. She did not want to go to Nevada. But she did not want them to split up either. She walked to Chance's chair and took his hand. "Why shouldn't we go?"


    He turned to look at her. Her eyes were pleading with him now. "What happens to Joe if you and Doc split up? What happens to me?"


    He hadn't been thinking about her, or Joe, or Dutch, or even Doc. He had been sitting there day after day feeling very sorry for himself. He had about made up his mind that he was going to die. Not that he really cared, because when the Club closed, something closed within him. The Club had represented so much. It was proof that he, with nothing behind him, no education, no real training, could be important. It was all mixed up. He did not analyze himself too closely but he knew something that even Dutch and Doc had never guessed. He was scared inside. He had always been scared. His masklike front was to protect his fear, to keep other people from ever guessing how uncertain he was.


    The blonde in New Orleans had represented one kind of victory, for it had proved to him a fact of which he was unsure, that he was attractive to women.


    The Club had been another mark. He had done the impossible. Starting with nothing save the few tricks Dutch had taught him, he had built a bankroll big enough to open the Club.


    It was gone, and with it his courage. To him the strange part about his relationship with Doc was that Doc was always certain of himself, and yet Doc would consult him and take his decision as final.


    But for once Doc was not listening to him. This frightened


    


    him more than ever. If he had lost his grip with Doc and Dutch, he had indeed lost everything.


    "Do what you like," he said. "Joe, help me into bed." In silence they watched the fighter half carry Chance from the room. When Judy turned around she was shocked. Doc was crying.


    Judy was the only one of the party who enjoyed the train trip West, and she had not expected to. She had never been on a train before and everything intrigued her, from her upper berth to the swaying dining car.


    Chance stayed in his compartment bed. Doc warned Dutch that Chance was worse. There were fever spots on his white cheeks and his eyes looked glassy.


    Joe stayed with him most of the time. So did Judy when she was not prowling the train. Dutch had started drinking again and was seldom far from the bar car. Doc was restless. His impulse was to find a card game, but he wanted no trouble with Chance sick.


    On the first afternoon out of Chicago, he went into the club car and sat down next to a tall man in a dark, neat, double-breasted suit. Doc would have taken him for a banker or a corporation executive but for two things. The man's lean face was heavy with windbum as though the skin had been exposed to harsh elements for fifty years, and the hat on the carpet beside the chair was big, broad brinmied, white—a cowboy's hat.


    For ten years Doc had made his living by his ability to evaluate strangers, to guess their habits, their financial status, their likes, and their gulHbihty.


    There was nothing gulhble about the man beside him. This Doc would have bet on heavily, and the blue eyes although a little remote did not seem unfriendly.


    "Do you have a match?"


    The man produced a kitchen match, which Doc struck on his thumbnail.


    "Rancher?"


    The man nodded.


    "What part?"


    


    "Nevada mostly."


    Doc grinned. "You're just the man I want to talk to. Tell me something about the state."


    John Kern had been sizing up men before Doc was bom. At eighteen he had ridden into Tonopah, Nevada, just to see what a mining town looked like. He had been one of the first in Goldfield and had stayed with the camp until it grew into the greatest mining town on earth.


    Nevada had produced many fortimes. Some of the greatest in this country had their roots in the huge mineral deposits of that barren state.


    Most of the money had flowed East to build stately mansions in Washington, to construct telegraph lines around the globe, to found a dozen banks and financial institutions.


    But not all of the mining millionaires had forsaken the country which had brought them wealth. John Kern, along with Winfield and Odie, Key Pittman and others, had stayed in Nevada. He owned half a dozen ranches, four banks and still held large interests in mining properties. In the thirty years since Goldfield had begun to die he had remained a leading figure in the state.


    "Gambler?"


    Doc was startled, then he laughed. "Am I getting that obvious?"


    John Kern's smile was lean. "Maybe not to most, but about the only people interested in Nevada nowadays are gamblers. You coming out expecting to get rich?"


    Doc sensed the irony. "I've got a sick partner." He was seldom on the defensive, but Kern impressed him. He knew without being told that this tall man was somebody. He had the air, the habit of command which is hard to mistake. "I'm supposed to take him to a dry climate. He's got a bad lung."


    "It's dry," said Kern, "dry, and hot, and windy, and sometimes dusty, but I guess it's healthy. At least it was for me."


    "You from Vegas?"


    Kern shook his head. 'I've lived there. In fact there are few cities in the state I haven't hved in at one time or another." He started to talk about Tonopah and Goldfield, and some of the gambling games he had witnessed.


    


    "Didn't Tex Rickard come from Goldfield?"


    "He was there, came down from Alaska and opened the Northern Saloon. The building's gone now. So is most of the town." There was a trace of sadness in Kern's voice. "They had a bad fire in thirteen or fourteen, and then a flood. It took almost everything below the hotel."


    He was silent, staring at nothing for a few moments, seeing the past. "But she was a great town while she lasted. We had them all there, the promoters, the thieves, the gamblers and hustlers. You have to have seen Tonopah and Goldfield, yes, and Virginia City to imderstand Nevada and the way Nevada thinks. Few people who haven't hved out there for years ever do."


    Doc said, "Is that why you legalized gambling?"


    There was no smile in Kern's eyes now. "We had to," he said. "The mining business never came back after the World War, and the depression has pretty well ruined our ranching. We don't have much else. Gambhng was legaHzed in desperation. I only hope it doesn't wind up by eating us."


    Doc did not understand exactly what he meant, but he did not ask. Instead he questioned Kern about Vegas and the chances of making a Hving there.


    John Kern was a lonely man, and he liked Doc. Doc could be very charming when he chose and he was making a special effort now. They had dinner together, talked until bedtime and most of the next day. By the time they finished John Kern knew as much about Liller as Doc knew about himself. He had heard all about Chance and Dutch and Joe—and Judy.


    Kern said, "You're Hable to have a rather rough time. Vegas is full of gamblers, not only the home-grown boys but a lot of men who came in from CaHfomia, like Farmer Page and McAfee and Camero."


    "Hoodlums?"


    "Not in the sense I think you mean, although Camero used to be a bootlegger. They are more like you, I'd say, than like the Chicago bunch or the New York racket boys. Thank God they haven't started out here yet. I guess there isn't enough money to attract them."


    


    Doc said, "Well, I guess there's always room for a couple more. If I can get a job."


    "Go see Comelately Hombone."


    "Who?"


    John Kern laughed. "Comelately's a character. That's his favorite expression and everyone in southern Nevada knows him. He runs the Club Grandee on Fremont. Tell him I sent you. Now, where you going to live?"


    "I haven't the slightest idea."


    "You'll have trouble," said Kern. "There never was much extra housing and most of it has been taken. I've got an old place up on the Tonopah road. The key is hanging from the top of the second porch post. Take it and use it as long as you like."


    Doc was staring at him. "I'm beginning to beheve what they say about the West."


    "What's that?"


    "God's country. Imagine a stranger offering me his house to use in New York."


    Kern smiled. "Don't thank me until you see the place. It isn't much. I suspect Vegas and the whole country is going to be something of a shock. Maybe you'll stay a week or two, or maybe you can take it, but it won't be easy or pleasant. Our country needs a bit of knowing." He rose, offering his hand. "I'm getting off for Salt Lake."


    Doc shook the hand. After Kern had gone back for his baggage, Doc sat staring out of the window. "We'll stay." He said it under his breath. "You may be a bitch, Las Vegas, but you aren't so tough that you can't be taken."


    (^^<ifotcx 4


    Las Vegas had been founded as a railroad town. For years travelers on the old trail which wound northward from Santa Fe across the Colorado badlands had known of the springs and the grass and the trees, which were fed by the under-


    


    ground Amargosa River, but until the railroad had laid out a townsite and put in their division point and shops, there had been no permanent residents.


    For twenty years Las Vegas was not much, a sleepy desert town of less than five thousand people. It was not until 1931 that two events utterly unrelated conspired to alter her future.


    First, after years of discussion, the federal government began work on the dam which would harness the Colorado River.


    The second event was the repeal of the state's gambling ban, but neither of these happenings had much immediate eflFect.


    Black Canyon, where the dam was building, was over twenty miles away, and the vast majority of the workers imported by the five allied contracting companies found quarters and entertainment closer to the canyon. As for gambling, no one outside of Nevada, nor for that matter most of the residents, took much notice of the change. There had always been rather open gambling in the state, just as there had been hquor sold during prohibition.


    A few tourists braved the danger of vapor-locking their cars on Baker Grade and traveled the long, lonely stretches of Highway Ninety-One across the sandy wastes of the Colorado desert. But most of these were more attracted by the skeleton of the dam than by the roulette wheels, the twenty-one games and the crap tables beginning to multiply in the old barrooms, and the town's main payroll was still the railroad shops.


    The legislature had hoped to attract Cahfomia tourists by the move, just as they hoped to attract outsiders by their liberalized divorce laws, but there was too much gambling nearer home. Vegas did not actually feel the impact of outside money until Los Angeles suddenly elected a reform mayor in 1938, and at almost the same time the attorney general cracked down on the gambling boats o£F the coast.


    These two actions marked the conception of modern Las Vegas. Suddenly the boys who had made their living running the gambling clubs, the barges and the flash and slum


    


    games at the Los Angeles County beaches panicked. Gam-bhng had been outlawed below the Mexican border, and even the sheriffs of the inland counties were beginning to close the hot-spring spas and the mountain resorts.


    The migration to Vegas was on, a trickle at first, swelling into a flood which jumped property values along Fremont to double their former level, and made the town one of the most diflficult places in the world to find a room.


    Old clubs were purchased, their furnishings cleared out, the places redecorated and new equipment rushed in. Dealers from CaUente, from Culver City and the barges appeared in Vegas.


    On the heels of this immigration came customers, men who had played at the California gambfing houses these operators had deserted. Cards were mailed out to selected fists and the great of the movie world began to make their pilgrimage to the desert town.


    But the novelty wore off, the crowds decreased and at the time the train carrying Chance arrived at the station after its all-night run from Salt Lake, Vegas was suffering its own depression.


    Joe helped Chance down the car steps. Dutch and Doc and Judy carried the baggage. There was a lot of it. They had brought all they owned.


    They waited in the station entrance while Doc hunted up a cab. Chance was weaker. It was all he could do to stand. His eyes ranged morosely down Fremont. The first two blocks had clubs side by side, their garish signs seeming to fight each other for the space above the dirty sidewalk.


    Below the second block, the buildings thinned out and shrank in size, so that southwest of Fifth Street there was nothing much but houses.


    "So this is where we make our fortune?" Chance's tone was bitter. He shut his eyes and swayed a little. Joe caught him, steadying him. Doc had found a cab, a Buick, five years old, red with desert dust, battered.


    The driver lounged beside it, long and narrow, a big hat adding inches to his height. Doc said, "You know where John Kern's ranch is, out on the Tonopah Road?"


    


    The driver nodded. "How much to take us there?"


    The driver considered, glancing at the crowd in the station doorway. "Three bucks."


    Doc said, "You've made a deal. Let's get going." The driver went around the car and jackknifed himself under the wheel. He made a U turn and pulled up beside the steps; then he got out and opened the rear deck. He and Doc and Dutch loaded the baggage. The car was very full. Chance and Judy sat in the front seat with the driver, Joe, Doc and Dutch in back. The baggage not only filled the trunk, it was heaped upon their laps and on the rear floor.


    Judy had been looking at the driver sidewise, considering his big hat. She asked, "You a cowboy?"


    Chance spoke without opening his eyes. "From what I've seen this whole country couldn't support one cow."


    The driver laughed. "You get used to it. I come out from Chicago, sLx months ago. I kind of like it now."


    Chance still had his eyes closed. "I doubt that I'll live long enough to like it."


    There was tension in the car. The driver sensed it. He didn't quite know what was the matter but he was embarrassed. "You friends of John Kern?" "That's right." It was Doc. "Nice fellow, Kern, a big man." Chance opened his eyes. "What do you mean, big?" The driver was at a loss for words for a minute, then he brightened. "Well, you might say he runs the state, him and the senator." He turned the Buick left under the railroad and started out the Tonopah highway.


    The town had already faded. On each side of the road were ranch houses, set well back in green, tree-studded fields. Doc was looking at the grass and the trees. "They irrigate?" The driver shook his head. "Not here. They don't have to. There's an underground river along this valley. It's only eight, ten feet to water."


    Chance grunted. "What a country. Even the rivers have to run underground."


    The trees and the green crops encouraged Doc. He had


    


    been watching as the train ran through the badlands of southern Utah and eastern Nevada, and he had been about ready to give up himself. But, hell, this was pretty. It looked almost like some Eastern farming community.


    Maybe he built himself up a little too high, for the house came as a shock. Doc was the first one out. He turned to look at the weathered building. It reminded him of a shed. Its wall-boards ran vertically from the low eaves to the ground, the cracks between them shielded by warped battens. It didn't look very big, even with the wide screened porch, and he wondered if they could all squeeze inside of it.


    The yard was overgrown as if from long neglect, the bam at the rear canted at a dismal angle, seeming ready to fall. Doc stood, not knowing what to say, tempted to tell the driver to take them back to town, to a hotel.


    The driver did not notice Doc's disappointment. He had slipped from under the wheel and gone around the car to unlock the deck. He started hauling out suitcases and carrying them to the low steps. Doc went to help him automatically, still in a kind of daze.


    Dutch struggled from under the pile of baggage on his lap. He got out, followed by Joe. Chance made no eflFort to move. Judy wriggled from the car on the driver's side.


    Doc carried a load to the porch. He found the nail which held the key and unlocked the front door. Stale air came out to greet him. He did not know what he had expected. Certainly nothing like this. John Kern had impressed him, the driver had said Kern was a big man and Doc was not used to dry-country ranch houses.


    He stood in a front room, ten by twelve, with four doors opening from it. He walked to the nearest door and found a bedroom, scantily furnished with an iron bedstead, a cheap dresser with a warped top and a clouded mirror.


    Doc investigated the other two bedrooms, finding them much the same. In the hving room were two rocking chairs, a scarred table, a lumpy sofa.


    The kitchen was larger than the living room but its shed roof was so low that he suspected Dutch would have to duck to walk across it. The room held an oilcloth-covered table


    


    with four chairs, an iron cookstove with an oil burner in its firebox and a tier of shelves from floor to ceiling along the west wall.


    The rear door stuck. He pulled the bolt and managed to get it open, and stepped out onto a small service porch. At one end of the porch was an iron sink and a pump; at the other two steps led down into a woodshed.


    Doc was methodical. He even checked the drums in the woodshed to make certain there was oil. Then he tried the fuse box beside the back door. The fuses had been unscrewed. He replaced them and was reheved when he pulled the chain of the kitchen's single bulb to see the light come on.


    When he got back to the front porch, it was littered with their baggage. Chance sat on the top step, Dutch and Joe stood beside him uncertainly and the driver was waiting to be paid.


    It flashed across Doc's mind that if he hadn't been there to direct them, to goose them, they would have done nothing. Apparently the house had afi^ected them even more than it had him, and the need for action crowded some of the doubts from his mind. He paid the driver, then asked, "Is there a bus into town?"


    The driver said there was no bus. Doc hesitated for a moment. "Dutch, ride back in with him. See if you can rent a car for a few days until we get organized. Then market. Just start at the front of the store and go back. We need everything."


    He watched the cab pull back to the main road and turn toward town. The yard was silent after its noise died away and there did not seem to be much traffic on the highway. Only the wind made any racket. Doc thought it was blowing pretty strongly, but he was to find out later that this was a calm day in Nevada.


    He walked over to where Chance sat. "How do you feel?"


    Chance coughed. There was blood on the handkerchief when he took it from his lips. "Lousy."


    "We'll have you a bed in a few minutes. Judy, the sheets are in the black grip. Joe, find her some blankets and a pillow. Make up the bed in the front room for Chance."


    


    He went back into the house and through it to the woodshed. He found a battered five-gallon can and filled it from the drum. He filled and lighted the oil burner in the front room. By the time he finished, Joe and the girl had Chance's bed ready.


    Between them, Joe and he carried Chance in, undressed him and put him to bed. Afterward Joe showed him how to light the burner in the kitchen stove. There had been one like it at the training farm.


    He got a dishpan and bucket and filled them at the weU and poured them into the stove's reservoir. Then he refilled them and set them on top to heat. He knew he did not have to explain to Joe that everything in the place must be washed thoroughly. Joe hated dirt. Doc removed his coat and folded it neatly across a chair. He unfastened his diamond-studded cuffs and rolled them back. Doc had never liked to get his hands dirty, but he got them dirty now.


    Doc caught himself watching Judy as she worked. She had tied a cloth over her head and pulled oflF her gray sweater to expose the top of her slip and brassiere.


    The brassiere was not very well filled out, but the shoulders and arms had rounded. Doc had always been a sucker for a naked woman. Skin, he thought, did things to him, and he had to set himself consciously not to watch her.


    Judy worked with a will. She had seen worse places than this, and the idea that it was in the country intrigued her. She could hardly wait to go exploring, but she made no move to leave until everything had been cleaned save the Hving room. Then with Joe mopping the floor and Doc out in the front yard beating dust from the misshapen sofa cushions, she shpped through the rear door and headed for the bam.


    Joe was whistling as he worked. Joe was never so happy as when he worked, because work was a kind of therapy. He did not understand this and would not have cared if he had. Home to Joe was where Chance was, and Chance was here. Sure, he was sick, but Doc had insisted that once they came West Chance would be all right again. And Joe had faith in Doc.


    Joe went into the kitchen, stopping at the door to examine


    


    it critically. He had loved the kitchen at the apartment with its clean white sink and drainboards, its modern stove and gleaming refrigerator.


    There wasn't even an icebox here. He'd speak to Doc when he came in, but at that moment Doc had heard the car turn in from the highway and straightened.


    Dutch drove up with a flourish. He had had three drinks and there were five bottles of whisky in one of the boxes which filled the rear seat of the 1931 Ford touring car. It made a lot of noise, but it ran, and Dutch was jovial. "Twenty dollars, boy. What do you think?" Doc walked slowly around the car, noting the peeling, sand-scarred paint, the worn tires, the twisted fenders and the absence of one front headlight. "You really want to know?"


    Dutch lost his grin. "Actually, no, but it does run." "What does the town look like?"


    Dutch spat thoughtfully. "I thought I'd seen some honky-tonks, but this beats all. There's maybe four or five blocks of business with a few joints on the side streets, but mostly it's on the main drag, Fremont, a couple of blocks down from the railroad station."


    "What do the clubs look like?"


    "Well, three or four of them are pretty fancy. I went in and asked a few questions. Seems like a bunch from Los Angeles came in not long back and kind of prettied things up. But the play isn't much and the people on the streets, I swear to God, Doc, it looks like a mob scene out of a Western picture. I even saw Indians."


    Doc was opening the rear door of the old car and beginning to lift out the supplies. "What about tourists?"


    Dutch shrugged. "How the hell do I know which are tourists? I'll tell you one thing though. There are plenty of whores. They even got a crib district. I didn't know there was one left in the country. This place is backward as hell."


    Doc laughed and picked up a box, then he stopped as Judy ran across through the weeds toward them. Her face was flushed, her eyes shining. "I was next door. They got chickens and some pigs, and even horses. Doc, can I have a horse to


    


    ride? There's room to keep him in the bam and everything.**


    Dutch had all the carnival grifter's natural suspicion of natives. "You keep away from them people, mind."


    "Ah," said Doc, "lay off the kid. We have to live in this country, and unless I'm wrong we'll probably be here for a long time. Come on now, let's get this junk in the house."


    They sat at dinner under the stark Hght of the bare electric bulb dangling at the end of its black insulated drop cord. The food was good. That was one thing about Joe. He was a natural cook. But he was cursing the stove and telling Doc how they had to have a refrigerator the first thing. They needed other things, too; the stove was lousy, and the dishes weren't fit to eat on, and a hot-water heater would help and. . . .


    Doc's mind ceased to follow Joe's rambfing words. Joe never stopped to think that things cost money, and Doc couldn't remember a time in his life when he had been so nearly broke.


    He got up \vithout speaking and went out to the porch. Behind him he heard Joe and Judy rise and begin the dishes. He sat down on the steps. There was a softness in the dry air that was very pleasant and very restful. Doc knew nothing about the desert, or the fact that sundown is the most pleasant period of the desert land. But strangely he found that he was enjoying himself as he looked around.


    The place could be made attractive with work. Paint would help. The old bam should be torn down and a garage put in its place and the plank fences mended and painted.


    Yes, it would be kind of fun to fix it up. He had never had a place of his own, or for that matter much responsibility of any kind. But here, it was up to him. If he didn't do something they would starve.


    He went back in. Tomorrow they would have to get other beds. They could clean out the woodshed for Joe and fix Chance a place on the screen porch where he'd get plenty of air. Doc had always heard that T.B. needed a lot of air. Judy could have Chance's room.


    He undressed slowly, stretching on the lumpy mattress, not really expecting to sleep. He did, eight solid hours, more sleep than he had had at one time in a dozen years. When he


    


    awoke, it was as if to a new world. He was raring to go. After breakfast, he put Joe to clearing the woodshed, and sent Dutch to town for canvas to nail around one end of the screen porch, and two beds. Then he walked back to look at the old barn.


    Judy went with him. Judy was bubbhng over this morning, more filled with life than he had ever seen her. "You like it here?"


    "Gee," she said, "sure. It's great. Can we get some chickens and a pig?"


    "Talk to Joe. I don't know a damn thing about livestock." "Joe does. They had everything at the training farm." They went into the barn. It was empty and the wind which had come up during the night sighed through the cracks with a kind of eerie steadiness.


    "Looks like it will take some fixing before we could keep anything in here."


    Judy said, "We going to live here, always?" Doc thought about it. The thought was sobering. "We'll be here awhile anyway." He heard the rattle of the old Ford as Dutch turned in from the highway, and they moved back to the house.


    Chance was awake. He lay in the little dark bedroom, not moving, not turning his head when Doc entered.


    Doc said, "We're fixing up a comer of the porch for you. You have to have fresh air and rest and eggs and milk and . . ."


    Chance closed his eyes. "For Christ sake, stop making like a nurse. So, I'm going to die. So what?" He sounded listless, as if there was nothing in the world to interest him.


    Doc talked for a couple of minutes, then went outside where Dutch and Joe were setting up one of the new beds at the corner of the porch.


    "When you get it all set, move him out here. I'm going into town. You got the car keys, Dutch?"


    Dutch spat over the steps to the weeds outside. "In the lock. You don't think anyone would steal that, do you?"


    Doc walked to the battered car and stepped in. The car started tiredly. He backed around on the grass and headed


    


    out to the highway. He turned into the black-topped road and pressed the accelerator to the floor.


    The car was doing thirty miles an hour. It was almost all he could do to hold it on the road. The wind and a bent radius rod made steering a problem, but he reached the underpass, drove through it, turned right and then left into Fremont. He di'ove slowly down Fremont until he reached Fifth Street. There he parked the old car and retraced the route on foot.


    He took his time. It was nearly noon and he went into a small sandwich bar on the northeast side of the street and talked to the counterman while he ate a bowl of chili.


    The counterman was young with a shock of yellow hair, pale blue eyes and an almost chinless face. He was disgusted. Doc watched him, deciding that he would have been disgusted in New York or Chicago or Cleveland.


    "A man's a fool to stay here." The counterman was wiping the oilcloth top of the bar. "Hell, wages are cheap, and food and rent are high, and unless you're a dealer you ain't got a chance."


    Doc finished his chih. "Know a good doctor?"


    "I know one. I don't know how good he is. Schultz. Go up the stairs to the right of the door. You can't miss."


    Doc climbed the stairs. They were dirty. He pushed open the door on the right of the upper hall and came into a boxlike waiting room. The place smelled faintly of antiseptic. Doc stopped just inside the door, letting his eyes assess the room, the three worn, straight chairs, the lumpy couch, the table with its stack of dog-eared magazines.


    He started to turn away. Then, suddenly, he thought of his father, and the fancy oflBces high above the Loop. His father was a charlatan, a successful, high-paid charlatan. Doc had known it for years.


    He had no way of judging how good a doctor his father might have been in other circumstances, in other surroundings. He knew enough however not to judge a medical man's ability by his front.


    The inner door opened. The doctor stood beyond it. He


    


    had round, gold-rimmed spectacles and a round south German head. His face was a little beefy, a little coarse looking. "Yes?"


    Doc said, "We're new in town and I'm looking for a doctor. I've got a partner who is sick. T.B., I guess." He went ahead to explain about the beating and the punctured lung.


    The doctor's face did not change. It was as if he failed to hear anything Doc said. Doc was getting a little angry. A man who set himself up as a doctor should show a little interest in the sick.


    He said finally, "I judge you don't want the case, don't want to be bothered."


    Schultz merely stared at him.


    "All right. I'll find out from John Kern who a decent doctor is." Doc didn't know why he used Kern's name. He was not by habit a name-dropper.


    There was a flicker in the round eyes. "You know John Kern?"


    "Sure," said Doc. "We're living at his place out on the Tonopah road."


    "I see, come on in."


    Schultz liked to talk. The knowledge came to Doc as a surprise. The man had shown no sign of it at first. Listening to him advise bed-rest, outlining a diet, promising that he would be out to see Chance in a day or two, and that they could then decide about X-rays, Doc made a discovery about Vegas, something which had not occurred to him.


    Vegas was a small town, a clannish town, which resented the influx of outsiders that had descended upon it in a kind of tidal wave. Leaving the doctor's ofiice, Doc stored the knowledge away in his mind for future use. John Kern's name seemed to have a kind of magic quality. He wondered what would have happened to them if he had not chanced to meet John Kern on the train.


    He stood at the bottom of the steps leading from Dr. Schultz's office and looked up and down the street.


    It was only April, but despite the wind most of the men on the street were in shirt sleeves. They stood in small groups, or


    


    loitered in the doors of the saloons and gambling clubs as if they had nothing in the world to do.


    He could pick out the tourists on the street. They wore coats, for one thing, and the expectant air that he associated with sight-seers the world over. There were few of them, and fewer men whose clothes advertised that they were part of the construction crews still putting the finishing touches on the powerhouses and the dam.


    He crossed the street and went into the Golden Nugget. Someone had spent a lot of money here, furnishing the big gambling room. But there wasn't much of a crowd. Only three crap tables were running and Doc's appraising eye noted that at each the shills outnumbered the real players.


    A shill was hired by the house. He stood at a gambling table, making his bets, the theory being that real players did not like to risk their money at an empty table.


    A shill, by house rule, racked his silver dollars in the groove along the table's edge in a distinctive way, five dollars standing as they should, the next five turned sidewise in the rack.


    There was purpose in this. The slotman at the table could tell at a glance exactly how many dollars of the house money the shill had. It was merely another of the careful checks and balances by which the houseowners protected their games from dishonest employees.


    Doc had chosen the Nugget because it seemed to him the biggest spot along Fremont. He had already passed the Club Grandee. It was on the other side of the street, down two blocks toward Fifth.


    He had glanced at its dirty windows, at the tired electric sign from which the paint was peeling and three light bulbs were missing.


    The Grandee had not impressed him, even though John Kern had said that he could get a job there. He preferred to work in one of the bigger, newer, flashier places.


    He walked to the dealer at a crap table. "Who do I see about a job?"


    The dealer looked at him, sizing him up in one quick glance. "New?"


    "Got in yesterday."


    


    The man laughed, a httle shortly. "You won't like it. You've seen nothing like this place in all your life, beheve me. I thought Caliente was bad. It's heaven compared to this hellhole. I'm getting out as soon as I have travel money."


    "I can't. What about a job?"


    "You can ask." He jerked his head toward a stout man who stood at the end of the ornate bar. "But it won't do you no good. They gotta list. All the boys from the Coast have drifted m.


    Doc said, "Thanks."


    He walked around the square of tables. At the rear of the big room were blackboards and half a hundred people were scattered in the four rows of chairs facing the boards. He thought of the crowds Cellini's book had drawn at the club in Cleveland. Even bookmaking did not seem to pay off well in this town.


    Doc stopped beside the bar and the man looked him over silently as he made his pitch, telling where he was from, where he had worked. The man shook his head. "Sorry."


    Doc said, "For Christ sake. All I'm asking is a chance to show you what I can do."


    "Sorry, we gotta list."


    Doc turned away. The man called him back. There was still no softness in his fleshy face, but his voice was friendlier. "You're real new here."


    "Since yesterday,"


    "And you worked in Miami?"


    "That's right."


    "Just a tip, the next time you ask for a job don't mention Miami. This town is spht two ways now, the old-timers who don't like us, the boys we brought with us from the Coast. All of us are afraid the gangs from the East are getting ready to move in."


    Doc said, "If you mean did I work for the racket boys the answer is No."


    "You worked in Miami," the man said. "Don't mention it." He turned and walked away as if he had lost interest in the whole subject.


    Doc went slowly back into the glare of the afternoon sun-


    


    light. The sun seemed to be brighter out here. It hurt his eyes.


    He stood thinking it over. The town was divided into two camps, the johnny-come-latelys from the Coast and the native saloon men and gamblers. And both were afraid of an invasion from the East.


    He went into the Pioneer Club, which despite its name was run by newcomers. He went to the Vegas Club and three smaller spots in the block between First and Second. The words were difiFerent, but the tmndown was as final.


    He was whipped. His self-confidence, which usually carried him through any situation, was nearly gone. Christ what a town, a counterman who wanted to leave, a doctor who wouldn't take a case until he mentioned Kern's name, and half a dozen spots that would not hire him—spots where the minimum bet at the crap tables was only a quarter. And this was the place where he had told Chance they would get rich.


    He took a deep breath and walked the two blocks to the Club Grandee. All he needed was to be turned down here and they might as well pull up stakes and head out. The hell of it was that he did not have enough money to move them all, even to Los Angeles.


    He stopped outside the double swinging doors. Their panels were glass, painted in an X-like pattern of red and blue. The paint had chipped away, the varnish of the doorframes was checked and weathered and looked dirty.


    Doc was fastidious and he had a definite physical repugnance in pushing open those doors. He stepped inside, his dark eyes ranging along the deep, narrow room. The bar ran from the front along the north wall to a point two-thirds of the distance to the rear of the room. Behind it was a back-bar that looked as if it had seen service since the sixties, judging from the ornate carving surrounding the crystal of the plate-glass mirror.


    To his right were three crap tables, a roulette wheel and two blackjack tables. These were not arranged in the traditional squares but stood against the south wall, leaving just enough room for the dealers to squeeze behind them.


    


    At the rear of the narrow room were four round, cloth-covered tables that Doc judged were for poker, and in the rear corner was a counter on which stood a kind of revolving bird cage. Behind the counter against the wall was a rack, holding white tickets about four inches square. Doc had no idea what they were for.


    There was only one crap table operating and there were less than a dozen players in the room. One dealer loafed at the roulette wheel. The other layouts were empty.


    The bartender watched him approach. He was a tall man, without hips, so that his soiled apron seemed about to slip down around his ankles.


    Doc ordered whisky. The man set a bottle and a shot glass on the bar. He did not add a water chaser until Doc asked for it, and then he seemed to feel nothing but contempt.


    Doc was beginning to get mad all over again. The knowledge that he was forced to come into this dump of a place to ask for a job was bad enough, and to be high-hatted by a bartender who probably could not write his own name was worse.


    He took the drink slowly. The whisky was cheap and raw, burning its way clear down into his stomach, but he did not flinch. "Boss around?"


    The bartender was indifferent. He indicated the door beyond the end of the bar with a sweep of his hand.

  


  
    "Okay if I tallc to him?"


    "Better ask him."


    Doc had the impulse to pick up the bottle and heave it into the man's narrow face. This, he thought, was the God-damnedest most unfriendly town he'd ever been in. And it was supposed to cater to tourists, to go out of its way to please the general public.


    He spun a silver dollar on the bar and without waiting for change walked back to the door and knocked. He had no idea what Comelately Hombone would look like, nor was he prepared when a soft voice called from within.


    "It ain't locked."


    He walked into a room as dirty as the main saloon. It was small and most of its cramped space was fiUed by a big old-


    


    fashioned safe and a scarred roll-top desk. The safe door was partly open and Doc saw that aside from some httered papers it was empty. Chipped gold letters on the door were still legible and he read, JUNO MINING COMPANY: rhyolite.


    Comelately Hornbone sat in a swivel chair before the desk, and looked as old as it was. He was spare and his skin sunbaked to the textm-e of well-tanned leather, and Doc reaUzed that he was none too clean. "What's your trouble?"


    "No trouble," said Doc. "John Kern said you'd give me a job."


    The old man did not seem surprised. Doc was watching him closely, trying to judge his reactions. Hornbone considered him as if he were a specimen from another world. "You look like a con man or a sharp off the boats."


    "The boats," said Doc. With a man hke the one at the desk, you did not press too hard. You did not oversell.


    Hornbone squinted at him thoughtfully before sending a brown stream of tobacco juice unerringly into the cuspidor at the corner of the safe.


    "You belong across the street at one of them new-fangled joints."


    Doc said, "I tried. There wasn't a spot open." Suddenly the old man chuckled. "At least you're part honest. I suppose maybe John did send you. Known him long?" "Met him on the train." Doc felt that the intei-view was not going well, but for the hfe of him he did not know what to do about it. There was no softness in Hornbone's face, in his small eyes. Hornbone, Doc decided, could be very tough when he chose.


    "That's like John. Suppose you gave him a song and dance about how good you are? Well, I ain't John Kern, and I ain't like the flash boys across the way. They just come lately from the big time to hear them tell it."


    He broke off, opened a desk drawer, rummaged thiough a disordered mass of bills and dug out a fresh deck of cards. He tossed them to Doc. "Deal me two tens, yourself twenty-one.


    Doc's lips under the edge of his trim mustache curved in


    


    pleasure. He deliberately broke the seal on the pack. He took out the joker and the advertising dummies. He riliied the cards, bunched the deck and laid it on the desk for the man to cut.


    Hombone cut it twice, his eyes bright with malice. Doc grinned. To him this was an old story, something he could do in his sleep.


    He picked up the deck in his left hand, covering it for an instant, reversing the cut as he shielded the act with his right, so rapidly that Hombone could not be certain what he did. Then he dealt two cards face down before the club-owner.


    Hornbone turned them carelessly, the ten of diamonds and the ten of spades. His leather face showed no emotion. "Now give yomself twenty-one."


    Doc dealt himself five cards, put the rest of the pack on the top of the old safe. Then he tm-ned his cards up one at a time —a deuce, a trey, a five, a six, a second five.


    Hornbone chuckled again. "You're a showman. I would have been satisfied with a king-ace. I thought all the real mechanics were dead."


    "Do I get the job?"


    "Sixty a week. It ain't much, but then, neither is business. Those damn chiseiers from L.A. have hurt us bad."


    "AU right."


    Hombone spat again, squinted at him. "Now you've shov^ni me what you can do, don't try it here. We run a straight game. I want to keep my license."


    Doc hesitated. "I've got a friend. He isn't much of a card man, but he is honest."


    Hombone thought it over. "Fifty," he said. "I'll put him on the China Lottery. My dealer left town this afternoon. His girl caught a bum shde and the cops floated her."


    Doc always hated to admit ignorance of anything, but he couldn't help himself. "What the hell is the China Lottery?"


    Hombone looked at him for a long moment, then pushed back his chair and moved to the door. "Come here."


    Doc followed. They crossed the main room to the far rear comer and paused before the counter. There were shps of paper stacked on the counter. Hombone picked up one and


    


    handed it to Doc. It was ruled into small squares, each square filled with a Chinese character.


    "It's something like bingo," Hombone said. "They tell me the Chinks brought it over from Canton when they come to the gold rush." He picked up a bamboo-handled brush, dipped it in a dish which held a chunk of thick, black ink and used it to daub out several of the spots.


    "See, you pay a dime. You get one spot right, you collect a dollar; two spots, two bucks; three, three bucks and so on." "How do you know which spots win?"


    Hombone turned to a metal cylinder made of chrome rods. Inside the cyhnder were ping-pong balls, on each ball a Chinese character. "We draw every hour at night from eight until two. You can mark as many tickets as you hke, or you can pay more than a dime for your ticket. Get a ten-spot on a dollar ticket and we give you the town." "What are the odds against a ten-spot?'* Hornbone shrugged. "Never bothered to figure it out, but if the Chinese invented it, you can bet the house has a nice break. Can you start tonight?" "What time?"


    "Eight until morning. You get an hour's break to eat and five minutes every hour to smoke." He turned back to the office without another word. Doc watched after him for a minute, then left the place. At least both he and Dutch had jobs. Something better would turn up. They wouldn't stay too long at the Club Grandee.


    He came home after getting the jobs to find that much had been accomplished at the ranch, as Judy now called it. Chance was ensconced on his sleeping porch, and Judy had squandered three dollars left over from her traveling money on four hens which she had cooped in a comer of the old barn.


    Dutch met him in the front yard. Dutch had his coat off and was attacking the stand of weeds with an ancient lawn mower.


    "Any luck?"


    "Jobs for both of us in the damnest rat-trap you ever saw. This guy hasn't changed his ideas or his operation since the


    


    Alaska gold rush. I just hope he makes enough to pay us."


    Dutch said, "That doctor you sent out wants us to bring Chance in for X-rays tomorrow morning."


    "Schultz came out already?" Doc was surprised.


    "He was here." Dutch wheeled the lawn mower over, leaned it against the side of the house. "He spent nearly an hour talking to Chance."


    "Do him any good?"


    Dutch shrugged. "I don't get it. Hell, you know how Chance was from the first night I saw him, always driving, always wanting something. Now there ain't a thing in the world he's interested in except maybe Judy. I don't know what we'd do without that kid. So help me, she brought one of her lousy chickens up on the porch this afternoon and damned if it didn't lay an egg, right on Chance's bed."


    Doc laughed.


    "Sure," said Dutch. "Chance laughed too. It's the first time I've seen him crack a smile since New Year's."


    "I'll go in and tell him about the town." Doc went up onto the porch. He walked to the bed and sat on a box that Joe had put there for a stool.


    "What did the doc have to say?"


    Chance shrugged. "I stay in bed. I eat eggs and cream and get fat as hell."


    "I hear one of the hens delivered an egg personally."


    He saw Chance's lips twist slightly and was encouraged.


    "That Judy. She was in here chattering this afternoon. She's found a half-grown pig she can buy. She's been all over the neighborhood, met all the people for a couple of miles up and down the road."


    "What's wrong with that?"


    "Nothing, I guess, but hell, she wouldn't speak to a soul back in Cleveland."


    "She was scared there," said Doc, "scared that we'd send her away, or the cops would find her or something. Here she knows different. She's safe."


    Chance was silent.


    "I got jobs for Dutch and me tonight, a place called the Club Grandee."


    


    "What kind of a joint?"


    Doc told him. "It came over on the ark," he finished. "I never saw such a dump, but I cased the town and there's not much choice. The spots are divided into two groups, the old-timers like Hornbone who used to run a place in Gold-field during the camp's heyday, and the new crowd in from the Coast. And I got a tip, both crowds are afraid that the Syndicate boys from the East might move in, any time." Chance's face was very still. "You mean Cellini's mob?" "The men he worked for, yes."


    "That will be the day." Chance sounded listless. "Look, Doc, you're kidding yourself. Christ, I'm not going to get any better. Why the hell should you hang around? Go back to the boats where you belong."


    "Nuts," said Doc. "I'm beginning to like it here." He went into the kitchen, his nose twitching a httle at the smell of fresh enamel. "God, this place stinks."


    Joe beamed at him. "Looks nice, huh? Gimme two weeks and I'll have it fixed up so you don't know the joint."


    "You've got two weeks," Doc said. "You've probably got twenty years if we all live that long. Come on, feed us. Dutch and I are laboring men. We have to go to work."


    Doc had been kidding, but he found when they arrived


    at the club that he had been right. They were laboring men.


    Dutch listened closely as Hornbone explained how the


    lottery worked. This was old stuflF to Dutch. He was famihar


    with slum wheels and flash games and bingo.


    Doc took a twenty-one table. He dealt mechanically. By ten o'clock there was a surprising crowd in the narrow room. But the bets were small. It was hardly worth the effort of dealing the cards.


    Out of sheer boredom he began to study customers. There were dam workers still wearing their work clothes and metal safety helmets, riders from nearby ranches, two men in patched overalls who talked to each other about sheep and smelled hke them, and an Indian princess.


    She came to the roulette wheel while Doc was working relief for the regular dealer, out for his midnight supper. Hornbone, who was drifting around the floor, apparently


    


    having no interest except to speak to friends, worked his way to Doc's side.


    "Watch it. Here comes Princess Mack." Doc did a double take. She was a striking figure in a purple silk dress draped to her ankles. Her black hair was oily and stringy, pulled down and around on both sides of her forehead from a center part, making a kind of V frame for her face. The face had been grayed with heavy powder until the coppery skin looked dead.


    Ten or fifteen strands of heav}^ beads hung nearly to her waist and her talonlike hands were barnacled with ornate rings, encircling every finger and one thumb. To comphcate the effect her feet were covered by worn moccasins. Doc stared. "In Christ's name. What is that?" "Indian, from the reservation. You've got to watch her. She'll claim every bet she sees."


    Four times the Princess tried to claim bets which had been placed by other players. On the fifth attempt she made so much noise that Hombone came again to the table. "That's all. Princess. Good night."


    She broke into a language Doc could not understand, but if the crowd failed to know the meaning of every word, they did not miss the over-all tirade.


    Hombone listened with no change of expression. At length she took herself out. As he watched, Doc felt the strange dignity with which she handled herself. When she was gone, Hombone breathed deeply. "It will be two or three weeks before she comes back in here. It's always the same." "Why do you let her in?"


    "I've known her fifty years," Hombone said, and walked away.


    ^A^i^en^ 5


    Afterward Doc would identify their first SLunmer in Vegas by four events: the day he went to work at the Grandee, the day Judy started school, the day Chance's


    


    tests showed negative, the day they met with Kern and the men who ran the state.


    Judy started school the third week after Doc began at the Grandee. The thought of school was revolting to her. It meant confinement and discipline, both of which she dreaded from her experience in other years.


    But fear was also part of her reluctance, fear that she would not be able to keep up, that she could not hold her own with the local children.


    The school was old, a stucco building now badly overcrowded by the influx of new population, and the registration was casual.


    Judy Elson she signed herself. She was not the only new student to lack records from her previous school. Doc had coached her. She was to say that she was a sophomore, that she had had the records of her freshman year from Cleveland but that they had been lost in the move. She was to promise to send for a copy.


    "By the time they wake up that your grades haven't come you'll have established yourself," Doc said. "Just remember, schools are all difl^erent so you may be behind in some things, ahead in others. There's nothing to be afraid of."


    That afternoon she sat in the study hall with her new books, whispering to two other girls. One was from San Diego. Her father had dealt in Mexico. The other's father drove a truck for a local bakery and had been born here. Her name was Helen and she was a little flattered by the questions the new girls were asking her.


    After the first week, Judy found that she did not really mind school. She made no close friends. Her years at the home and at reform school had given her a deep suspicion of close friends. It was this reticence that tended to build a stronger bond between herself and Chance.


    She had changed in many ways in the short weeks since they had come West. She had filled out. Her face now had a broader, more solid look. Sun had put glints into her blond hair.


    She now had fourteen chickens, which produced nearly as many eggs as they used, and three pigs in a pen she


    


    built behind the old bam. She told Chance about them, she told him about the school and the happenings of the town. It developed into a routine. When she came home from school she gathered the eggs, cleaned the chicken house and fed her pigs. Then she came in and sat on the floor beside Chance's bed with her schoolbooks around her.


    It was the second week that she brought home the book about Virginia City. She was taking a course on the history of Nevada, and she found that she was utterly ignorant of the state in which she lived.


    It was characteristic of Judy that she was never content to let anyone excel her, and she had gone to the hbrary, asking for books on the state's pioneer days.


    The stories of the early mining camps read like novels, and the idea that such great wealth had been wrenched from the ground enthralled her.


    "Listen to this." She was beside Chance's bed, the book open on her crossed legs. "Did you know that if it hadn't been for the silver they took from Sun Mountain, San Francisco wouldn't have been near as big? Why, some of them mines produced millions, and the dam fools that found the stuff in the first place threw away the silver because it got in the way of their gold ore. There was a guy called old Comstock. He wasn't much but a drunk, but the whole lode got named for him, just because he bluffed some of them into giving him a share."


    "Did he get rich?"


    "Naw. He sold out for a few bottles of whisky or something. Honest, Chance, it's fun to read, hke an adventure story."


    "Judy." It was Joe, calling her to help with dinner. She left the book on Chance's bed table and forgot it. The next afternoon when she came home from school Chance said, "They got any more books about Virginia City in that library?"


    She looked at him in surprise. "I guess so."


    "Get 'em, will you? I read most of this one."


    She nodded.


    "How far is it to Virginia City?"


    


    "Four or five hundred miles maybe." She wasn't exacdy certain. "It's up by Reno."


    "I'd like to see it, what's left I mean. When I get better, maybe you and I can take a ride up there."


    She was really startled. It was the first time since the beating that Chance had mentioned wanting to do anything. "Why, sure. But there isn't much left, I guess."


    "I'd hke to see the old buildings and the opera house. You know, Judy, it's a funny thing. I've never felt like other people do. You take Doc and Dutch. All Dutch really wants is enough dough to keep him in liquor until he dies. He doesn't really get any pleasure out of being a big shot. And Doc. Doc wants things, nice things, clothes and furniture, and good food, and to mix with people. That's why he liked it on the boats, but Doc is a sm.all boy. He's got to brag about what he's done and the people he knows. That's all he wants."


    "And what do you want?"


    He looked out across the yard, across the desert, then passed a thin hand over his tired eyes. "That's the hell of it, kid. I don't know what I want exactly. I guess I want the things those guys on the Comstock wanted. I guess I want power. Sure I want power, and money. You got to have money in this world to be anybody. But I want more than that. I want to do things better than anyone else who is doing them, just for the pleasure of knowing that I can. You take those men on the Comstock. Sure they were after silver, but they also had to prove that they could get it out where others had missed. Maybe I should have hved back in those days. I seem to feel closer to those people than to the ones I know."


    Judy told Doc about it at the supper table. "I think he's better," she said. "He never talked about anything as much as he did about that book."


    "Get him others," said Doc. "It doesn't matter what he's interested in, as long as he's interested in something. You get a list from the hbrary, all the books about Nevada they can dig up. The ones they don't have we'll buy."


    Chance always claimed afterward that he got more out of


    


    Judy's high-schooling than she did. Actually, although Chance did not realize it at the time, he was coming to associate himself with Nevada in a way that neither Doc nor Dutch ever would.


    He began to see the desert country in a different light, not through his own eyes but through the eyes of men like Lazy Jim Butler, who went looking for a stray burro and found a fortune in Tonopah, like Sandy Bowers, who married the town washerwoman and took her on a trip around the world which cost milhons.


    Judy, who had had the first enthusiasm for the stories of the old camps, shared his interest fully. They laughed together over the story of how Tex Rickard, trying to promote a new mining camp, put a huge sign on an abandoned church in Goldfield: "Church closed. God has moved to Rawhide."


    "They had fun in those days," Chance said. "It must have been tough living in the early camps, but they had fun." "Because they were free." Judy said it seriously. He nodded. "You know something, that's it. You hit it right on the head. They were free. They ran their games and their businesses without a lot of law looking down their necks. The trouble with Hving today is that no one's free. We're all chained to something."


    Judy shook her young head. "I'm not. I'm never going to be chained to anything. I'm going to do exactly as I please." She meant it too. All of her life she had been ordered around, shut in, browbeaten. She would do exactly as she pleased. The first thing she did was buy a cow. It was very gentle and would stand perfectly quiet without being tied while Judy milked it in the side yard.


    School closed for the summer, the weather was hot, a record heat that raised temperatures at the dam close to the hundred-and-fifty mark. Workers died, the tourist trade vanished, the town drowsed and Doc and Dutch worked only part time.


    The heat got everyone, especially Joe, but Chance seemed to thrive on it. The wheezing sound when he breathed was gone. He seldom coughed, and he had gained forty pounds.


    


    One day Doc brought John Kern out from town. Doc had run into Kern on Fremont by accident, and after a few words had suggested to Kern that he ride out and take a look at his property. Doc had a reason. Doc seldom did things without a reason.


    He apologized for the old Ford and Kern laughed. "You should see some of the jalopies we have around the ranches. How do you like Nevada by now, Doc?"


    Liller rubbed the side of his cheek reflectively. "Some ways good, some ways bad. There's not much money, and I'm not sure there ever will be. And there's a sort of feud in town, or maybe you know, between people like Hombone who grew up in the country, and the come-latelys."


    Kern grinned. "I know. And you're beginning to sound Hke Hornbone."


    Doc grunted. "Well, the feud wasn't my reason for getting you out here. You remember my sick partner?"


    Kern nodded.


    "He's better. Dr. Schultz thinks maybe he can get up next month, but the damnedest thing's happened. Judy brought home some books on the old mining camps and so help me Chance has gone queer for the stuff. I think he actually figmes he v/as born a hundred years too late, that he should have been around when things were raw and rough and rugged."


    Kern said, "I can understand how he feels."


    "Sure you can," said Doc. "You Hved through it yourself, but Chance is different. He never heard of any of this until he came out here. Now he's nuts. I was telling him one night that you grew up in Goldfield and he's been wanting to talk to you ever since. That's why I asked you to come out, to talk to him a httle while."


    "A pleasure," said Kern. "I've been wanting to meet him."


    They turned into the lane. The house showed white imder the green shade of the cottonwoods. Judy's cow was grazing across the yard and the three pigs rolled in a dust hollow they had forged beyond the steps.


    Kern said, "Quite a change."


    Doc was embarrassed. "I hope you don't mind."


    


    "I don't mind." Kern was amused. "I'm just a little surprised. When I first met you, I thought you might stay in Vegas a couple of weeks. From the looks you're putting down permanent roots."


    "I don't know," said Doc. "If things don't get better downtown, we'll have to pull out. Dutch and I have hardly made grocery money this last month." He stopped the car and led Kern to the porch steps.


    "Chance, this is John Kern."


    Chance and Kern took to each other from the first. Maybe it was the common interest in the old mining camps. Maybe it was because Kern represented something Chance had dreamed of being. Doc didn't know. He was so relieved that they got on well that he didn't worry about it.


    He went to find Joe, to tell him that Kern would stay for lunch. They aU ate together. It was the first time Chance had eaten with them in months.


    Judy sat quiet, fistening to the talk, listening to Kem's stories, listening to him tell how they had entertained themselves in Goldfield.


    Doc took him back to town in the late afternoon, thanking him for talking so long with Chance.


    "Don't thank me, I Hke him."


    "Sure," said Doc, "everyone likes him. He's the best, but I'm glad you didn't talk to him three or four months ago. You wouldn't reaHze it was the same guy. That historical stuff sure awakened his interest. Sometimes I think he's getting ready to write a book."


    "He should. He knows more about the state than I do. How is he?"


    Doc shrugged. "I can't get much out of Schultz. He's going to give him another test in September. But we're not going to be able to keep him in bed much longer. He's getting restless."


    Kern was thoughtful, rolling the cigar around and around between his thin fingers. "How tough is he?"


    Doc was surprised. "Tough?"


    "Yes. You told me about the Cleveland club, how he


    


    started it almost singlehanded, against everyone's advice. If he sets his head on something, he does it. Right?"


    "You can say that again. Why?"


    "I just wondered," Kern said and was silent imtil Doc dropped him before the hotel.


    Back at the ranch Doc sat down beside Chance's bed. "You made quite an impression on Kern."


    "I'm glad. He impressed me. He doesn't pretend to be one thing he isn't. No wonder the old towns were great, with men hke Kern."


    Doc grinned. "Put it to music."


    Chance laughed, a full, wholehearted sound. "Do I soimd that bad?"


    "Hell," said Doc, "it's all you talk about. You'd think your family had been kings in Nevada for a hundred years."


    "That reminds me," said Chance. He swimg his bare feet from the bed and stood up.


    "Christ I'm weak. I've got to get some strength back. Not going to lie here the rest of my life." He moved around the porch, holding onto the railing. Three days later he walked to the barn. In a week he said to Doc, "Suppose that old car would go as far as Tonopah?"


    The thermometer on the porch read one hundred and fifteen. Doc said, "You crazy? This is summer. You've got a hmidred and fifty miles of desert and the road nans along the edge of Death Valley. The jalopy boils just going into town."


    Chance didn't mention Tonopah again for a month, but in the second week of September his tests showed negative. Chance and Judy drove up to Tonopah as a kind of celebration. They drove at night, in a rented car, because Doc said he wasn't crazy enough to let them take the Ford.


    They reached Tonopah at three in the morning and went to the old hotel. The room Chance had was hot and smelly, but he did not mind. He had the curious feeling that he had been here before, that he had come home.


    They saw the town. They went through one of the mines that were still working. They visited the ball mill and the long banks of cells where the values were recovered from


    


    the fine-ground ore. They ate lunch at the Tonopah Restaurant and visited the old Tonopah Club, still occupying the same building after fifty years.


    At five they started back. It was very hot but neither of them minded. Chance had his coat off and the warm wind from the sweep of desert was soft yet strengthening, wiping the tiredness from his body.


    By the time they reached Beatty, it was full night and the moon was high, very near them. They stopped and had a bottle of Coke and went back to the car.


    "Tired?" It was Judy.


    Chance shook his head. Strangely he had not felt tired during the whole trip. His strength had come back more rapidly than he had expected. "I'm afraid I'm well."


    She looked at him. "Afraid?"


    He grinned. "I'll have to go to work. I've been lying on my can so long that the idea isn't very appealing."


    She started the motor. "What vdll you do?"


    He said in surprise, "Why, get a job in one of the gambhng houses I suppose. What else? I don't know anything else."


    "You could learn."


    "Don't you approve of gambling?"


    She was thinking it over aloud. "It's not that I don't approve. It's just, well, there doesn't seem to be any future in it."


    He said, "Honey, you don't get it. A guy hke me if he wants to get ahead hasn't got much choice. I'm not a lawyer. I'm not a doctor. I'm not an engineer. So I start a business. Maybe I open a grocery store or a garage, or a restaurant. Believe me, you've got to know what you're doing in those businesses just like you need special training to be a lawyer. Well, I don't have it. The one thing I'm better at than most people is gambhng. A man has to stick to his own racket."


    "You're going to stay here?"


    Again he was surprised. "Guess so. I hadn't thought about it. What do you think?"


    Judy considered gravely, secretly flattered that Chance was treating her like an adult. Doc didn't, and neither did Dutch. They never discussed business and things with her. They


    


    treated her like a child, and she wasn't a child. In Judy's mind she was very grown-up.


    "I don't know. I hear the kids at school talk, how a lot more tourists come over from L.A. than used to come. They say that mostly they come to look at the dam, but that some of the movie stars are beginning to show up once in a while. I think the town will grow."


    Chance had already made up his mind. He said, "The doctor says I should stay in a dry climate, and I like it and you seem to like it. I guess we stay."


    She drove on. After a couple of miles she began to sing. Chance hstened for a while. "I never heard you sing like that, kid. You've got a real good voice."


    "Have I?" She sounded pleased. "Sing with me."


    He grunted. "I never could carry a tune in a basket. I don't want to waste it. I'd rather Usten to you."


    One week later he said to Doc, "You suppose Hombone would give me a job?"


    Doc looked surprised. "Hell, there's not enough business to keep me and Dutch working full time. Besides, you shouldn't go back to work yet."


    "Why not?"


    Doc didn't know exactly. He just knew that it was good to have Chance on his feet again, to see him out in the yard, or helping Judy remodel the bam. "Well, I don't want you to have a relapse."


    "I'm not going to, and I am going in and talk to Hombone. Come on, Dutch, drive me in. I'm afraid of that Ford."


    The Club Grandee was not changed from what it had been when Doc first saw it, and Doc had described it minutely to Chance, but Chance saw it through different eyes.


    To him it was not merely a dirty hole run by an untidy old man. It represented the past, the way this country had been at the turn of the century. He was too good a businessman not to reahze that if Hornbone meant to compete with the Nugget, the Pioneer and the other modern clubs he would have to clean up and refurnish the place, but Chance thought that this could be done without destroying the Grandee's charai.


    


    He sat in Hombone's office, talking to the old gambler about Goldfield and Tonopah, and finally he pointed to the partly open safe.


    "Must be a story behind that?"


    Hombone turned to squint at the iron box. "There sure is. You been to Rhyolite?"


    Chance shook his head.


    "Ain't much left. The railroad station and the bank building and the bottle house, but Rhyohte was a nice town while it lasted, and for six weeks I was a millionaire. That's all I got left of it." He jerked his thumb toward the safe.


    "Me and two other boys grubstaked a party and they found good ore down below the Montgomery mine. So, we incorporated and a smart fellow from Chicago bought us out. He give us one hundred thousand in cash and five himdred thousand in promotion stock. My share of the cash come to twenty-eight five. I went over to Goldfield and lost it in Tex Rickard's place in two hours."


    "And the promotion stock?"


    Hombone grinned. He got up, went over and pushed the safe's door wide. He reached down and gathered up the loose papers in the bottom, carrying them back to toss on the desk before Chance.


    Chance picked them up almost reverently. They were beautiful, printed in red and green and gold ink. Juno Mining Company. Each certificate was for one hundred thousand shares.


    "Anyhow, I got the safe." Hombone patted it affectionately. "None of the other stockholders wanted to be bothered. It weighed too much to move easy."


    He came back and sat down. "Glad to see you up and around. Doc's talked about you so much I feel I know you. What's on your mind?"


    "Job."


    Hombone shook his head. "I'd like to have you. From what Doc tells me you're heU on wheels when you get rolling, but it just ain't in the cards. I haven't got as much business as I had five years ago."


    


    "Look, if this place was cleaned up, and had a different front and sign . . ."


    "And what would I use for money?*' Chance didn't answer. He was very conscious that at the moment he had a single five-dollar bill in his pocket and that Doc had handed him that just before he left the ranch.


    Hombone was watching him, his small eyes peering out from under the brush of gray eyebrows. "Maybe you'd like to buy me out? Doc says you had your own spot. A man who has once had his own place is never really happy working for another fellow."


    Chance laughed. He pulled out the five-dollar bill and spread it carefully on the desk. "Will you seU for that?*' "You could get backing/' "Where?" "John Kern/'


    They looked at each other for a long moment. Then Chance laughed again. "I met Kern once. He's been nice to us, let us have his place, but there's no reason for him to take us to raise."


    Hombone drew out an old knife. He opened the blade, tested its razor edge on the hard callus of his thumb and then began to pare his nails, seeming entirely occupied by the operation.


    "I've known John near fifty years. Knew him first as a pink-cheeked kid who rode a forty-doUar horse in from Montana. It was all he had and he's probably worth ten million today. I never knew him to do a favor for anyone without a reason, and I never knew him to say something without a reason. He come in here after he had been out talking to you. He said, 'That's a kid I like. When he gets up and aroimd, teU him to see me.'"


    Chance thought about this in silence. He wondered just what was on Hombone's mind and guessed that he wouldn't find out by asking.


    "Kern said you like the country." "That's right." "Want to stay?" "I do."


    


    "Then you'd better buy me out."


    Chance rose. He grinned faintly. "Would you take five hundred thousand shares of promotion stock?"


    Hombone chuckled. He closed his knife and rose. "At least I'll buy a drink."


    When he got home, Chance told Doc everything Hombone had said. Doc Ustened with no change of expression. Chance finished, "I don't get it. There's no reason for Kern to back me in a club and you know it."


    "Unless he wants to."


    "Why should he want to?"


    "Maybe you should ask him."


    "All right. You and I vidll drive up to Carson City and do just that."


    Doc closed his eyes. "You don't need me along."


    ''What's that mean? Of course I need you. I'm not going into anything without you."


    Doc sighed. Yes, Chance needed him, at least until he got on his feet. After that, Doc promised himself, he would pull out. He had had enough of Vegas, enough of Nevada.


    Chance got up and went inside to the wall telephone. He put in a call for John Kern at Carson City. It took almost an hour to complete the call. Then he said, "This is Chance Elson. I was talking to Hombone this morning."


    Over the phone Kern's voice sounded dry and impersonal. "Yes, Elson."


    Chance thought, "I'm making a damn fool of myself. He hardly remembers who I am. Why the hell should he do this for me?"


    Aloud he said, "Hombone suggested that maybe I should talk to you. I hate to bother you, but . . ."


    "Ready to go to work?"


    "That's right."


    "Then why don't you come up and see me? I'm going over to the Fallon ranch for the week end. I'd be glad to have you come up and see the place."


    "All right if I bring Doer


    "Of course."


    "How do I get there?"


    


    Kern hesitated for a moment. "I'll tell you what. A friend of mine is in Vegas with his private plane. I'll call him and see if he can fly you up. Otherwise about the best way is to drive. I'll have him caU you." There was a cHck at the far end of the phone. Chance himg up slowly and went back to the porch.


    Doc asked without opening his eyes, "What did he say?^ "A friend of his is going to fly us up from Vegas, and we're going to Fallon, not Carson City." "Where's FaUonr "Judy."


    She answered him from the bam. "What'd you do with that map of Nevada?" She appeared. Her levis were splattered with white paint and she was wiping it from her hands on a dirty cloth. "Under the breadbox, in the Idtchen."


    He found the map and unfolded it, went back to the porch and sat beside Doc. He fo^md that Fallon was about a hundred miles east of Reno. "At least we'll get to see some more of this country."


    Doc was indifferent. "Who wants to? I've seen too much already."


    Chance paid no attention. At nine the man with the plane called. His name was Ives, and he was very casual on the phone, as if it was nothing uncommon for him to fly strangers half across a state.


    "Be at the airport tomorrow between nine and ten. We'll take off when we can."


    Chance thoroughly enjoyed the ride. He had never before been up in a plane and he savored the experience. Ives did not talk. From time to time he consulted his maps, but mostly he flew contact, seeming to know every variation of the rugged ground beneath them. To Chance it had an awesome monotony of color, the wrinlding hide of a shriveling world.


    Paradise Valley unrolled before them finally, sinrounded by sand, a green carpet of alfalfa checkerboarded into enormous fields by its irrigation ditches.


    They came in over one of these ditches running down


    


    from the big reservoirs, so low that Chance thought the wheels would catch on the concrete footing, and then rolled safely along the narrow runway toward the highway with its power hues.


    The brakes checked the plane when it was less than a hundred feet from this highway. Ives turned it, taxiing back toward the small hangar. A mechanic appeared as they climbed out, and Ives asked him to phone the ranch for a car.


    They waited beside the road, coats over their arms, the afternoon sun beating down upon them with an intenseness that was stupefying.


    Doc grunted. "If hell is any worse than this I do feel sorry for the Devil."


    Ives winked solemnly at Chance. "I should get a horse and ride him around the mountain. It's a hundred and twenty-five miles to the first line camp, no water in between."


    The car came, a jeep driven by one of the hands. They went down the main street of the town and Chance was surprised that it looked nearly as large as Vegas.


    He had no idea what Kern's ranch would look like. In his mind, he had a half-formed picture based on a movie he had once seen about the breeding farms of Kentucky.


    But here were no white fences or rolling meadows. This was a hay ranch, eleven hundred acres of alfalfa, with huge shedlike barns to store the baled hay.


    Kern insisted on showing them over the place. He had met them as they pulled up before the main house. The house wasn't very large, not much larger than the one in which they hved, with a wide screened porch and small, fairly dark rooms.


    Kern drove the jeep. Doc would have loved to beg oflF, but could think of no excuse. Chance was thoroughly interested. "Before I came West, I thought Nevada was nothing but desert with a few Indians running around between the bushes. The place sure grows on you. How many acres are there in the ranch?"


    Kern said, "Eleven himdred here in town; then there are


    


    four line camps around the mountain. We've got about six hundred acres of hay at each camp." "But the cattler


    "In the summer they range up on the mountain. That's government land. The range we use aside from the line camps is all government land. You get a permit under the Taylor Grazing Act for so many head. In the summer you graze them up in the mountains. In the winter, snow drives them down on the benches and they stay there until the snow gets too heavy. Then we start to feed them at the camps. The weaker she-stock and calves are brought down here to the main ranch and wintered and fed." "Must take a lot of men."


    "Not so many. We've got a rider at each line camp. Of course, at haying time we send out a crew." "How many here?"


    "Well, Ives keeps four men here year around, and a rider headquarters here and works this side of the moimtain. At haying time we have between fifteen and twenty men."


    So Ives was Kern's foreman. Chance hadn't known that. He thought suddenly that perhaps Ives had not been in Las Vegas at the time of his call yesterday, that Kern had sent the man south purposely to fly him up. He wondered again at the motives behind Kern's actions. He did not find out until after supper.


    Supper was a casual meal in the big summer dining room. A long table in the center Chance judged was used for the hay hands, and smaller tables at either end would seat a dozen people each.


    They ate at one of the smaller tables, Ives and his wife and Mrs. Kern with them. Mrs. Kern was a small, quiet woman with reddish hair gone gray, and pleasant gray eyes. Chance judged her perhaps sixty-five, and there was an air of peace and contentment about her which cast a quieting spell over the whole group.


    Finally John Kern glanced at his watch and spoke to Ives. "About time to get over to the airport. The boys will be coming in from Reno."


    Ives went out and they heard the car start. Mrs. Kern said


    


    in an indulgent voice, "We'd better clear the dishes before those hoodlums show up."


    She and Mrs. Ives rose and began to empty the table. Doc got up gallantly to help them. Chance watched Kern, wondering if there was no cook, if the two women cooked for the haying crew unaided. This was certainly not his idea of how a millionaire lived.


    Kern caught his questioning look and misunderstood it. "I suppose you're wondering why I went to all the trouble of bringing you up here, of having the boys fly over when it would have been much simpler for us all to meet in Carson?"


    Chance nodded, although the thought had not been in his mind at the moment.


    Kern's smile was dry. "The men you're going to meet tonight are pretty well known in the state. If we all got together in Carson, everybody in the place would speculate on what we are up to, and I'd just as soon they didn't."


    Chance said flatly, "If it's not too much to ask, exactly what are you up to?"


    Kern did not appear to hear him. "I think I'd better brief you a little on the men you'll meet in a few minutes. Charley Laudry is probably the richest. He owns ranches from Montana to the panhandle of Texas, not to mention a couple of meat-packing plants and a few other things. He's nearly seventy but you wouldn't guess it. Last year he learned to fly his own plane, and he's the one who is bringing them over tonight."


    Chance whistled softly.


    "Bert Parkman is my partner in four banks. Bert's got a better head for figures than the rest of us. He's my age and we've been together a long time. The other two, Austin Forbes and Sam Shay, are lawyers, but neither practices. Sam is in mining and oil and he's made a lot of money. Forbes is retired, which means he spends his time helping run the state. I think youll like them."


    Chance did not know what he expected, but he no longer had any preconceived pictures. The women had vanished. Kern got up and brought in ice and half a dozen bottles of


    


    whisky and a box of cigars. The whole air of the porchlike room subtly changed. It had been a quiet home, a small group of people relaxing after a hot day.


    Now the pressure of business crept into the place, tightening Chance's muscles, sharpening his senses. There came the sound of a car pulling up, the slam of a door, low voices and the tramp of feet on the steps.


    He and Doc were being introduced, and he felt that never afterward would he endure as thorough a scrutiny as he underwent in these few moments.


    Laudry was tall, his spare frame angular under an open-necked sport shirt and a pair of washable pants. His eyes at once caught Chance's attention—blue, a pale blue, hard and watchful. It was the eyes, he remembered afterward, that were the one common feature the group shared.


    Sam Shay was dressed in a simimer business suit of silk. His shirt was white and he wore a brightly colored tie. Austin Forbes wore slacks and a hght jacket over a sport shirt.


    There was no formality, nothing as solidified as an agenda, but after the greetings they settled at the table, each man mixing his own drink.


    Kern didn't stand up. He said with a slight smile toward Chance, "All of us know why we are here, all but Elson. It's a dirty trick, I suppose, to spring this on you, but it seemed the best way."


    Chance did not answer. He had poured a drink, although he did not want it, and had a cigar burning between his hps.


    "I'm going to give you a little review," Kern said. "When the state of Nevada legalized gambling in thirty-one, a lot of people misunderstood. They stiU do. Gambling wasn't legalized because we like to gamble, or because we were arguing a moral point that gambliag is right. We did it because we had to."


    Laudry grunted. "The state was broke, bankrupt." He coughed, a dry hacking sound as if he had long drunk too much alcohol.


    Kern nodded and went on. "From yoiu- reading you know that Nevada is unique in many ways. It was first admitted


    


    during the Civil War, not because we had sufficient population, but because Lincoln needed two extra votes in the Senate.


    "We're still short on population ninety years later, and although this state produced enough mineral to help build San Francisco, to finance the Central and Southern Pacific railroads and to found many great fortunes, most of those fortunes went east. So when mining played out after the World War and the cattle business died in the early thirties, we had to do something about it or let our population starve. We hberalized our divorce laws, and we legalized gambling.*' "And damn Httle we've gotten out of it so far." Austin Forbes leaned forward to refill his glass.


    "I'm telling you this," Kern said to Chance, "to set the groundwork for what I have to propose. None of us in this room hold pohtical office or desire to, but we've been in Nevada a long time. We like Nevada and we want to see the state survive.'*


    Kern cleared his throat. "We all know that gambling is a bad thing for a community, and we knew it when the legislature legalized it. There was even discussion that we bar natives from the gambling rooms, the way they are barred at Monte Carlo, but the idea was not practical.


    "What we were after, and are still after, are tourists. We had seen Califomians flock to Mexico. We wanted to bring them over here."


    Sam Shay grinned faintly. "And it wasn't as simple as we thought."


    Kern said, "No, it wasn't simple. We ran into difficulties that had not occurred to us. For one thing, as you know, not everyone is trained to run a gambling house. There are too many ways players can cheat. Some of the first operations went broke and of necessity we had to license men experienced in gambling, and these men had gotten their experience outside the law."


    He stopped, studying Chance's face. Chance sensed that they were all assaying him. "We welcomed operators from California. They were independents. They were not tied


    


    up with the Syndicate. You know what I mean by the Syndicate?"


    Chance nodded shortly. "I had trouble with one of their men in Cleveland."


    "We know that. You've been investigated pretty thoroughly. Want to tell us what happened in Cleveland?"


    Chance said, "I was a damn fool. I thought I was big enough to fight the men with the wire service. They landed on me."


    "All right. Frankly, we think that Reno can be kept fairly clean. We're afraid of Vegas. It's small, but it's close to the big money in Hollywood. We don't want anyone from the Syndicate or the old Capone mob moving in. We're afraid that if they do, if the business gets big enough, they might even try to take over the state. It's as simple as that."


    Chance let his eyes range slowly around the table. "Mind if I ask a question?"


    "A dozen if it will help.**


    "One's enough. The licensing is done by the state. Why not investigate thoroughly every man who applies for one?"


    "That we do. But it's not enough. Supposing you own a club. Supposing you are approached by a gangster who wants to buy or muscle in. Supposing you haven't got the nerve to refuse him, but you don't report it to the state. You take him in as a silent partner. Another gangster moves into the club next door. The first thing any of us knows, they have taken over the town."


    "I don't know how you can stop that."


    "We can't. That's the point. Only the men who own the gambling clubs can stop it. The first one who takes a gangster partner is digging not only his grave, but the grave of every other gambler in the state."


    "How would you stop it?" It was Laudry, asking.


    Chance considered. He remembered Cellini, and judged the other gangsters by him. "It can't be stopped unless you can hand-pick your club-owners so that you're certain every one of them has the guts to stand up against the racket boys."


    "And you think we can do that?"


    "No. The only real way to keep the Syndicate out would


    


    be to outlaw gambling and make certain your laws were enforced."


    "What about forming the club-owners into an association, so that none of them would have to stand alone?'*


    "It wouldn't work."


    Sam Shay stirred at the far side of the table. "Why not?**


    "First, an association is only as strong as the man who runs it, and he'd have to have some power to punish members who broke the rules. Second, the gamblers I've known are individualists. They like to mind their own business. They're suspicious of trouble, and they are so conditioned to having to pay off crooked police departments that it seems easier to pay off, even with part of their spot, than to look for trouble by fighting."


    Bert Parkman said, "You don't make the picture very hopeful."


    "I don't think it is."


    "Could you organize the club-owners to fight for themselves and at the same time fight for the state?"


    Chance laughed suddenly. "Look," he said, "you've had me investigated, and Mr. Kern already knows that I'm broke. I lost everything I had in that Cleveland club. I've been laid up for months. The only reason I'm here is because Hombone suggested that I talk to Mr. Kern. The club-owners in Vegas never heard of me. Why should they listen if I started to talk organization?"


    Kern's glance poUed the table. "What do you think?" The question was not addressed to anyone in particular.


    "I'll go along," Laudry said.


    Parkman nodded, so did Shay. Kern looked at Chance. "I had a wild idea when I first talked to you. You'd been reading up on Nevada and you showed a genuine liking for the state."


    Chance could not guess what was coming.


    "Our first idea was to get some old-timer we could trust, like Hornbone, to try and unify Vegas. But the newcomers are suspicious of people like Hombone. If we stand any chance of building an organization in Vegas, it has to be someone new, someone with modem ideas and a modem


    


    club, someone the others can respect. I think you're our man, but I wanted my associates to meet you before we decided."


    Chance looked at Laudry, at the others. These men had been tough enough to bring law and order to the mining camps, tough enough to make money in an era of bankrupt mining and falling cattle prices, tough enough to run the state for fifty years. But they reahzed that they were bucking something now that they did not know how to fight.


    "Suppose," said Kern, "we arranged for you to lease Hombone's club with an option to buy. How much would it take to fix it up so you could run in competition with the Nugget, the Pioneer and the rest?"


    Chance felt his heart leap. This was more than he had hoped for. He watched Kern, his mind busy. "Maybe fifty thousand dollars."


    He heard Laudry grunt. Sam Shay looked a little startled, but Kern merely nodded as if the figiire was of no importance.


    "And do you think that with a going club behind you, you could start an owners' association? Do you think you could build an organization that would stand together if the gangsters tried to walk in?"


    Chance's impulse was to say yes. He wanted a new start so badly. He wanted to get his hands on Hombone's club. He glanced at Doc. Doc was staring at the table before him.


    Chance looked at Kern, shaking his head. "I doubt it."


    The rancher said slowly, "You are honest. That's a lot. I think it's worth a try. I think you're a good risk whether it works or not. At least we'll have a listening post in Vegas. At least we'll have one man we can trust. What about it, boys?"


    They nodded, slowly, one after another. Kern stood up. Kern extended his hand. "I'll have Ives fly you south in the morning. Go to my bank down there and the loan will be made on your personal note. I'll arrange the lease with Horn-bone."


    Chance said reluctantly, "I feel like I'm taking money under false pretenses. I can't deliver Vegas."


    "Maybe you can," said Kern. "How do you know unless you try?"


    


    ^A<^fitex 6


    Ralph Cellini had to get out of Cleveland. Sullivan at the sheriff's office made it very plain to him. Sullivan was still smarting under the lacing the papers had given the office after Chance's beating.


    Cellini talked to his bosses, and they shipped him to New York. Until that time, Cellini had had only a vague imderstanding of the crime syndicate's functioning. He knew it was nearly nationwide, had its roots in gambling, prostitution and dope, and its branches ran out into such legitimate businesses as breweries, trucking and labor.


    But once in New York he began to imderstand with far greater clarity the scope and mechanics of the organization. The Syndicate was a direct result of repeal. The leaders of the various gangs that had fattened on prohibition were older and wiser than in the early days when the way to eliminate a business rival was to hurl a bomb into his establishment.


    Capone's arrest had sobered them. Luciano's arrest had shown the vice czars that none of them was safe. But Luciano's departure had paved the way for the latter-day Syndicate. It shoved a labor racketeer named Lepke Buch-alter into the driver's seat, and he showed amazing organizing abihty. In theory, he ruled only the New York and New Jersey crowds, but he enjoyed close connections with the Chicago crowd, the Detroit and Cleveland people.


    Between them they cut up the country. New Orleans and Florida went to combinations made up of representatives of the four groups, and Killer Danzig was sent to Los Angeles to sohdify the Coast.


    Under its former mayor, a half-dozen local groups had operated in Los Angeles, staying pretty much out of each other's way. But now, the crime bosses in the East decided that the time was ripe for big-business methods.


    


    The Killer owed his appointment to two factors. First, he was feared by his own associates, for he was unpredictable. He had been one of the highly paid enforcers of Murder, Incorporated, and it was rumored that he had personally killed thirteen men. That he was blood-simple was weU known, and a number of his confreres felt safer when he was a good three thousand miles away.


    Then, too, he had been hot. He had been called upon in the line of business to remove one of the minor identities, and to set up his ahbi had had himself checked in at a New York hospital with a pretended ailment. Then, after having been tucked in for the night by the nurse, he had slipped from the building, performed his chore and returned. The only trouble was that two witnesses saw him, and the Syndicate had not succeeded in removing them. So, Benji Danzig —he hated to be called the Killer—took ofiF for Los Angeles, and seven months later Ralph Cellini was sent West to join him.


    Celhni had never met Danzig, but he had heard of him, and he did not care for what he heard. Further, gossip said the Los Angeles operation was not well set. In Cellini's book it all added up to grief, but he knew what happened to Syndicate workers who ignored orders, so he went. He was pleasantly surprised.


    Benji Danzig turned out to be a quiet, soft-spoken man of thirty-five. There was nothing blatant about him, and until his murderous temper was aroused, nothing vulgar. Also, he seemed to like Cellini on sight.


    He said at their first meeting, "I'll give you the dope." They sat in the bedroom of Danzig's Brentwood home. An open wardrobe door showed rows of suits hanging neatly from the rods. Afterward Cellini heard that Benji had over two hundred suits.


    "The setup here is different from New York. There's a lot of money in this town, but most that have it ain't had it long. They're like us, just coming up."


    "You mean the picture people?"


    "I mean the picture people. I got the slobs where I want 104


    


    them. Hell, I'm buddy-buddy with some of the biggest names in lights."


    Cellini found that Danzig told the truth. He had been taken up by one of the town's self-appointed social leaders and was welcome everywhere. It was irony that even as he was being entertained by the movie moguls, he was robbing the studios enormously by one of the greatest labor shakedowns in history. He had organized the extras, the actors who furnished mob scenes, and by threatening to pull them out he blackmailed most of the producers into a payoff. "It's like grabbing candy from kids." He was grinniag, very pleased with himself. "I'm telling you, this town is made for us. We can't lose. Now, first you gotta get yourself a front. One of the boys has a clothing store, another a cleaning place, the idea is to be legitimate. Then they can't vag you." Danzig got the front for him. Cellini went into the agency busiaess. In Hollywood there are hundreds of agencies. Big oflBces, some of them so powerful that they can dictate to the studios, and small one-man deals.


    Cellini's deal was neither of these. His partner had been in the agency business twenty years, and still had two good accounts on his books, but now most of his talent were small-timers. The man's name was Shaw, and he had one deep and uncontrolled weakness. He loved to play the horses. This foible and the fact that his bookmaker had trusted him for three thousand dollars attracted Danzig's notice, for one of Benji's strongest points was his attention to small detail.


    He was going over the bookmaker's accounts one morning, a week after CeUini hit town. The bookmaking establishment was the biggest, most elaborate in the county. Its front was a loan company, and Benji had a twenty-five-per-cent piece of the deal. He furnished the wire service, and without wire service no book could operate.


    It was this wire service, Trans-World, which had enabled Danzig to conquer the Coast in so short a time. A wire service is nothing more than an organization which furnishes entries, odds, and result information from aU the tracks in the country to its subscribers. That these subscribers were


    


    bookmakers and that the furnishing of such information was illegal only strengthened the hands of the racketeers who controlled the service.


    Danzig had brought Trans-World to the Coast and, using threats and blackmail, sold it to most of the bookies, forcing out Universal Press. Charge for the service was a percentage of the business.


    Once a man signed up, he found that his business was no longer his own. Danzig and his associates ran it. They sold him shps and supplies. They handled the layoff money. They owned him, body and soul.


    Blubber Lane ran the Astor Loan and Investment Company. His firm actually did make small loans on salaries or furniture, but that was incidental to the bookmaking operation which filled the second and third floors of the stone and brick building on West Pico.


    Blubber weighed three hundred poimds and was noted as one of the jolliest people in Cahfomia, but he was far from jolly this morning as he sat behind his desk, watching Danzig's face as the Killer ran over the list. He hated this handsome man. He had nm handbooks in California for tv/enty years, had never had a partner until Danzig's men had roughed him up in insisting that he use their wire service. But his fear was deeper than his hate.


    "I should bust you." Benji said it pleasantly. "You give too much credit. Make these suckers pay up."


    Lane spread his hands. They trembled in spite of everything he could do. "It's just that you don't understand this town, Benji. Them accounts are good. Them guys are mostly actors, and they pay off when they get it. Hell, if I didn't give credit, I'd have no play."


    Danzig apparently did not hear. His dark eyes were running down the list, "This Ab Shaw, he the agent? He owes you three G's."


    "He's an old customer. Things ain't been going so hot by him, but he'll pay."


    "I'll talk to him," said Danzig. He folded the sHp, put it into his pocket. "Come on, kid." He rose and Cellini followed him.


    


    Lane tried to protest, but somehow the words stuck in his fat throat. They went out to Danzig's Cadillac. Danzig was whistling through his teeth, softly. Cellini had aheady learned that when the boss whistled like that he was thinking. You didn't talk to him then.


    They cut across Beverly Hills to the Sunset Strip. Here agents' offices and night clubs crowded a sHver of coimty territory between Los Angeles and Beverly Hills, thus escaping the higher taxes of the two towns.


    Ab Shaw's office was in a white building. The building had columns at each side of the entrance and on these columns were brass plates listing the tenants.


    They walked in, up green-carpeted stairs to the second floor and into the large waiting room of Shaw's office. A blonde—her hair lacquered, her make-up pancake, her smile fixed—raised dark, thin-plucked eyebrows.


    "Can I help you?"


    "Tell Ab Benji Danzig wants to see him, now."


    The blonde looked a httle startled, a Httle doubtful. It was plain she did not recognize the Danzig name. She turned hesitantly to the phone. But Ab Shaw recognized it. Within seconds the door of his private office opened and he ushered out the actor to whom he had been talking.


    "Come in, Benji, come in. Nice to see you." He bowed them into his office, a pleasant-looking man of fifty-five with dark, curly hair turning gray. His smile was broad. Only his eyes were alert and watchful.


    Ab Shaw was tough. He had survived twenty years of Hollywood knifing, but, watching him, Cellini sensed that underneath the man was uncertain and afraid.


    Danzig sat dovini. The agent sank into a chair behind his desk. "What can I do for you?"


    "You can pay your biUs." Danzig's voice was soft, but somehow it now held a deadly quahty.


    The pleasantry went out of the agent's face, leaving it hard, gray looking. "Bills? I don't get you."


    For answer Danzig ffipped the betting sfip onto the desk top. Shaw picked it up slowly. He studied it, or pretended to. It was obvious he was trying to think.


    


    Finally he looked up. "Benji, there's some mistake. Blubber shouldn't have turned this over to you. He knows I'll pay as soon as I can. I always have."


    "He didn't turn it over to me. For your information Blubber works for me. Can you pay up, now?"


    The man drew a handkerchief from his pocket and passed it across his forehead. "Look, Benji. Things are bad right now. Most of the studios are nearly shut down as you know, but I'll raise the money. Gimme twenty-four hours."


    "I want it now." The words were inflexible, final.


    The man behind the desk seemed near coUapse. CeUini might have felt a httle sorry for him had he not been busy admiring Danzig. Benji sure knew how to put the fear of God into a man, and never lift a finger or raise his voice doing it.


    CeUini recognized that he himself could never manage that much authority.


    "I haven't got it." The words were squeezed out of Shaw as if by great pressure.


    "You've got this agency?"


    Shaw straightened, his face the picture of horror. "What do you mean?"


    "We're moving in. We forget the three G's and take forty per cent of the business. It's in Cellini's name." He nodded to his companion, whom he had not even bothered to introduce.


    "Forty per cent." Agony lifted Shaw out of his chair, making him forget fear as it was buried by anger. "Christ. I spent twenty years building this business, and if you think I'll sit stiH and let a hoodlum move in . . ."


    "Shut up." Danzig came to his feet in one catlike motion. He reached across the desk and filled his left fist with Shaw's shirt front, jerking the man toward him. He used his right as a whip, sweeping it back and forth, slapping one side of the face and then the other. Then he shoved the now quaking agent back into his chair so hard that it almost turned over.


    "You Goddamn cheap flesh peddler. You're nothing but a diessed-up pimp and we both know it. Tell me what you'll


    


    do, I ought to kill you." He breathed deeply through his nose. Then suddenly he sat down, and said in his toneless voice as if nothing had happened, "You get sixty, we take forty. Ralph has an office here, but his name don't appear on the door. And the funny thing is, we'll make you money. I know a lot of big shots in this racket, and a lot of actors. But get one thing straight. You make no more bets on slow horses. I won't have a man working for me that's sucker enough to play the other fellow's game."


    It was something Cellini never forgot. Every time he walked into the agency office and saw his partner, he remembered that morning.


    Life was good to Ralph Cellini. He had money, he had power, he had an apartment with a cute Httle blond chick who was afraid of him, and there were other women, plenty of women flooding into town, dreaming of a career in pictures.


    Cellini loved it. Deep in his heart he had always wanted to be a big shot, and he was being one now. He was a rising man and when some of the important people from the East showed up, he was welcome in the councils.


    The year in California passed with surprising speed, and Cellini felt like a native son. He had no idea of ever going anywhere else. He was putting on weight from good hving and he had a deep suntan from the days at the beach. When Danzig suggested they take a small trip, he had no warning that this would change his whole existence. AU Danzig said was, "We've got this pretty well under control, clear down to Phoenix. It's about time we took a look at Vegas. We'll drive over. I'U pick you up in the morning."


    ^^^zfUcft 7


    Chance took his time remodeling the Club Grandee. He was limited by the size and the shape of the room, and he


    


    decided that he could not hope to compete with the newer clubs on their own ground.


    For three weeks after the signing of the lease, he left Doc in charge and spent his time in the other places, making the acquaintance of the owners, watching the habits of the patrons, mingling in the crowd, listening to the talk of the players.


    He learned what he could. He was ready. He sat down with Doc and Dutch in the old office. Doc was discouraged. They were making only enough to keep up the payments to Hombone, with nothing left for themselves or to apply against the bank loan.


    "We bought a lemon," Doc told Chance. '*We're on the wrong side of the street. Then, we're too small. These jerks like to be where the crowd is. When there are only a few people playing, they have the idea the house is leveling against them."


    Chance nodded. He agreed thoroughly. "So first we've got to bring people over here, and second, we've got to pack the place."


    "What with, shills? You've got too high a payroll now."


    Chance appeared not to hear. "There's no really good restaurant in tov^Ti."


    Dutch said fervently, "You're so right. I can't stand the food they shove at you."


    "So I've leased the building next door. We're going to put in a restaurant, a good one. We'll tear out this office and make a big arch right through here, turn the bar around, shorten it. To get to the restaurant, people v^dll have to come past the tables. Tourists eat even if they've never been in a gambling house in their Hves."


    Doc was listening now. Dutch had pulled out the lower drawer of the desk, found a bottle of whisky and taken a long drink from the neck. Chance said, "You know what happened to Leon?"


    Dutch didn't.


    "Phone his mother in New Orleans. Find out where he is. Then phone him. I want him out here the first of next week."


    


    Doc was startled. "Leon's kind of expensive for a joint like this."


    Chance grinned at him coldly. "This isn't a joint. It's the best eating place in the state of Nevada. The gambling is incidental."


    "What are you talking about, incidental?" Doc's mustache bristled. "And another thing before you go oflF half cocked. Tourists don't spend much dough to eat, not the kind that hop in the family car and come over here to see the dam. They grab a hamburger and let it go at that."


    "Sure. But we're going to give them food for the price of a burger. Don't wet your pants until you find out what I'm up to."


    Doc found out. So did Vegas. Chance closed the club and the work of remodeling the two rooms began. The restaurant section became a duplicate of Leon's leisurely old family place in New Orleans.


    On the street side, the whole wall was replaced with glass. Any passer-by could look through the clear panes and see an elegant dining room.


    Between the two buildings, in the big arch, was the short bar, in the center of which was what Dutch jokingly called the free lunch—hors d'oeuvres of every kind, free for the taking.


    The gambling room was entirely redecorated. The gambling tables were arranged in two rows, so that anyone entering the restaurant was forced to pass between them.


    At the rear Chance put in a horse book. He covered the wall with blackboards and set three rows of armchairs before them. Patrons waiting to eat could have drinks served to them there and at the same time see the results of every race being run in the country.


    The whole place was air-conditioned, and his dealers wore coats at all times.


    "We are running a class place and it's got to look it," he told Doc. "We want people to feel it's a privilege and an adventure to come in here."


    Doc tried one last protest. "For God's sake. What you should worry about is customers, not dealers. Where the


    


    hell will you get the play? You don t think the natives will stick their noses in a joint like this? And as for the dam workers, hell, they'd be afraid to walk in the door."


    "That's what you think."


    Chance said nothing more. The new sign was being erected out in front and he went to watch. Doc followed him to the sidewalk where a crowd was already supervising the installment. The sign in blue neon tubing read: the original


    FRENCH QUARTER.


    Doc snorted, saying in an undertone, "*The original/ what the hell does that mean?"


    Chance grinned. "Just a con. People like to think they've seen the original of anything."


    Below the name, in letters almost as large were the words,


    ONE DOLLAR.


    Doc went back in, shaking his head.


    Everything had been done that Chance could think of doing, but on the day before the great opening he suddenly was haunted by doubts.


    John Kern's loan was nearly spent. Their bank balance showed less than five thousand dollars. The place had to succeed almost from the moment it opened its doors or they were through. Leon figured they would lose about a doUar on every customer they fed in the dining room. That meant they must make up the loss at the gambling tables besides paying the overhead on the whole place.


    Chance sat in his new oflBce, which was reached by a passage running alongside the kitchen. It was a small room, plainly fmiiished, but despite the lack of space he had had the old safe moved in.


    It wasn't that they needed a safe. The place would never be closed, but somehow he was superstitious about the safe. Also, on the wall above his desk, protected by frames and glass, were the five stock certificates that had occupied the safe for so long.


    Chance glanced at his watch. It was almost time for the dress rehearsal, as Doc called it. Doc had been training their new dealers and floormen for two weeks, but Chance wanted to watch them in action before he opened the doors.


    


    For the purpose they hired twenty-five shills to simulate customers. They had orders to make as many odds bets as they could, to try to pick up chips which were not theirs, to confuse the table crew in any way they were able.


    Chance wanted to see how the new men would react under the pressure of heavy play. To all intents and purposes, this was a real game, only the fact that the chips did not represent money made the difference. They did not even use the regular chips which would go into play at the opening, chips marked with the restaurant's name. Instead they used the old ones that Hombone had employed. With that many shills it was impossible to keep a careful check on all the chips issued, and chips in Vegas were the same as money. No matter which club had issued them, you could cash them at any of the clubs along Fremont.


    There were few mistakes. They had hired experienced men, and Doc had worked them over well. Considering that it was a test and the dealers naturally nervous, everything moved more smoothly than Chance had expected.


    After two hours, when one crew and then another had been sent to work the tables, when crews had been broken up and shifted, he called a halt, dismissing the shills and motioning the dealers to the rows of chairs facing the blackboards.


    He stood before them, studying their faces, trying to memorize their names.


    "All right. We open tomorrow. Doc's already given you your hours. There's just one thing I want to add. This is a different kind of operation than any you've worked in before. This is supposed to be a highly respectable French restaurant, and our customers will probably be mostly tourists, middle-class people who aren't gamblers and who know very little about it. You're here to help them, to be poUte, to make them feel easy and at home. They'll ask stupid questions and make honest mistakes. Be pohte, be courteous, smile, don't act as if you have a grouch against the world and are bored with what you're doing. Got it?"


    Some nodded sHghtly, others showed no change in expression.


    


    "That's all," he said. "We open at eleven. The first shift goes on at ten." He turned and walked back to his office, Doc following, sinking wearily into the chair beside the desk.


    "I hope to Christ it works."


    "It's got to work." Chance's face was hard.


    "We should know in a week."


    "We'll know by tomorrow night. Go on home and have a drink. You can't do any more here."


    They opened the doors at eleven, and Chance made a little ceremony of throwing away the key. Most of the places in town never closed and he meant to follow the pohcy.


    Chance took no gamble on having the place well filled. He had hired shills and some thirty people to sit at the tables in the restaurant.


    There were forty tables, and the house pohcy was to keep any customer waiting for a table at least five minutes.


    Doc stood just inside the front door. Doc looked very handsome in his dinner jacket. Doc was there to greet people as they entered, to take their names if they wanted a table, to direct them to the bar and the hors d'oeuvres.


    Judy was already in the dining room. Chance had let her bring three of her school friends for Ivmch, but they had come in through the kitchen. Chance did not want them in the gambling room.


    Judy was excited, although she did not show it. Watching her as she came in and took her seat. Chance noticed her poise for the first time. For one thing she was dressed up. He seldom saw her in anything but a shirt and jeans, and around the ranch she was apt to go barefoot or wear sneakers.


    Joe was in the kitchen, getting into Leon's way, making suggestions. Joe actually thought he was running the place.


    Chance went over and met Judy's friends. It dawned on him as he stood there that Judy had never brought any of the kids out to the ranch, that she seldom mentioned friends. The other three girls were giggling with excitement, but


    


    not Judy. She was as cool as if she had been eating in restaurants of this kind all her life.


    She said in a low tone as he paused beside her chair, "How's it going?'*


    "Too early to tell."


    She reached over and squeezed his hand. It did something to him. It showed him that she shared his tension, that she had as big a stake in this as any of them. It was funny. He and Judy talked about many things, but he had never mentioned business to her directly. Of course she overheard him talking to Doc and Dutch, of course she knew what was going on. She wasn't stupid, even if she was a kid.


    "You'll make it." She squeezed his hand again, and he felt the warmth of her touch, even after he had gone back into the gambling room.


    The place was beginning to fiU. He took a spot beside the first crap table from where he could watch Doc. Doc was an artist. Chance had never quite appreciated how much of an artist. This was the perfect spot for Doc and he loved it.


    Chance watched him give the business to three tourists. They came in from the hot street a Httle hesitant, uncertain of themselves, suspicious of their surroundings.


    They were a man and two oversized women. They had come from the dam where they had blistered in the fall sun while they gawked at the structure. They were hot and out of sorts and the coolness of the air-conditioned room was like a breath from heaven.


    Doc gave them a trace of a bow. "Bon jour" His French was easy, natural. He spoke the language with greater facility than Leon did.


    "Ill have a table for you in a few moments. Your name?"


    The man wore a dark business suit, badly creased from driving. He muttered something which Chance did not catch and Doc made a quick note on his chart.


    The older woman—Chance guessed that she might be sixty—was staring around. "I thought this was a restaurant?"


    Doc gave her a smile. "It is, madam. The best restaurant in the state."


    


    "And dinner is only a dollar?*' She was insistent.


    Doc bowed.


    "Well, I don't see how you do it, if the food is any good."


    Doc did not lose his smile. "Beheve me, if you aren't satisfied, there will be no charge. Now, if you would care for a small drink or an appetizer while you wait?"


    "We don't drink."


    Doc bowed again and they moved away down the room, gaping at everything.


    Chance eased to Doc's side and Doc said in an undertone, "Is that the type of customer you think will get us oflF our nut? They wouldn't spend a dime to see Roosevelt ride a bicycle to the moon."


    "Wait." Chance's eyes followed the group. The older woman had paused beside the roulette wheel. She said something to the dealer, who smiled at her. Then she opened her purse and brought out a ten-dollar bill. The dealer gave her a stack of chips.


    "Well I'll be damned." Doc was so busy watching her that he did not see four new arrivals until Chance nudged him. Before the tourists were caUed to their table, the chips were gone. Later, as they were leaving, the woman paused beside Doc.


    "You've got a beautiful place here." She looked cool and refreshed. "I never saw such food, and so reasonable."


    "I'm very happy that you are pleased." He handed her some folders. "Perhaps you'd care to send these to your friends?"


    "I will," she told him. "I haven't enjoyed anything so much in years." They went out into the hot street.


    Doc and Chance went home at two o'clock in the morning. The day had been a kind of kaleidoscopic madhouse. The restaurant had continued full until after midnight and Leon had run out of food three times.


    But it was the play at the tables that marked their success or failure. Chance counted the take from the cashier's cage before they started home. There was almost twenty-seven thousand more in the bankroll than there had been that morning.


    


    He couldn't balance it out exactly. Doc made a quick check of the tables and they estimated the number of chips still uncashed, chips still in the hands of players, chips which had been carried away in customers' pockets and which might not be cashed for a week or two.


    There was always the problem of these outstanding chips. AU the places had to contend with the same thing. But as nearly as Chance could judge, they had twenty thousand more than when they opened, and this did not include the bar and restaurant take, which was handled separately, since Leon had a percentage.


    Of course it wasn't profit. Their overhead was high, and they had to make up the loss on each dinner served, but it wasn't bad. If they could hold a level of fifty per cent of the opening day's play, they were over the top.


    He was tired and his feet hurt. He had been on them nearly twelve hours. Doc was tired, too. He had not left the door except to eat during the whole period.


    "Maybe it's worth it," he groaned as they climbed from the car and started for the house.


    The porch light flashed on and Judy suddenly appeared in the entrance. "I couldn't sleep. I had to know. Did it go all right?"


    "We're in business," Chance said, and taking her shoulders, kissed her forehead. "We're in like Flynn. Go get some ice and make us two of the biggest drinks in the world."


    She brought the drinks to the Hving room. Doc had his shoes off; he had collapsed in a chair. He lifted the glass and drained it without taking it from his lips. "Another."


    She brought him another. He sat there blinking at her. "What did you get, a permanent?"


    "Just a wave."


    "You're cute." He saw color come up under the evenness of her tan. "She's cute, ain't she. Chance?"


    The girl said, "Lay off. I'm not one of your whores."


    "Judy"—it was Chance—"what a way to talk."


    "Leave her alone," said Doc. "What the heU. She knows the way things are. I'd a lot rather she knew the words and


    


    used them than have her wide-eyed and innocent. This way she won't get caught short."


    Chance said, "Sometimes I wonder why I don't break your neck." He turned to Judy. "Better go to bed, kid."


    Judy started at the sudden sternness of Chance's tone; then without speaking she went into her room and closed the door. Chance got up to refill his drink.


    When he came back from the kitchen. Doc was still stretched out in the chair, his eyes closed.


    Chance said in a low voice, "Don't get ideas about Judy, Doc."


    Liller opened his eyes. "Well for Christ sake."


    "I mean it," Chance sat down. "I've seen the way you watch her."


    "So I watch her," said Doc. "She's a nice kid to look at, but I'm not a damn fool. I told you years ago that I pay for mine so I can walk away and forget it. The free stuff has a way of coming back and sandbagging you when you aren't looking."


    "Cut the crap. You're on the make for every dame you see."


    Doc grinned. He was not offended. "Why not? But I just dream and then go out and buy it. If I want to dream about Judy, that's my business."


    "As long as it doesn't hurt her. I'm beginning to think it's about time she got away from here. This is not the best place in the world for a growing kid. I was thinking about a boarding school, now that it looks as if we might have the dough to pay the freight."


    Doc snorted. "How much do you know about girls in boarding school?"


    "Not much."


    "I do. I went with several of them. Do you know the major interest in most of those places? Sex. You take a bunch of kids just through puberty and shut them away from boys, and what do you suppose they think about? Boys. Leave her be. Here she's got other things on her mind. The ranch and her chickens and those Goddamn pigs. Send her away to school and it would be almost as


    


    bad as sending her back to the home. We aren't much, but we're the only substitute for a family the kid has. Now, let's go to bed while I can still walk."


    ^^taftten. ^


    Judy heard every word being said in the front room. This was not the first time she had listened, sitting cross-legged on the floor behind the door.


    Actually some of the talk amused her, for she felt in her own mind that she was grown-up, that she had far more sense than either Dutch or Joe, and that Doc in many ways was a small boy who needed to be humored and guided.


    For weeks she had been aware of the way he watched her and had guessed accurately what he was thinking about. Nor was she entirely unconscious of his personal charm, but what romantic notions she did entertain were centered on Chance.


    While he had been ill, she had bmlt up a protective feeling for him, based on his dependence on her, and she shared many more interests with him than she did with any of the others. It was partly a matter of age, but it went deeper than that.


    There was a driving strength in Chance, a singleness of purpose which she recognized and admired, for she had much the same strength herself. She had not as yet decided what she wanted to do, but lately she felt that she wanted to be a singer, an entertainer.


    Her reading embraced most of the picture fan magazines and she followed the careers of the stars as glorified by their press agents with close attention. Twice she had almost asked Chance if she could take singing and dancing lessons, and twice had lost her nerve.


    But this year, school had assumed a much more important position in her Hfe. She no longer felt herself a foreigner, and she had lost the tension that coming in in


    


    the spring mid-term had meant, a stranger in a group akeady solidified.


    She started her junior year with more confidence. She was Judy Elson. She was in the dramatic class and her grades in French and Engfish were near the top of the class. She had a flair for language.


    Two weeks after the new restaurant opened, she had her first real date. She knew that girls younger than she were already going steady, but she had ducked invitations purposely. As long as Chance had been sick, she did not feel hke inviting boys to the house, and because she Uved out of town it meant that to escort her a boy needed a car.


    The first date was neither exciting nor particularly enjoyable. They went to a basketball game and afterward drove out the Searchlight road with another couple. They parked, puUing oS onto the gravel service road that ran down along one of the high-tension-pole lines.


    She let him kiss her, his mouth tasting of the peppermints he had been eating, then his hand cupped her breast under the sweater and she had a certain pleasure from the touch. But when his hot, inquiring fingers shoved back her dress, running up along her thighs, she tried to push him oflF.


    "Stop it."


    He was panting softly. He had a rather long, freckled face with a shock of uncombable hght, sunburned hair. "What's the matter?" He did not move his hands further, but he did not take them away.


    "Relax, baby."


    Judy suspected that things in the back seat had progressed well past this point. She was no prude. She actually did not care what the other girl did, but her time at the reformatory had given her a sobering knowledge of just what could happen to you if you were not careful, and she certainly did not mean to get herself in trouble. His hands started upward again.


    "Goddamn you. Stop it or I'll break your silly neck." The boy had sworn most of his life, but he wasn't used to hearing a girl use those words in that tone. There was no doubt that Judy meant exactly what she said.


    


    He stopped. There had been a startled gasp from the back seat, and the next day the story was all over school. The story grew with the telling. One version was that she had knocked her escort out with a rabbit punch.


    It gave her a reputation for being tough, and also gave her leadership with the girls. She accepted the leadership. It did something to her. It was her first real taste of being important as an individual, and it won her the lead in the school play.


    The day the annoimcement was made she broke Chance's rule that she was never to come to the club. She slipped in the back door and walked boldly back along the narrow hall to Chance's ofBce. Then she stopped. The door was open a couple of inches and she could hear voices inside.


    Chance wasn't alone. Deep disappointment flooded through her. All the way downtown from school she had rehearsed the scene. She would push open the door, make an entrance, bowing before his desk, telling him that she was now an actress, that the coveted part was hers. Then she would run around the desk and kiss him while he was still siuprised.


    But he wasn't alone, and she knew from his voice that he was angry.


    "So you thought that because we run the place on a polite basis, we're marks?"


    She peered through the door. Chance stood behind his desk. Across it one of the dealers faced him. Doc stood beside the window.


    The dealer's face was suUen. He was angry. But he was also scared. "Don't try and talk to me that way."


    Chance's hand flashed out. He got a fistful of the man's shirt and jerked him against the edge of the desk, hard. "I'U talk to you any way I please. I hate thieves." He drove his free fist into the man's mouth. The man went down.


    "For Christ sake." It was Doc. "Take it easy."


    Chance walked around the desk. "I want every man working out there to know what happens when you try to puU a fast one on me. Get up."


    The dealer rose slowly. He was nearly as taU as Chance.


    Chance grabbed the man and shook him. "So you think I'm


    


    soft? I heard you talking to some of the boys in the washroom yesterday. We're marks, we don't know what we're doing. Well, get it through your head that we do." He shoved the man away with deHberate force.


    "Get out, out of here and out of town. If you try to go to work anywhere in Vegas I'll blacklist you. Now, scram."


    Judy was caught. She tiumed to retreat down the hall but she wasn't fast enough. Doc had crossed over to pull the door open. He saw her, and stared in surprise for an instant.


    "Come in here."


    She came, meekly, a httle frightened. Chance's face showed no expression. It was as if he had known she was in the hall all the time. "Get out." He was speaking to the dealer.


    The man got.


    Judy said quickly to Doc, **What'd he do?"


    "Ganged up with one of the players to cheat the house at roulette. The floorman caught him."


    "What are you doing here?" Chance's voice was hard when he addressed her. His eyes looked like ice.


    "I—I—." All her set speech, all her self-assurance was gone. "I'm going to play the lead in the school play. I came down here to tell you."


    "You know you're not supposed to come in here."


    She was as close to tears as she had ever been. "I wanted to tell you about it and . . ."


    "You could have told me tonight."


    He was inflexible. Nothing she said seemed to touch him. Glaring at him, she wondered if she could ever get any nearer to him, if he would ever regard her as a person with feelings.


    The trouble was that he never showed the average weaknesses which made people himian. Chance was like a machine.


    He drank occasionally, but he never seemed to get much pleasure out of alcohol. He never got out and worked on the ranch the way Joe and Dutch did, and if he ever slept with any of the semi-whores around town she had never heard of it.


    For an instant she decided that he might be queer, but then she dismissed the thought. There was no question about


    


    his being masculine. It was more a matter of his self-control, of the tight rein he kept always, curbing his impulses almost before they appeared.


    And the trouble was that he used this same tight rein on her, and she resented it. She turned toward the door, half blind with unshed tears.


    "Wait, Judy." It was Doc. "I'U go with you."


    "Stay here."


    Doc looked at Chance, then patted the girl's shoulder. "It's all right, kid. Chance is just a httle upset."


    "Fm not upset. Go on home, Judy."


    She went out, all the pleasure of her news washed from her. She thought bitterly, "He doesn't want me here. He never wanted me here or any place else. I might as well run away."


    In the office Doc walked slowly back to the desk. He stood looking down at Chance.


    "What in hell's the idea of riding the kid?"


    "She's got to learn to mind."


    "Sure," said Doc, "she's got to learn to mind. But couldn't you pick a better time to jump down her throat? That meant a lot to her, getting the lead in the school play, and she rushed right down here to teU us. Hell, I'd think you'd be proud of her." I am,


    "You've got a damn funny way of showing it." Doc was disgusted. "I've been watching you, ever since you got well. You've changed. You used to pretend you were hard, but you weren't, really. You were just kind of scared and covering up."


    Chance pointedly pulled out some papers from a desk drawer and feigned reading. Doc paid no attention. "But now you are tough, and you're tough with everyone, even Joe."


    Chance didn't answer.


    "Look at Judy. Two years ago she was nothing, and she had nothing, and she comes out to a strange town with no family to help her get adjusted and she moves in and cops the lead in the play. Don't you want her to like you?"


    Chance laid down the papers, showing more annoyance than he usually permitted himself. "Sure, I want her to like me.


    


    "Then give a little," said Doc. "If you want friends in this world you've got to give them a little of yourself. Either people are afraid of you or you push them away. Take what you just did to that dealer. You could have called the cops. They would have floated him."


    "You all through?"


    Doc glared at him. "You'll never know how nearly all through I am."


    "All right," said Chance. "I don't often bother to explain things, but I'm going to lay this out in black and white because it's important that you understand.


    "John Kern made me a deal. He backed me with the idea that I'd organize the gamblers in this town to stand against the racket boys if they try to move in. Right?"


    Doc was silent.


    "So I'm a stranger. So I come in here and start a place, and it's doing okay, but that doesn't mean I'm top dog. If I expect these men to follow me when the hoodlums come in, I've got to show them that I'm tougher than the racket boys."


    Doc waited.


    "Don't kid yourself. Kern is tough, and those men we met at his place are tough. They had to be to get where they are, to claw a living out of the mining camps, but they're afraid of what the Syndicate wiU do when it moves in here."


    "Yeah."


    "And if you think they're scared, what about the gamblers here in town? A gambler doesn't want trouble. He can't afford trouble and he knows it. He buys protection when he can; he'll give a piece of his business before he sees it closed."


    "That makes sense."


    "So it has to get around that I'm as tough as any gutter rat from the East Side of New York. I've got to make these people believe that by follovdng me they can keep the gangsters out."


    Doc drew a long breath. "I don't like any of this, but maybe we're worrying about something we don't need to worry about. Maybe they won't come in."


    "They'll come," said Chance. "All I hope is that I'm ready for them, because I'm going to take control of this town and


    


    keep it. I don't want any part of another man's business but I do want the biggest, swankiest place here. I'm going to run this section of Nevada."


    Doc said slowly, "There's one thing you'd better remember. This power you're reaching for can be a dangerous thing, and maybe while you're reaching you'll turn into something as bad as the men you're talking about fighting. You want success—that's all you want now. You're trying to prove to yourself that you're as smart as anyone in the world. Success can be a kind of empty thing if it's all you have."


    "What else is there?"


    "Well, love for one thing, a family, a home . . ."


    Chance laughed, suddenly. "Of all the people in the world to give me a pitch like this."


    Doc's smile was wry. "All right, so I'm a bum. No one ever denied it, certainly not I. But you're different. You know why you want to be top dog? Because you got kicked all around as a kid. You're looking for security and the only thing that represents security to you is to have the biggest and the best. Well, that's fine. You want it, I don't. AU I want is freedom, but you don't understand that. You have to be owned by something, and a man who has to be owned should have a wife and kids. Now, wiU you do me just one favor? I don't ask many."


    "Whatr


    "Get in the car. Go out home." He saw Chance's jaw set and hurried on. "Tell Judy you didn't mean what you said to her down here. Tell her you're as excited as hell about her being in the play. Take her out to dinner and then to the picture show. Do you know, you've never taken her one place in your lifer


    Chance looked bewildered. "What is this?"


    "For Christ sake, relax, be human for one night. Or if you can't be human, pretend that you are. Go on, get out of here."


    Chance went. He felt hke a fool, driving into the yard. He crossed the porch quietly and pushed open the front door. Joe and Judy were in the kitchen. They heard the door and came into the front room to see who it was.


    Joe stared at him, "You sick or did the joint bum down?** 125


    


    Chance laughed. "Neither. Get me a drink, Joe.** Joe v/ent to get the ice. Judy started out, her face sullen. She hadn't spoken.


    He sat down. "Come over here, I want to talk to you."


    She came slowly, unwillingly. He reached up, took her hand and pulled her down on the arm of his chair. "Doc was right, kid. I was upset when you came in this afternoon. I guess I kind of blew my top. I didn t mean any of it. I think it's swell about the play."


    She looked at him as if she did not quite believe what she heard. Suddenly her face broke up and she was crying. She leaned over and buried her nose in his shoulder. The convulsive sobs shook her. Joe appeared in the doorway.


    "Scram," said Chance. "Go out, feed the chickens."


    Joe looked blank, but after a minute he left. Chance slipped his other arm around the girl, holding her tightly.


    "It's okay, honey. You ought to know me well enough by now to know that my bark doesn't mean too much."


    She was trying to stop crying but could not yet manage it.


    Chance was at a loss. He did not know what to do with a crying girl, and it wasn't like Judy to bawl.


    "Tell me about the play. Is it a good one?"


    She nodded.


    "What kind of costume?"


    "Just a dress. It's—it's modem."


    "Okay, so you can buy any kind of a dress you like."


    "Can I?"


    "Sure, any kind you want."


    "Will—will you come to see me act?"


    "Of course I'll come to see you act. Now, I'll teU you what we'll do. We're going to celebrate, see. You go wash your face and comb your hair and then you and I will go into town, get a bite to eat and then see the picture show. Okay?"


    "Okay." She slid from her perch and disappeared into her room.


    They ate at a small sandwich stand near the south edge of town. Chance did not care where they ate and Judy was too happy at the moment to be concerned with food. Chance had never seen her so animated. He could not help remembering


    


    what Doc had said. She'd come a long way since the night he'd picked her up.


    He thought, "She's darn good looking. Another couple of years and she'll be tops. No wonder Doc watches her. She isn't a child any more. She's close to being a woman."


    When they started out of the place she said, "Let's skip the picture."


    "How come?"


    "Let's ride down to the dam."


    They rode out across the desert. The moon was nearly full and the rolling brushland around them had a silver-gray overtone above the deeper shadows.


    On the observation point above one of the overflow basins. Chance parked the car and they walked forward to lean on the stone fence and peer down at the lake, twisting away from them as it followed the curve of the rugged canyon.


    "It's pretty." Judy was talking almost to herself. "It's beautiful. I don't think there's anything prettier anywhere."


    Chance did not answer. She turned to him, abruptly, her face tilted as she looked up at him. "Kiss me, will you?"


    "What?"


    "Kiss me."


    He stooped and touched her hps. Her two arms were around his neck and her body strained against him.


    "Hey," he said, "hey, take it easy." But he kissed her again nonetheless.


    He was thinking about that kiss six weeks later as he sat in the auditorium watching the school play. It was not better or worse than the average amateur performance, but Chance was no judge. He had only seen two plays in his whole life. Doc had dragged him to those during a New York stay between boats.


    Doc wasn't with him tonight. Doc and Dutch had matched to see which would stay and work, and Dutch for once had won.


    "Jeese," said Dutch. "She's okay, huh?" It was at the end of the second act. "Beside her the rest of those kids shape up as slobs."


    That, Chance thought, was a typical reaction from Dutch. 127


    


    After it was over there were photographs and handshaking and congratulations. Then Chance shepherded the cast back to the restaurant. He had had the arch between the dining room and the gambHng tables closed and the restaurant was turned over to the kids.


    He didn't stay. He felt very out of place. He went back to his office and waited there for the party to break up. When it did, Judy came in, rather shyly.


    "Everything okay?"


    "It was swell," she said. She came around the desk and kissed his cheek. There was none of the fire she had shown on the night at the dam. She seemed strangely subdued. It was almost as if she had suddenly grown up. "I know for sure what I want to do now," she told him. "I want to be an actress."


    ^^^zfiien. 9


    Doc HAD NO WARNING. It had Started as an ordinary day. For six months now the restaurant business had been creeping gradually higher, and while they were not getting rich they had made enough to keep up Hombone's payments and cut their bank loan to eighteen thousand.


    Doc was at the door, welcoming the customers. He had just turned away for a moment to glance at the room. When he turned back, Celhni was coming through the door.


    There was no question that Cellini was surprised to see Doc. He stopped, and the man behind him almost ran into him. Then, slowly, Cellini came on in, stopping before Doc, looking him up and down.


    "What are you doing in Vegas?"


    Doc thought, "I don't have to ask. I know what he's doing here. There isn't any doubt. Here comes the Syndicate."


    "This is our place," he said. His tone was cool, calm. "Table for one?"


    "For two," said Cellini. "Meet Benji Danzig." 128


    


    Doc turned to the slender man beside Cellini and this time he could not keep the surprise out of his voice. "Why, how are you?"


    "Fair," said Danzig. His dark eyes ranged around the room. "Quite a place you got. I been hearing about it."


    Cellini was also looking, his eyes stopping for a moment as he saw Dutch in the cashier's cage. "Elson here?"


    "In the office."


    "Fd like to see him."


    "He won't Hke to see you," Doc thought, but he said, "I'll have a table for you in a few minutes," and watched as they moved on back through the room, their eyes missing nothing. Casing the joint, he thought bitterly, as if they meant to buy it.


    But they would not buy. Benji Danzig never bought anything. He simply muscled in.


    Doc gave them the next empty table. He wanted them out of the place as soon as possible. He motioned a floorman to relieve him at the door and moved quickly back toward Chance's office.


    "Friend of yours out front."


    Chance pushed back from the desk as Doc came in. "Who?"


    "Ralph Cellini, and he's not alone. Benji Danzig's with him. You know who he is?"


    "Murder, Incorporated?"


    Doc nodded.


    "Where are they?"


    "In the dining room."


    Chance stood up.


    "Want me with you?"


    "No. Get your lunch." Chance left the office.


    The headwaiter saw him, came forward. Doc had primed him. "Over by the far window."


    Chance had already spotted Cellini. The man was a httle heavier than he had been in Cleveland, and he had a horseshoe scar on his left cheek which had not been there before. Chance guessed it had been left by Joe's heavy ring.


    He shifted his attention to Danzig. The man's appearance


    


    surprised him. In repose the face was pleasant. He might have been a well-dressed salesman, a chamber of commerce representative. There was nothing sinister about him. Until you saw his eyes.


    Chance halted beside the table. They both looked up and he saw Danzig's eyes film a Httle. Cellini was putting on an act, trying to sound as if they were old friends.


    "Chance, this is swell. It's been a long time." He stood up, extending a hand. Chance ignored it. "You must be Danzig." He puUed out a chair and sat down.


    Danzig said, "That's right." They eyed each other. Each recognized at once the strength of the other, the danger. The meeting could explode at any moment.


    Cellini settled very slowly into his chair. A waiter came up uncertainly. Every worker and special officer had been warned. Danzig's name was almost as well known as that of Capone.


    "You want something, Mr. Elson?"


    "Coffee," said Chance, not taking his eyes from Danzig. He knew a desire to reach across the table, to seize the gangster by his throat and shake the Hfe out of him. But he also knew fear. He was afraid, but not for himself. He was afraid of what these men could do to the town, to the business he was building, to the state with which he had associated himself. "Nice place." Danzig's voice was idle. "Well run." Chance nodded. He wondered how the tourists at the tables would react if they realized that they were sitting in the same room with a noted killer.


    Yes, it was a nice place, but Danzig hadn't come over from the Coast to tell him this. "We like it, the way it is."


    Cellini laughed. The sound was too loud in the hush of the room. Chance considered inviting them back to his office. But he did not want to do anything which might suggest to them that he was afraid. He thought that the one thing in the world Danzig might respect was strength.


    On Danzig's side, he was watching Chance with care. Cellini had told him the Cleveland story after they had been seated at the table. Benji Danzig was no fool. He had other talents than his proneness to pull a trigger.


    


    He was to organize the Coast, but he was to lay ofiF actual rough stuff as much as possible. The big boys back East did not want the pubUcity that went with killings.


    It was bad luck to find Elson in Vegas, but maybe he had learned something in Cleveland. Maybe he had learned he couldn't fight the Syndicate.


    Danzig said, "I don't blame you, but things change, Elson. We all gotta go along with change."


    "Like what?"


    "Like a lot of the boys around town having trouble with their wire service. They sent word it ain't refiable any more."


    "We've had no trouble." Chance's eyes did not leave Danzig's face. The cold blue stare made Danzig a fittle uncomfortable. He was not accustomed to his victims acting like this.


    "You will have." He said it softly, no threat in his tone. "Use Trans-World, or you don't get serviced."


    "And what will Trans-World cost me?"


    Danzig debated. Some of the boys were paying him as high as fifty per cent of their take. It scaled down, depending on the size of the place, the power of the operator.


    "Won't cost you a dime. Just a percentage. Say twenty-five."


    "No."


    The waiter brought Chance's coffee to the table. None of them noticed.


    Cellini said, "Benji's being real reasonable."


    "Keep out of this. I talk to the chief rat."


    Red crept up to stain Danzig's olive cheeks but he gave no other sign and his voice stayed soft. "You use our service or you don't run a book."


    Chance leaned forward. "You've talked. Now let me teU you. This is Nevada. The men running clubs here are Hcensed by the state. Their business is legitimate. They have no payoffs to crooked cops, and they don't pay off to hoodlums. I don't think you understand things over here, but you'll find out. Now, finish your lunch and get out, and don't come back. The next time you don't get in."


    He rose to his feet. He felt as ff he were going to burst. He 131


    


    turned on his heel and walked back toward his oflBce. Cellini started to call after him. Danzig put a hand on his arm.


    "Forget it. We'll take care of him, later, after we know where we stand." He sat quiet then, finishing his lunch. When he asked for the check, the waiter told him it had been taken care of. Danzig raised his eyebrows. Then he tipped the waiter with a ten-dollar bill and went inconspicuously from the restaurant.


    Doc waited in the oflBce until Chance returned. "What's he say?"


    "That Universal Service is through. That the others are signing up with Trans-World and that we could have it for twenty-five per cent of the book's take. I told him no dice."


    Doc sat down. "So it's come."


    Chance poured a glass of water and drank it deliberately. Whenever he was worked up, whenever the inner pressure threatened to break, he found that cold water stilled the turmoil. "We knew it would happen, sooner or later. I didn't expect it this fast."


    "So what do we do?"


    "I want you to circulate among the other clubs. You know most of the owners better than I do. Find out how many have signed up with Danzig."


    "I can tell you now, most of them. They don't want trouble here and they figure the best way is to buy him off."


    "That's where they are wrong. Let that dope-peddling mm:-derer get his foot in the door and tomorrow he'll be naming the governor of the state. He's got big ideas and they'll keep getting bigger. Go on, talk to them."


    Doc went. He did not come back until nearly midnight and he was far from happy.


    "What did you find out?"


    "Not too much. Most of them are afraid to talk, but Trans-World is in and Universal out. It took the son of a bitch just two days to organize the place."


    Chance reached for the phone. "I want to talk to John Kern," he said. "Try his Carson City hotel first. They can tell you where he is, probably. Call me when you get him." He hung up.


    


    Doc said, "What are you going to do?"


    Chance drummed on the desk. "Get hold of a couple of the janitors and start them tearing out the blackboard. We're taking out the book."


    Doc was horrified. "You need a book. When the other places have one, you need it to compete. It brings in trade and . . ."


    "The others may need it. We don't. We've got the restaurant."


    He stood up. "When Kern calls back, tell him to come down to the ranch tomorrow evening."


    "Look," said Doc. "I'm not a scarehead, but this Danzig has gunned a lot of men. I don't want to find you full of holes."


    "He won't try anything like that here, at least not yet. He hasn't got things set and he's too smart to hunt that kind of trouble until he does."


    Doc wasn't convinced, but he knew it was fruitless to argue. Chance went out and crossed Fremont. The street was day-bright, gaudy beneath the big neon signs flashing their message to the world. He went into three clubs, cornering the owners in their offices.


    He wasted no words and did not beat around the bush. "We're all in the same boat," he argued. "If we knuckle under now, we might as well turn our keys over to the Syndicate."


    One after another the expressions on their faces were the same, the words almost the same. "Just think about it," he said. He did not want to push them too fast. "I'm throwing out the horse book. If we all did that, Danzig couldn't come in. His wire service is where he gets his power."


    He could see them teasing the idea in their heads, but it was too revolutionary for them to accept all in the moment.


    When he got back to the club, Kern had called. Kern would be at the ranch at eleven o'clock the following night.


    Judy overheard Chance talking to Kem. She knew that Chance was worried. She had heard him talking to Doc and Dutch that morning. The name Danzig she did not associate with anything, but when Cellini was mentioned, she remembered Cleveland.


    


    John Kern had driven down, coming directly to the ranch without going near the town. At the moment, he did not want anyone in Vegas to know he was in the southern part of the state.


    He hstened anxiously while Chance told him of the Syndicate's move. Then he drew a long, unhappy breath. "We've been watching Danzig. The California Crime Commission has kept an eye on him, and we get reports regularly from the Chicago commission. He was bound to hit Vegas sooner or later, to try and organize it."


    "He isn't trying. He has moved in.'* Chance's voice was flat.


    "Have you talked to the other club-owners?**


    "Most of them. This came too fast. You did not want it known that you were backing me, and without backing, I carry no weight. If I'd had time to build my own position, it might be different. I haven't."


    Kern shook his head regretfully.


    "It's too late now. They're scared. Most of them have knuckled under. They are buying his wire service."


    "You've got to find a way to stop him."


    Chance took a tu^i of the room, came back to face Kern. "You set me up here, John, and I appreciate it. Without your help, I'd probably never have gotten started. You set me up for a reason. I told you when you did it that the club-owners couldn't be organized. The only way I could force these men to stand against Danzig would be with a club to hold over their heads. I tried to talk sense to them. I tried to tell them to throw out their horse books. I threw mine out last night, but they won't listen. They say they can't afford to." His sm.ile turned downward.


    "What kind of a stick do you need?" Kem's eyes were as hard as Chance's.


    "There's only one threat that would mean anything, if I could tell them that any man who took the \\dre service from Cellini would lose his gambling license."


    Kern said slowly, "You're asking the impossible."


    "For Christ sake." Chance was standing before him. "This is a rough game you've shoved me into, John, and a rough boy you are asking me to fight. You can't compromise with


    


    Danzig. You people in Nevada tried to compromise when you legalized gambling. Some of you, the smarter ones, had sense enough to fear where it might lead you, and lead the state. It has. You've got your problem right on your doorstep. You either lick it or you let it in, and the only way to Hck it is to make it impossible for them to sell their wire service in this state."


    Kern said, "I'm not arguing with you, boy, but we have no legal grounds to pull a man's Hcense just because he's buying wire service."


    "You know damn well that he's giving a portion of his take to Danzig or he wouldn't be getting the service."


    "We may know it, but you can bet that there's no proof, that there is nothing in writing."


    Chance controlled himself with eflPort. "John, you can't keep control and let Danzig in. If you have to, outlaw book-making in the state. You'll stop Danzig because right now his power rests only on the wire service. But give him time to get estabHshe^i and he'll take over everything. He'll have control of prostitution. He'll bring in dope. He'll start shaking down your laundries and your gas stations and your labor unions. Racketeers work in patterns, and one of the first things they reach for is the politicians. There aren't many voters in this state. It won't cost Danzig too much to buy elections, to elect his men to the assembly, to even put a friend in the governor's office. If you give him time to do that, you've had it."


    Kern said, "You aren't teUing me anything I don't know, anything I haven't been saying myself for the last five or six years."


    "Then why in the hell don't the men in Carson and Reno do something? The men who licked the mining camps are surely tough enough to face facts when they have to."


    "I guess they're getting old."


    Chance said, "That isn't an excuse. Didn't you beheve when you called me up to the ranch that your friends would fight?"


    Kern said tiredly, "I guess maybe I suspected that when the showdown came they wouldn't. I guess maybe that's why I set you up. I talked to them before I came down. They are


    


    scared of several things besides Danzig. They are afraid that if all this came into the open, there would be a concerted move to outlaw all gambling in the state. There are several chiirch groups already trying to do just that."


    "Maybe it would be a good thing."


    Kern looked up at him. "That would ruin you and ruin Vegas."


    "I suppose so."


    "They keep coming back to the idea that the club-owners should organize to protect themselves. They simply refuse to believe that the Syndicate is that powerful."


    Chance shook his head. "John, the reason organized crime manages to muscle in is because no one man ever believes that what is happening to his neighbors will happen to him. The Syndicate puts pressure on individuals. We read in the newspapers where some dry cleaner's shop has been bombed. That man had the courage to stand against the men trying to muscle into his business, and he got hurt. He gets no help from the law and no sympathy from his neighbors, yet if he knuckles under people think he was wrong to do business with the racket boys."


    "You're right of co^u•se."


    "Crime couldn't get anywhere if everyone would stand against it. What about your old vigilante committees? Gather one here, run every racket boy across the border as soon as he shows his face. That would work because they wouldn't know who the committee members were, they wouldn't know who to pressure."


    "Could you head such a committee?"


    "Who would follow me? I'm a gambler. In the eyes of the general pubHc I'm almost as black as Danzig. Get some of your friends. If you can't throw these bastards out legally, do it with pressure, with fear."


    "There's no one to set it up, no one to lead it."


    "Christ." Chance turned away. "Where are the boys from Goldfield and Tonopah? Where are the boys who fought the Tonopah Sickness and saved the camp?"


    "Dead," Kern said, and the life had gone out of his voice.


    


    "So you've quit, too." Chance did not really mean that. He knew that one man could not rouse a state.


    "No." Kern shook his head. "I haven't quit, not the way you mean. Chance, but you don't quite realize what it means to get old. The trouble with Nevada is that we have no young men of our own. In the last twenty years, this state has offered very httle opportunity for the young, so the ones with abihty got out.


    "Now, new people are coming in. These people don't understand our problems, and they haven't the habit of following our old leaders. Sooner or later they will develop leaders of their own. I hoped that you would be one of them. The one thing that could help us would be increased population. The larger the population, the less easy it would be for Danzig or any other one man to take over. And population is coming. This isn't for publication, but the government is preparing to build a big magnesium plant between Vegas and the dam. If we had enough such plants, we wouldn't need to keep gambhng."


    Chance had stopped pacing. "Does that mean this coimtry is going into the war?"


    "I think so." Kern's face was gray with fatigue. "I wish I'd flown down, but I did not want anyone to know I was seeing you. The way it shapes up is this. We can't take the action you wish, we can't close a club because we suspect that Danzig has a piece of it, but we can watch him. If you can show absolute proof that he actually owns one of these places, I'U do everything in my power to get the Hcense."


    He oflFered his hand and Chance took it.


    "Look, boy, when you are as old as I am you learn that time has a way of solving things, maybe not for us, but for those who come after us. Keep in touch with me and keep hammering at the other club-owners. At least it lets Danzig know that he has opposition. It lets anyone who might want to fight know that he has a rallying point. Don't think I won't keep working up north; I wiH. Well have to see how things develop."


    Long after he had pulled away. Chance stood outside. He felt drained, deflated. He had believed in John Kern's group.


    


    He had thought they intended to stand hke a bulwark between the state and any forces seeking to harm it. Now they were backing off. These were not after all the great men, not the giants of Nevada's early history.


    Kern had tried, but Kern could not do it alone. Sooner or later the people themselves would become aroused. Sooner or later they would move against the cancer which threatened to consume them, but then it would be too late.


    He knew a sudden, nearly overwhelming desire to quit. Never in his life except while he was sick had the impulse touched him. But now, it would be simple. Doc would be glad to be out of it. Dutch would do anything he said. He could buy a ranch somewhere, a small place, where Judy could raise pigs. But then, Judy wanted to be an actress. She wouldn't be content with the ranch very much longer.


    He felt as old as time. For he knew that he would not quit. There was a force inside of him, stronger than reason, which would drive him on. It wasn't the money. It was the game, and the winning, the aspiring, and carrying out what he had set himself to do.


    Nevada if handled right could be great, and it would take someone to whip Danzig and the men like Danzig. His jaw set. John Kern should have been that man, but Kern wasn't going to do it.


    He thought about it, walking in the silent yard. All right. He'd fight Danzig, and everything Danzig stood for. He'd fight alone if need be, with any tool that came to hand. And if Doc had thought he had grown tough in the last few months. Doc had seen nothing yet.


    He began to fight the next evening. He called the club-owners out to his ranch. He knew what he was inviting when he did it. At least one of them was going to report the meeting to Danzig. Chance expected that, and he did not much care.


    There were twelve of them and they crowded the ranch-house living room. He had sent Joe and Judy to the picture show.


    He stood now, facing the men he had summoned. His coat


    


    was off. He looked very big and very young standing there, and very certain of himself. He wasted no words.


    "We all know what's happened in this town in the last few days. I don't need to guess which of you have knuckled under to Benji Danzig. Anyone still running a book has cut him in."


    Some of them looked hostile, others annoyed at being summoned here like so many office boys, but not a single man had refused to come.


    "And I don't need to tell you what it means to let Danzig have a piece of your place. Danzig will keep crowding until he has it all."


    By the sombemess of their expressions he counted those who agreed with him. Could he win them to the fight?


    "What are you going to do about it? We've got a nice thing here. Our business is as legitimate as any bank. Your kids go to school without being ashamed of facing the other kids, your wives are as good as anyone in town. Are you going to spoil the whole thing because you haven't got guts enough to fight?"


    They shifted uncomfortably but no one answered.


    "Or are you going to tell me you can't fight?"


    One man in the back said, "How the hell can you fight a guy like Danzig? We're not mobsters."


    "No," said Chance, "we're not mobsters. Here we are honest businessmen. And if you stop taking the wire service, all of you stop, what in hell can Danzig do? He can't wreck every place in town, and if he did, it wouldn't do him any good."


    He spent two hours arguing. He pleaded pride. He talked economics. He dangled release from fear. But they had seen Danzig. There was no fight in them.


    Judy found him sitting alone when she and Joe came home. "How'd it go?"


    "It didn't. They don't trust each other and they don't trust me. They'd rather pray for a miracle."


    "What will it mean, that we have to leave here?"


    He shook his head. "I'm not leaving. There's nothing much Cellini can do to hurt me directly unless he blows up the place."


    


    "Why should you worry about the others?"


    "Because I want Vegas kept clean. And the only way I can do it now is to keep my own place clean, to prove it can be done. And Kern will keep trying for an angle. I'll play for time, as long as Danzig leaves me alone/'


    (^^uifotefi fO


    The town had been enjoying a minor boom, brought on by the opening of the magnesium plant and a gradual increase in the tourist trade.


    New motels had been built, mostly on Fifth Street, and a national chain of auto courts had erected what they called a hotel just beyond the city line on Highway Ninety-One. In reality it was a glorified motel with a lobby, a gambling room and a number of individual cottages.


    Chance had been interested in the idea. It was a year since the restaurant had opened and in that year they had paid off Hornbone and nearly erased the bank loan.


    He drove out with Doc to look at the place, at the lawns that were being planted, at the rows of neat, ordered cottages. "You know something, a place like this might do all right."


    Doc snorted. "Too far from town. They'll lose their shirts, watch what I tell you."


    All the way back to town Chance was quiet. After he dropped Doc at the club, he went on down to the bank and in to see the manager.


    The man grinned at him. "What's the matter, business so good you want to pay the rest of that loan?"


    Chance shrugged. "It's all right. How are things around town?"


    "Good, I guess. What's on your mind?"


    Chance said, "What's that land out along Ninety-One, beyond the new motor hotel, selhng for?"


    The manager scratched his head. "Well, I'd make a guess


    


    at about a hundred bucks an acre, although what anyone wants with it is beyond me."


    "Will you loan me twenty thousand dollars on the restaurant?"


    The man started. "You going to build a motel too?"


    "An investment," said Chance. "I think Vegas property is going up."


    Three weeks later he owned two hundred acres on the southeast side of the highway about a half-mile beyond the new hotel.


    When he brought the papers in for Doc and Dutch to sign. Doc blew his top. "Are you nuts?"


    Chance shook his head. "I don't think so. We're making dough. The town is growing and CelHni is letting us alone."


    "He isn't letting the rest alone. From what I hear, he and Danzig are taking twenty-five thousand a month out of the town."


    Chance said coolly, "Their business."


    They were in the oflBce of the club. Doc sitting at the desk, Dutch beside the window. Doc stood up. "Chance, it's about time we had a talk. Are Dutch and I partners in this place or what?"


    Chance was impatient. "Of course you're partners. Everything we've ever done is a three-way spUt. What's eating you now?"


    "Everything but decisions. You used to talk things over with us before you did them, even if you seldom listened to what we said."


    Chance started to grin. He thought for the moment that Doc was joking. "Come ofiF it." He stopped. He looked from Doc to Dutch and back to Doc. "You mean this, don't you?"


    God, Doc thought, it was hard to refuse Chance. There was something magnetic about the guy when you knew him, when you did not let his cold front push you away. But this had to be said and Dutch would never say it.


    "Yes, I mean it." Doc's voice was colder than Chance had ever heard it. "You knew I didn't think much of the hotels out along the highway, and yet without a word you sunk


    


    twenty G's of partnership money in land that a self-respecting jack rabbit wouldn't jump over."


    "I used bank money."


    "Sure, you used bank money, and what did you give for security? This place. Unless Dutch and I sign these papers, you don't get it, right?"


    "That's right. If you feel this way don't sign."


    "I'll sign," said Doc. "But I want one thing plain. I'm signing because youVe already committed yourself, and we can't afford to have it noised around town that we welshed on a deal. And I want another thing straight. This is your personal baby. You pay off the note yourself, and you own the property."


    "I think you're making a mistake."


    "I know you do." Doc was not giving an inch. It was hard to throw in the hooks when for once Chance's guard was down. "But it's my mistake, and my privilege to make it. That's what I'm trying to get across to you. Hell, man, there's more to life than making money. YouVe got to live a Mttle."


    "I'm living."


    "Are you? Sometimes I think you re like a kid who's never waked up, that the only side of your brain that really functions is the part that figures out how big you will be next year and the year after, and the year after that. Ever since we opened this place, we've all been working like dogs and taking only expense money. I didn't mind as long as we were on the hook, but now we're about off, I'd like to live a little before I'm too old to appreciate it."


    Chance said, "You'd rather bum your money on a bimch of whores than invest it in the future."


    "What future?" They glared at each other. It was the first time in their association that both of them had gotten angry at once.


    It made Dutch nervous. "Knock it off, will you?"


    Chance swung to face him. "I suppose you agree with Doer


    Dutch said a Httle weakly, "Well, heU, a man likes to have a few dimes in his pocket to spend."


    


    "Like you had when I first knew you? So you can drink yourself stupid every night?"


    Dutch sighed. He turned on his heel and went through the door, shutting it softly behind him.


    Doc said, "You shouldn't have done that."


    No, Chance knew he shouldn't have done that. He wouldn't have done it if he had not been goaded by anger. He had no desire to hurt Dutch. He had been as Doc said, like a small boy, striking out at them because they did not agree ^^fith him.


    "I'm sorry, Doc." He did not say the words gracefully. He was not schooled in apology.


    Doc looked at him for a long moment, then, as if not trusting himself to speak, he left.


    Chance went over and sat down heavily at the desk. He had never felt as lonely as he did at the moment.


    And the senselessness of the quarrel appalled him. If they had fought when times had been tough, he could have understood, but they had not fought then, they had stood together, against the world.


    And if they could only stand together a little longer. He had come into this oflBce to tell them his dream, for he had had a dream. A hotel, a great hotel rising out of the desert wastes, a resort hotel, hke they had in Palm Springs, in Miami and Palm Beach, a playground where people of wealth could come.


    He knew now what the driving force v/ithin him was. A desire to build something, to create something, to be able to see and touch what his mind and his imagination had envisioned. He had thought that Doc and Dutch would share his vision.


    He had been wrong, and somehow he lacked the words to tell them, to explain what he felt. That, he knew, was his basic weakness, to make people understand what he was thinking about.


    Maybe Judy would comprehend, but Judy was so very young. In some ways she was younger than if she had had a normal upbringing. Judy wanted things, but with no central purpose to her wanting. He sensed this without quite under-


    


    standing how he knew. And he wanted her to have them. But this the girl had to work out for herself.


    His hands tightened at the thought. He didn't want her to go away. Supposing they got married? Supposing they lived together for the rest of their hves? In many respects they were very much alike, perhaps too m.uch alike for it to work. But that was for the future, because before it could happen, Judy needed a chance to prove herself.


    He understood that much about her. She wanted to act, to go into pictures. If she did not have the chance, she would always feel cheated. No, in another year or two she should go away and have the opportunity to find herself.


    He guessed now that everyone needed that chance, that what Doc resented and what Dutch disliked was his tendency to mold their lives for them, to take away their initiative. It was a mistake he would not make with Judy.


    He stood up. Somehow he felt better, as if his mind had been cleansed. Now to consider the hotel. He did not know how much it would cost, although he was having an architect draw up tentative plans. It would be only two stories, blending into the desert background. A central lobby, with restaurants, bars and a supper room facing on a patio, with two wings running out around a big swimming pool, no hallways, all suites opening on iron-bordered balconies.


    A miUion, two million. He did not know, nor did he know how he would raise the money, but he would take the idea to John Kern. He would tell Kern that this was their chance to get ahead of the Eastern mobs, that a town like Vegas could never support more than one swank hotel, and that if it were built with Nevada money it would help freeze the Easterners out.


    He had the land. There was enough to put in a nine-hole golf course when the time was ripe, and the land behind it could be purchased. He might even take an option.


    He did not. The war started and threw everyone in Vegas into panic, for no one knew what the travel restrictions and gas rationing would do to the town. Chance put the architect's sketches in the old safe and forgot them. He had other things on his mind now, meat rationing, the fall-off in the


    


    tourist trade, the growth of military personnel on the streets.


    And Cellini. He had not forgotten Cellini, but in the year since Danzig and Cellini had appeared in his restaurant he had been left strictly alone.


    This was not Cellini's idea. If he had had his way, he would have applied pressure on Chance in one form or another. He hated Chance. It was Danzig who vetoed any move.


    "He's tough," Danzig had said, when they had walked out of the restaurant. "Just let him alone until I give the word."


    And Danzig had not given the word. He was busy building the Coast into a kind of kingdom of his own. When he had first come West, he had made monthly trips back to New York for orders. But now he seldom left Los Angeles and pointedly ignored the questions which reached him from the heads of the Syndicate.


    Cellini was in his ofiice the day the news came through that Rigsby was dead in a Chicago alley and that the old Capone crowd had finally, after years of trying, taken over the Universal Service.


    The phone call to Danzig told him what had happened and told him to merge his Trans-World Service with that of Universal on the Coast.


    He did not answer. He hung up slowly, and Cellini, watching him, saw the rage in his eyes.


    Danzig swung around deliberately, looking clear through Cellini. "So they think I'll take orders from those Chicago greaseballs like I was an oflBce boy."


    Celhni wet his lips. "That's rough, but the way they work out those deals, there ain't much you can do."


    Danzig's grin was cold. "The hell there ain't. I'm going to take the Coast over for myself, see. I built it and I'm going to keep it.


    "Now listen. You go to Phoenix and then up to Vegas. The word is that the service is cut off and it stays cut off until I say different. We wreck it, and we keep it wrecked until we can get new contacts set up from the tracks. Then when we move back in, we double our cut in the books that buy it."


    Celhni didn't like the idea, but he had no choice. He went 145


    


    to Phoenix and passed the word to Danzig's men and then drove on up to Vegas.


    The dictum that the wire service was to be cut off threw the town into further panic. In their uncertainty, the club-owners came to Chance.


    Chance had already heard the news from Doc. His relations with both Doc and Dutch were still strained by the land deal, and Doc seldom had much to say except on club business. But this tickled him.


    Chance listened to Doc and then put in a call for John Kern. He had not heard from the man directly in months. Kern sounded glad to have the call,


    "How are things?"


    "As good as you can expect with the war." Somehow the war seemed very far away despite the number of men in uniform on the streets. Both Chance and Doc had been called up by their draft board and both rejected. Dutch was too old. "The Army sure raised hell when they threw out the girls and closed the district, but I think it's a good thing in the long run."


    Kern said he did too.


    "Something funny happened today." Chance went on to tell him about the sudden canceling of the wire service. "I don't know what Danzig and Cellini are framing, but you can bet your dough it's nothing good. Can you find out what's behind this?"


    "I can try. I'll call you right back." He hung up and Chance looked at Doc.


    "I haven't seen Cellini around town much lately."


    "He hasn't been aroimd. What I hear, he's busy in Hollywood. He's got a piece of an agent's office over there and from the looks of things he's rolHng in dough. I wish the fat bastard would fall and break his neck."


    Chance agreed. He knew that his hatred for Cellini would last as long as he lived. Cellini was about the only person he had ever really hated. "I'd like to see him thrown out of here on his head."


    "Well, he can't hurt us. You were sure right when you pulled out those blackboards." Doc's voice was friendher than


    


    it had been since the argument and it warmed Chance to have him standing there talking, instead of being merely pohte.


    The phone rang. It was Kern. "I called Less at the California State Crime Commission. Here's the story." He went on to tell about Rigsby's murder. "Seems like the Chicago boys have taken over Universal and made a deal with New York to merge it with Trans-World, and from the scuttlebutt, Danzig won't agree. What he's doing or how far he'll get with it no one knows."


    They exchanged some gossip and Chance hung up thoughtfully. It was remarkable how the crime commissions seemed able to keep their fingers on gangland's pulse, and more remarkable that the cops seemed to remain in blithe ignorance. He told Doc. Doc shook his head. "This Danzig is a tricky monkey. I feel a sucker punch coming on."


    An hour later Chance's phone rang again. It was one of the club-owners from across the street. "Elson, this is South-worth. Some of us are having a quiet meeting tonight and we'd hke you to come. Once you made a suggestion that most of us would not go along with. Maybe things have changed since then."


    "All right. 111 be there. Where is it?"


    The man gave him a number on Charleston. Chance went out to the pit and told Doc in an imdertone.


    Doc Hstened in silence. "I don't like it. We're not in this. Danzig's let us alone for a year, and if we keep our noses clean maybe he'll keep on letting us alone."


    "Only as long as it serves his purpose. Maybe this is the break we've been waiting for. These guys are finally scared. Maybe now we can form some kind of an organization and with Kern's backing from upstate really run them the hell out of here."


    Doc didn't think so, but he went with Chance anyhow. The home in which the meeting was held was big, well furnished and expensive. It was in sharp contrast to the house they still occupied, in spite of Joe's efforts to rebuild the ranch. It pointed up again to Chance what Doc had said


    


    in their quarrel. While they had used every dollar to clear the club, other operators were living like millionaires.


    He sat studying them, seeing again that this group was no different from any group of average citizens. That they made their living running gambhng games did not set them apart.


    "Nothing's changed," he told them, "except for a year you've been shoveling out twenty-five thousand a month to this bum because you are afraid not to.


    "You've got one chance, just as you had one chance a year ago and refused to take it. Organize. Danzig can't beat you if you will organize."


    The man in whose house the meeting was being held stood up. "How do you mean, organize?"


    "Just that. Form an association. Elect officers and give them the authority to fine any member who breaks the rules. Then draw up a code of operations. If we all stand together, we can whip Danzig.


    "I don't know what he's up to but I can guess. A week, a month or two months from now he'll let a favored few of you reopen your books. Then after you've run for a few weeks, until the rest have gotten real hungry, he'll show up here and say that the service is available to anyone who will pay the price, and the price will be your business. Oh, he'll let you keep a piece, but he'll tell you how to run it, and how much you can keep."


    His host looked unhappy. "This will take some thinking about."


    Chance knew he had lost then. Indeed nothing had changed. He said curtly, "All right, talk about it. You know where I'U be when you want to find me." He turned and stalked out of the room with Doc at his heels.


    In the car, riding back downtown, he glanced sidewise at Doc. "What did I say wrong?"


    Doc stalled. "Who says you said anything wrong? The cards were stacked and you knew it."


    "But the right guy might have sold them."


    "Yes."


    "And I'm not the right guy. Why?"


    


    Doc's hesitation was marked. "You really want to know?"


    "I asked, didn't I?"


    "All right. People can't work with you, Chance, because you won't work with them. It's easier for you to do something yourself than to wait while they stumble aroimd learning how."


    Chance was silent.


    "You have more native ability than anyone else I've ever known, but anything you try to nm will always be a one-man operation."


    "Any business is."


    "No," said Doc. "A good executive is a man who can get the best efforts from those around him. It's teamwork that makes things go. That's what's needed in Vegas, teamwork."


    At the club, Chance went on into the office. He wasn't sore at Doc. Doc was probably right. If he had handled things differently, he might have built up an organization that could whip Danzig. He had been operating in this town for more than three years, and he did not actually have any local connections. Sure, he knew men in the sheriff's office and the pohce department, the mayor and some of the council. But he had no organization, probably not nearly as much as Cel-Hni had. He was no danger to either Cellini or Danzig.


    But CelHni did not know that. Ralph Cellini was not as cool as Danzig, nor as certain of himself, and Danzig had sent him to Vegas to handle things. He heard about the meeting from one of the smaller club-owners who was trying to curry favor, and the man enlarged upon Chance's part and the action taken by the others in an effort to build up the value of his information.


    He said, "I tell you Elson is leading them. They're just about ready to form an organization and all agree to throw books clear out of this town."


    Cellini cursed. He was damn tired of hearing about Chance Elson. It seemed that every place he turned. Chance got in his way. It was about time to knock Elson down.


    But there was caution in him. He picked up the phone and called Danzig's Brentwood home. Danzig wasn't there. He had taken off for a house party at Santa Barbara.


    


    Cellini hung up. He was a little afraid of Chance because Chance seemed to be invulnerable. The threats which frightened other men did not touch him.


    *'I wish to Christ he had a family. I'd fix him."


    The man who had brought the news of the meeting hated Elson, because in a year Elson had built one of the most profitable spots in town while his place half starved on the fringe trade.


    "This kid out at his place, she's his sister, I think."


    Cellini started. "How old?"


    "I don't know, seventeen, eighteen. I saw her in the school play. She had the lead."


    "Can you point her out to me?"


    "Why not?"


    The next afternoon they stood on the comer across the street from the high school as the classes broke. When Judy appeared with two other girls the man nudged CeUini. "There she is, the blonde in the middle."


    Then he faded. He did not want Chance to know that he had had any part in it.


    Celhni followed the girls. Ordinarily Judy would have caught the school bus, but there was a picture show she wanted to see, and she had talked Dutch into taking her to dinner and then the show.


    She started to walk downtown with her schoolmates. Cellini followed. At the second corner, the other two girls branched off and Judy continued by herself. She had reached Fremont and was about to turn into it when Cellini caught her.


    "Wait a minute. You're Chance Elson's sister, aren't you?"


    Judy turned, a little puzzled. She was certain that she had never seen Cellini before.


    "Yes." She glanced up and down the street. At the moment no one was near them and instinct warned her that this man represented danger.

  


  
    Cellini knew fear when he saw it. "If you'll listen to me you've got nothing to worry about, and that smart bastard brother of yours has nothing to worry about. But you'd better Hsten, for his sake."


    


    She watched him, her eyes a little narrow, her quick mind considering, "Go ahead, what is it?"


    "Tell him to keep his nose out of our business. WeVe let him alone and we'll keep on letting him alone as long as he doesn't monkey into things that don't concern him."


    She said, "I don't know what you're talking about."


    "Maybe you don't." He reached out and his pudgy hand closed on her arm, the fingers biting through the thin sleeve of her dress. "I'm not playing games, kid. This is for real. You're a good-looking doll, and if you want to stay that way, just teU your brother to lay off. Bookmaking isn't his racket."


    He turned on his heel and walked away from her down the street. He had seen the shock in her gray eyes and he was rather pleased with himself. He had always found that men would listen to their women.


    Judy stood watching him. She unconsciously rubbed her arm where his fingers had bruised the skin. She did not know who he was, but she did know that she was afraid.


    She turned then and walked rapidly the three blocks to the restaurant. Doc was there with Chance. They were going over the monthly statement.


    Both glanced at her when she came in, and then returned their attention to the paper-strewn desk.


    "Chance." There was a break in her voice.


    He looked up then, and saw the tears in her eyes. "What's the matter, kid?"


    "A man stopped me on the street. He asked if I was your sister."


    Chance stood up slowly. It seemed that he knew what she was going to say before she said it, as if this was an echo of something that had happened a long time before.


    "Who was he?"


    "I don't know. He looked kind of fat. He was dark, like an Itahan."


    "Did he have a small, horseshoe scar on his cheek?"


    She nodded dumbly.


    "Cellini." Chance and Doc said it together. "What did he want?"


    "He"— her voice rose a little—"he said that they had let


    


    you alone, and that you should keep your nose out of their business. He—he said I was a real pretty girl, and that if I wanted to keep looking that way, I'd tell you."


    Doc swore under his breath. Chance walked to the small window. "Someone talked about last night."


    "Sure," said Doc. "You didn't expect anything else, did you? There's always at least one rat."


    Chance turned around. His face looked dark, somber, hungry. "Why did the bastard have to pick on her?"


    Doc said, "You know how his kind works, and has always "worked. They live by fear, and you aren't an easy guy to scare. But if you thought something was going to happen to Judy . . ."^


    "Nothing's going to happen to Judy, because something is going to happen to Cellini."


    Doc was startled. "Now wait a minute."


    "What's there to wait for?"


    "Do you know what you're starting? Did you ever see a gang war?"


    Chance was perfectly calm, and perfectly cool, outside. But his impulse was to go out onto the street, to find Cellini, to kill him where he found him. Yet even in anger his mind retained its control.


    "Come on, Judy, I'll take you home."


    He took her out to the car. They had a two-year-old Chevy which Dutch had picked up a month before.


    "Chance."


    "Yeah?" He was starting the motor.


    "What are you going to do?"


    "Teach a rat some manners."


    She was frightened. "But you'll get into trouble."


    "I never get into trouble. The other feUow does."


    At the ranch house, she followed him into his room. She knew he was conscious of her presence, but he gave no sign. He pulled open the top bureau drawer and took out the gun. She knew the gun. John Kern had given it to him at Christmas. It had his name engraved upon it. She had never seen him carry a giui before. It terrified her.


    


    She came around and reached up to put both hands on his shoulders. "Don't do it."


    "Don't do what?"


    Something in Judy snapped. "Goddamnit. Stop treating me like a child. I'm not scared of this guy. Leave him alone."


    Chance dropped the gun into his pocket. He loosened her hands, which were gripping his shoulders. "J^dy, get something straight. Cellini has been asking for this for a long time. It isn't you, or what he said today. It's just something I've got to take care of."


    He pushed her gently out of the way and left the house. Joe found her crying in the bedroom. "Hell be killed." She said it over and over.


    "Who wilir


    "Chance."


    "Naw," said Joe. "Don't worry about Chance. He knows what he's doing. He always does."


    Chance went back to the club. Doc saw him come in. Doc followed him to the ofiBce.


    "What do you think you're going to do?"


    Chance sat down at the desk. "What makes you think I'm going to do anything?"


    Doc blew his top. "That bulge in your pocket isn't a pack of cigarettes. Who in hell told you you were a gunman?"


    "No one."


    "So you think Cellini has to be taken care of?"


    "I know Goddamn well he has to be. When he starts on Judy, it's time I take care of him myself."


    Their eyes locked. Doc was trying hard to be reasonable. "Let's bring someone in. Even Danzig has stopped doing his own killing. All we need is a murder rap against you."


    Chance didn't answer. He turned and went out into the gambling room, spotting the head private deputy. There were three oflBcers on duty at all times, dressed in Western costume, special officers from the sheriff's office but paid by the club.


    The deputy's name was Haines and he had once worked for a national detective agency. Chance liked him. He paused


    


    at the man's side, saying in a low voice, "Which one of your staff do you trust?"


    Haines considered. "Guyer. He's young, but he knows how to keep his mouth shut."


    "Get hold of him. Have someone take your shift on the floor. Both of you get into some regular clothes and come to my office. I've got a special job for you. There's five hundred to spHt."


    He went back to the oflRce. Doc looked at him. "All right, if you have to go through with this, take me with you."


    Chance reached out then and took hold of Doc's shoulders and for an instant they just stood there, lookiiig at each other. There was more understanding in that instant than there had ever been before. When the chips were down, Doc was in there swinging.


    Chance said, "Thanks." He would have loved to let go, to tell Doc exactly how he felt, how he had felt about the way Doc had taken over when he was sick. But there was a mental block that kept him from doing it.


    He punched Doc's shoulder and went around the desk. It took a full minute before he felt that he could speak without his voice breaking.


    "I need you here, if anything goes wrong."


    Doc nodded silently and went out. The moment of understanding was lost.


    Chance drew the gun from his pocket. It was a thirty-eight special on a forty-five frame. Now as he made certain the gun was loaded, in working condition, he wondered how other men felt when they were starting on business of this kind.


    Danzig had killed a dozen men, and every killing had been carefully planned and executed.


    Chance was not planning to kill, but he knew that it could come to that. He would show Celhni that it was physically dangerous to threaten Chance, or anyone connected with Chance. Violence was the only thing CeUini would understand or respect.


    There was a knock at the door and Haines came in followed by Guyer. Guyer was young, twenty-three or -four,


    


    but his face was set and his eyes were steady as they met Chance's.


    Chance said, "This is it. If you don't want a part, say so when I get through talking, but if either of you ever mention what I say in this office, I'll kiU you."


    Haines looked a Httle startled. Guyer's expression did not change, but his eyes dropped to the gun on Chance's desk.


    Chance hesitated for a moment. "You both know who Cellini is and what he looks like?"


    Again there was surprise in Haines' eyes and a certain wariness, but they both nodded silently.


    "All right. This afternoon Cellini stopped my sister on the street and threatened her if I don't keep out of his business."


    He looked tall and very sinister standing there. His tone was still low, controlled, but it had gained deadliness. "No one threatens her, no one, and if CeUini has to learn the hard way, he still has to learn. I don't want to kill him, but I'm going to beat him until he will be in the hospital for months. I'll pay you boys five hundred to split if you will help me. If you don't want a piece of the deal, I'll get someone else."


    Haines surprised him. Haines said, "If it's your sister, to hell with the money. I like that kid. I saw her in the school play."


    Chance hadn't expected this. In his league you paid for what you got, you did not take favors from people. "We'll talk about the money later. What about you, Guyer?"


    The boy had a rather prominent Adam's apple. It went up and down his throat once before he said, "I'm in."


    "All right. Celhni's still in town, and if I know him, he's in one of the clubs, throwing his money around and making like a big shot. You two go out and spot him. I don't suppose he knows either of you by sight. Find out where his car is parked, and then one of you come back to tell me. We'U pick him up when he starts for his hotel."


    "Where's he staying?"


    "That new place, out on Ninety-One. I checked by phone. He has Cottage Twenty-One."


    


    They were gone an hour. Then Guyer came back. "He's in the Phoenix, at one of the crap tables. Haines is at the next table. Cellini's car is on the street about a block away."


    "All right. I don't want to pick him up downtown. You got a car?"


    "Haines has a Buick."


    "Get it and run me out to the motel. I want to try and pick Cellini up there, but he might not go home when he leaves the Phoenix. Park someplace where you can watch his car. When he gets into it, trail him. I'll be waiting on the porch of his cottage."


    Ralph Cellini was feeHng very good. He had convinced himself that he had made a wise move in threatening Judy Elson. It was time Elson realized they weren't fooling around.


    He looked over the big gambling room and then bet another hundred on the Hne. He had been wiiming, and Cellini hked to win.


    The shooter fell oflF, the next man threw three craps in a row, thereby costing Cellini four hundred doUars. The dice were turning against him. He glanced at his watch. It was ten minutes past twelve. He went out and walked down the street to where he had parked his Cadillac. He was very proud of the car. Driving it, feeling the surge of its pulsing motor, he was a big man.


    He started the motor and pulled out from the curb. He did not notice the Buick half a block away that fell in behind him, and if he had noticed he would not have paid any attention. The two men in the Buick's front seat were strangers, and Cellini had utter confidence that everything was under complete control.


    He turned in at the motel. He almost stopped at the lobby gambling room for a drink, then decided against it and wheeled the big car around the circular driveway to park before his cottage.


    Not until he was halfway up the walk from the curb did he notice that the porch Hght was ofiF. It registered on his consciousness only vaguely. He had the key in his hand and was fumbling at the door when a voice he knew said softly,


    


    "Don't move, Ralph," and he felt the pressure of the gun against his side.


    Cellini stood perfectly still. He was not wearing a gun. Danzig's orders were not to go armed in Vegas.


    Chance's tone chilled him. Cellini had never been brave, and Elson frightened him. The man at times did not seem human. Cellini was afraid of Danzig, but in a different way. Danzig would fly into a rage, smash everything about him. Chance never did anything like that. He seldom showed how he felt.


    "Look, I . . ."


    A car without lights drifted along the drive to pull up behind CeUini's Cadillac. He saw it, and his terror grew. "Who's that? What's going on?"


    "You're going to take a little ride with us."


    The word meant only one thing to Celhni—death. He began to shake. "Now Hsten, you'll never get away with this."


    "Why not? Your friends do all the time. Do you think you have to be a gangster to step on a snake?"


    Haines came up the walk. Chance said, "Get your hands up, Ralph, high."


    Cellini was trembling now so that he could barely Hft his arms. Haines went over him with professional thoroughness. "He's clean."


    "All right, turn and walk back to your car. Get in the back seat and no tricks."


    Guyer was waiting beside the Buick. Chance said, "You drive the Cad. First, check it for gas."


    Guyer walked over to the big car. "It's full."


    "Good, we don't want to have to stop." He glanced at Haines. "You follow in your car. How's your gas?" He had not thought to warn them to fill the tank. It seemed that he had a lot to learn about such operations.


    "Full."


    He opened the rear door. "Get in, Cellini."


    For one wild moment Cellini planned a lunge for freedom, but before he could take a step Chance hit him in the face with the barrel of his gun. The man went down, only half conscious.


    


    Guyer helped Chance roll Cellini onto the rear seat. Chance pushed the man's fat legs out of his way and got in, slamming the door. "Drive out Ninety-One, and watch your speed."


    They drove out Highway Ninety-One, Guyer holding the Cadillac at an even sixty, the Buick a thousand yards behind. As they crossed the level stretch of the dry lake and started up the long grade that would lead them into California, Cellini moaned and struggled to sit up.


    "My nose is broken."


    Chance said nothing. CeUini turned his head and looked through the window, recognizing where they were. "Hey, youVe taking me out of the state."


    "I don't want anyone in Vegas blamed for this."


    "It's kidnaping. You—" He broke off as if suddenly realizing that a man with murder in his mind would not be daunted by kidnaping.


    "What do you want?" He was whining now. "I'll cut you in. I'll fix it with Danzig so you can handle our service in Vegas. I'm just like that with Benji. I'm the only one he listens to."


    Chance hit him again with the gun. He did not want to knock CeUini out. He wanted him to retain consciousness as long as possible, to endure as much punishment as a man could possibly take. Inside was his ball of hate, a hate which had been festering ever since Cleveland. He did not understand it all himself, but he knew that he had been different ever since the beating Crouse had given him.


    It wasn't revenge. In striking Cellini, he was striking at Danzig, at all the men whom they represented, whom he had been unable to stop. He was fighting his battle, and Kern's battle and the battle of everyone on whom the Syndicate had preyed.


    They drove on through the night. Cellini sat with his head buried in his hands, blood from his cut forehead leaking out between his laced fingers.


    Only one incident marred the drive. West of Baker, as they started up a winding grade, a state patrol car came around the bend toward them, its red hght flashing.


    


    Chance stiffened, the gun feeling hard and deadly in his hand. Guyer slowed down instinctively, pulling far right on the road, but the patrol raced past and was lost in the night.


    Cellini didn't see it. His face was still in his hands.


    Chance let his breath out slowly and leaned forward a Httle. "Find a side road before we get to the Yermo checking station and pull into it." He settled back. California maintained an agricultural quarantine on all incoming traflBc. He could not have the inspectors searching the car with Cellini there.


    The road led northward from the main highway. It was not much more than two tracks in the sand. Guyer slowed down. "This okay?"


    Chance glanced at the brush-covered desert. There was not a house in sight, and the only car he could see either way was Haines' Buick, still following them.


    "Why notr


    Guyer swung the car into the track, slowing to wait for Haines to catch up to them. Then they plowed northward, twisting in and out of the sand hills.


    "Find a place where Haines can turn, and stop. We don't want to get stuck in this sand."


    Guyer found a place half a mile off the highway. He stopped and Haines puUed up beside them. Chance opened the door.


    "Get out, Ralph. End of the line."


    Cellini lifted his head. He didn't beg. He had given up hope. He was almost past words.


    There was no pity in Chance. To him Cellini was no longer an individual. Cellini was a plague that must be checked.


    He reached in and hauled him out. Either CelHni's legs wouldn't work, or he hoped by feigning weakness to escape. He sagged into the dirt beside the car.


    Guyer and Haines stooped, caught Cellini by his arms and dragged him to his feet, supporting him. "He's about out."


    "No," said Chance, "the yellow bastard is faking." He hit Cellini in the face with the gun. The man moaned. Chance hit him again and again, not hard, but hard enough to cut.


    


    He beat him around the head and shoulders until the face was a mass of blood.


    Chance said coldly, "Can you still hear me, Ralph?"


    There was no response from CeUini, only the slobbering sound of his breathing.


    "I should kill you. The world would be a better place if I did. But if you were dead, Danzig would merely find another rat to do his dirty work and I'd have to do this all over again. You won't forget this night as long as you live If you ever get in my way or give us trouble again, you vdU really get it. Just remember that."


    He stood then in silence, balancing the gun in his hand as if measuring the extent of the man's injuries. He was wondering whether Cellini could hear what he said, whether the pain-ridden mind could grasp the lesson he was trying to give.


    "Okay, heave him in his car."


    They opened the door and bundled him onto the floor of the rear seat.


    "Wipe off any prints you may have left."


    Haines and Guyer used handkerchiefs to wipe the steering wheel, the doors, the dash.


    "Let's go."


    Haines got into the Buick and turned it. Chance got in beside him, Guyer in the back. They headed for the highway Haines was driving without lights He looked both ways on the main road before he turned into it. Then he snapped on his lights and increased his speed.


    "Not too fast."


    Guyer was silent in the rear seat. Haines said in an effort to break the tension, "I nearly wet my britches when that poUce car came by us."


    Chance did not answer.


    "I'U bet Celhni never comes to Vegas again."


    "He'll come," Chance said. "But he'U be a httle careful who he pushes."


    Haines looked at the gauge. "I should get some gas in Baker."


    


    "All right, pick the smallest station. Better to stop than to run out of gas halfway home."


    They stopped for gas. They did not get out of the car. There was blood on their clothes. When they were rolHng again Chance said, "I'll drop you at your place and take the car on out to the ranch. Joe can clean it and I'll bring it down in the morning."


    Haines nodded silently.


    "I'm not going to thank you, but I appreciate it. Both of you have jobs as long as you want to stay."


    Haines wasn't sure that he wanted to stay. After all, Cellini had seen him.


    Chance read his thoughts. "Or I'll have a friend of mine up north find you jobs in Reno."


    He dropped the men at Guyer's home on Fourth and drove on to the ranch. Every house hght was burning when he turned into the lane and he saw the Chevy parked beside the porch.


    The four of them were in the front room—Doc, Judy, Dutch and Joe. They looked silently at him, at the dried blood on his hands, the spots on his gray suit. He peeled ofiF his coat and shirt and trousers, standing in his shorts. He tossed the clothes to Joe.


    "Bum them. Judy, get my robe."


    She disappeared into his room and came back with his robe. No one had said a word.


    "I could use a drink." He went out through the kitchen to the sink. Thank God they had running hot water. He washed himself thoroughly, dried his arms and hands and then put on his robe. Judy was standing beside the refrigerator, a glass in her hand. She gave it to him and he drank deeply, handed it back for a refill and went into the front room.


    Doc could stand it no longer. "Did you kill him?"


    "No."


    "Where is he?"


    "Out in the desert, this side of Barstow. Don't worry, he'U remember this night every time he looks in the mirror."


    Doc said slowly, "You should have killed him. The minute


    


    he gets to Danzig, they'll have a red-hot on the way to take care of you." "Maybe."


    "Maybe, hell." Doc was getting mad. "You know damn well they can't stand still and let you get away with this. Christ, tell me where you left him and I'll go out and finish the job myself."


    Chance said, "We kill him. So Danzig sends another boy, and we have to do this all over again. CeUini is a punk. And the way to handle a punk is to scare him. But Danzig is no punk, and he doesn't want a murder in Vegas any more than we do. I'm gambling that he'll figure it's more important to keep things on an even keel than to avenge Cellini."


    "Never mind," said Doc. "You aren't going to rely on that. Is he, Dutchr


    Dutch had a bottle of whisky. It was half empty. "I wouldn't."


    "So, we get you a bodyguard."


    "To hell with me. If anything does happen, it will be to Judy. We get her out of this town, now."


    The girl had been standing in the kitchen doorway. She looked suddenly scared. "Chance." She came forward to drop to her knees beside his chair. "I don't want to go away." He reached out and mussed her hair affectionately. "Look, kid, you act as if we were sending you to jail or to Siberia. We'll find a boarding school somewhere with a nice bunch of girls. They'll make you into a lady." "Who in hell wants to be a lady?"


    Dutch laughed. He had finished the bottle, and with it went some of the worry which had been knotting his guts. "That's telling him."


    Chance reached down and lifted her to her feet, pulled her onto his lap. "Honey, listen, can't you figure the angles? You're as smart as we are. If Cellini does start something and you are here, it just makes it that much tougher for us to fight him."


    She looked at him doubtfully. "I don't want to go to a boarding school."


    


    Doc said, "You want to sing, don't you? You want to be an actress?"


    She turned her head.


    "And how do you think you're going to manage it, sitting behind a cactus plant taking care of a bunch of lousy hogs?" "Well, I-"


    "You've got to learn things. They have dramatic schools. They have voice coaches. You never had a singing lesson in your hfe. You don't even know how to breathe."


    Judy was pretty certain that Doc was conning her, that Doc merely wanted to get her out of town the way he had talked Chance into coming to Vegas, but her mind played with the idea, turning it over and over. "Could I go to Hollywood? They have schools and teachers there."


    Chance said, "Hollywood is out. Cellini's there, and Dan-zig.


    Doc apparently did not hear him. He said to Judy, "Why Hollywood? Why not New York?"


    "Well," she said, "it's not so far from home, and that's where the picture business is. I been reading the theater magazines about New York, and how there are only so many plays produced each year, and how people go from one office to another to get into a play."


    Doc said, "It's no cinch to get into pictures either, believe me.


    "I know it." Judy's small chin set. "But look, Doc, they make more pictures than they produce plays, and there are all kinds of bit parts and things. Don't you think the odds are better for pictures than they are for Broadway?"


    "You got it figured out," said Doc. "Okay, it's your deal and a man should always pick his own game."


    "Not Hollywood," said Chance. He had a low opinion of Hollywood. He'd seen a lot of movie people since he'd come to Vegas and he had not been impressed by those he'd seen. Besides, CelHni and Danzig seemed to have a lot of power in Hollywood. "Not while Cellini is around."


    Doc was annoyed. He had carried Judy to the point where she was willing to leave Vegas, even arguing to go, and Chance was being stubborn.


    


    He said, "L.A. is a real big town, and the picture business is a real big business. The odds against Cellini ever seeing her are small. If you're real worried, she can change her name."


    Chance looked at the girl. "You really want to?"


    She kissed him, her small hands holding both his ears, pulling his hps against hers, hard.


    "Stop it," he said, grinning as he pushed her away. "You're beginning to act like an actress already."


    Doc drove her over to Hollywood because he knew more about such things. Judy called herself Judy Liller. Cellini knew her as Judy Elson, and besides, it made the story that Doc was her uncle sound better.


    Doc had not the shghtest idea how to start. He thought it over very carefully and then he went down and talked to a reporter on the Daily News. The man had been in Vegas on a story the year before and Doc had entertained him at dinner.


    When they were seated in a Tenth Street bar, Doc said, "I'm not looking for any favors or expecting any. I don't know whether my niece has talent or not, and I only know one way for her to find out—to try."


    "How old is she?"


    "Nearly eighteen."


    "Good looking?"


    "Not bad, and she'll be a lot better in a few years. She has that type of face."


    "Introduce me to her."


    Doc grinned at him. Doc knew the type, a little young, a little cynical, playing at being wise, hking flattery. "There are enough wolves in this town vdthout me dragging one over by the ears."


    The reporter laughed, pleased. "Okay, what do you want me to do?"


    "Find a good dramatic school. I know a lot of them are rackets. Gimme the name of a good voice coach, one that will tell me the truth."


    "Hold the phone." The reporter rose and went into a


    


    booth at the far comer of the bar. He came back in a quarter of an hour. "You owe me twelve nickels, Doc."


    Doc counted out sixty cents.


    "All right. I called the movie writer on our sheet and one of the boys at the Times and a couple of producers. Here's the scoop. There's an actor, he used to be a star. He runs something he calls Screen Door, It's on Sunset." He hunted through his notes and gave Doc the number. "His name is Price, Albert Price, and they say he's good. Your voice coach is a guy named Martin. He's on Santa Monica. My man didn't know the street nimiber but the phone is Morgan 9-5432."


    Doc scribbled the nimibers down.


    "Now, she can go to the Studio Club—it's a girls' living club—or a couple of other places." He gave Doc the names. "Now you can do something for me."


    "What's that?"


    "You know Ralph Cellini?"


    Doc's face was bland. "I've met him. He's been in Vegas a couple of times."


    "Tell me who beat hell out of him."


    Doc raised his eyebrows. "Beat him?"


    "Come off it. Mean to sit there and tell me you didn't know Cellini was damn near killed night before last?"


    Doc shook his head. "I drove over early yesterday and I have been busy showing my niece the town. I haven't even had time to look at a paper."


    The man was skeptical. "Next you'll tell me that you can't read."


    Doc laughed. "Seriously, what did happen to CeUini? Not that I care."


    "You don't like him?"


    "I never heard of anyone who did. What happened?"


    "They don't know. He won't talk. A couple of miners east of Barstow found his car in their mine road. He was in the back seat, beat to hell and gone. I saw him when they brought him into the San Berdoo hospital. His head looked like it had been nm through a grinder."


    "But he'U liver


    


    I guess so.


    "That's tlie trouble/' Doc said. "You can't kill a rat like that."


    ^Aafot&% ff


    There was no vacancy at the Studio Club and Doc found a place in Hume House which was very similar. Hrnne House was run by an old actress who had spent forty years in vaudeville and pictures.


    There were twenty-six girls in the house. It stood in the hills above Hollywood and had at one time been the casde of a Midwestern wheat king. The girls called it "the castle/' and it was so known all through the industry.


    There were no meals served at the house and no supervision except for two firm rules. No man was ever allowed abovestairs and the big, heavy double doors were locked at twelve midnight sharp.


    Judy's roommate was Jane Morris. Jane was half a head taller than Judy, with dark hair and a. dark, brooding, oval face. She was from Omaha, and wanted to be a dancer.


    Judy was homesick. She missed Joe and missed lying awake, listening for the men to come home from the club. Doc had stayed in town a full week. He had gone to talk to the people at the school and made the living arrangements and taken her to see the voice coach.


    Judy did not like Martin. He had moist, sweaty hands, and he was always reaching out to touch her arm or shoulder. But apparendy he knew his job, and he did not mince words with Doc. "She's got a good, sound voice. It will never be great, but who in hell has a great voice nowadays? I'd say maybe in time she'd do okay in pictiures or radio. Tell her to come here twice a week." He consulted a dog-eared datebook. "Make it nine-thirty Tuesdays and Thursdays."


    Judy's life feU into a pattern. She and Jane rose at seven-thirty. Three or four of the girls would walk down the hill to-


    


    gether for breakfast. Sometimes they ate on the Boulevard. Sometimes they walked to Sunset, caught a bus and rode to Schwab's Drug Store or one of the other places where picture people were supposed to congregate.


    The theory was to be seen. Every girl in town dreamed of being spotted by some producer while she was eating ice cream at a fountain. Wasn't that the way Lana Turner had gotten her first break? At least that was the way the fan magazines told it.


    None of them had much money. Some, like Judy, were getting help from home, but most supported themselves as models, receptionists, carhops at the drive-ins. There was a set rule. They paid for their breakfast and usually their lunch, but if possible they managed to get a man to take them to dinner.


    Jane was a past master at this. Judy wasn't. Most of the boys she met attended the same dramatic school and had less money than she had. In fact, she twice took two of them to dinner, guessing that they were hungry.


    Jane was horrified. "The only dames who spend money on men in this burg are actresses that are so far gone they need a little young meat to revive their courage."


    Judy was writing a letter home. She looked up from the desk, saying, "I wonder if you are as hard-boiled as you think you are."


    "Baby," Jane struck a pose, "you ain't never saw anyone as hard-boiled as I am."


    Judy smiled to herself. She thought of Doc and Dutch and Chance, yes, and Cellini. She had not told Jane who she was or where she came from. She had said a little town in Nevada and let it go at that. ...


    She wrote:


    Dear Guys:


    Well, here I am, one month from the day Doc put me in this school and I have become the best book balancer in class. Honest, they have us parade around with a book perched on our head to teach us how to walk.


    Kidding aside, I'm learning a lot, mostly how very ht-167


    


    tie I know about acting. Some of the kids are real good, natinrals. One boy who has only been here two months got a test for a part and they say he's terrific. Me, both my feet seem to be left ones. They won't track.


    Could you send me twenty-five bucks extra? There's a dress in a shop down the Boulevard I've just got to have.


    love Judy


    P.S, My singing is coming along better than my acting, but if the old goat doesn't keep his hands to himself I'll slug him and then I'll need a new singing teacher.


    J-


    Chance read the letter aloud to the crowd. When he got to the part about the singing teacher, he looked at Doc. "What the hell is this?*'


    "Relax," said Doc. "Martin is a fat buzzard with creeping hands. The kid can take care of herself. She's eighteen. She's in Hollywood and she's going to be an actress. You can't run around changing her diapers every half hour. Forget it."


    Chance did not forget it, nor would he have been happy had he been present when Judy and Jane came in from their first double date.


    Jane had gotten the dates. "They're coUege boys," Jane said, "and one of them has dough. At least he drives a good car. Just relax and enjoy your dinner. They think it's big stuff, taking out actresses. String them along."


    Back at the castle, Jane was furious. "What in hell's the matter with you?" She sat on the side of her bed, stripping her stockings from her long, dancer's legs. "You didn't have to sock the guy."


    Judy said, "Just because he spent five bucks on my dinner doesn't mean I want to screw him."


    "Of course it doesn't, but you could string him along. Christ." Jane stopped examining the stocking to make sure it had no runs. "Where were you raised? Haven't you ever been out with a man before? You must have hved in a convent."


    


    Judy was annoyed. It might have been different had Jane been a close friend.


    "Look," she said. "Just because you think it's smart to whore around, I don't. When the right guy comes along, I'll probably sleep with him, but I'm not going to lay every punk who's silly enough to buy me a meal. And stop trying to be tough. What if I told you I'd been in reform school?"


    The other girl was quiet for a moment. "No kidding?"


    "To heU with it," Judy told her. "Just keep your tongue off me or I'll take it out of your head." She slipped off her clothes, got her robe and towel and went down the hall to the bath. At least, she thought with satisfaction, she had silenced Jane for the moment.


    She had a run-in with Martin during her third month in Hollywood. The fat man had become more and more familiar as the weeks passed and he cornered her one Tuesday morning, grabbing her shoulders, wheezing a Httle as he bent toward her.


    "Baby, I got a chance for you."


    She made no move to escape. His breath was bad, but she did not even turn her head. "What do you mean, chance?"


    "They're organizing a new band. They want to audition singers. They want me to send someone over."


    "Sor


    "So if you'd just be sensible, be a little nice to old Joey, the spot is yours."


    She reached up. She grasped the center linger of each of his pudgy hands. She did it gently so that he did not suspect. Suddenly she bent both fingers backward as hard as she could.


    The fat man cried out in pain, writhing to free himself. "You Httle bitch." He wrenched free, staring at her, his mouth slobbering. "You bitch."


    She picked up her purse from the table. It was a heavy leather bag on a shoulder strap, well filled.


    "Listen, you slob, call me that again and I'll bounce this off your head." She tmned and walked out then, knowing that she had to find another voice coach.


    This time she chose a woman, an ex-opera star who 169


    


    weighed nearly three hundred poimds. She listened as Judy-ran through the scale and she tried three numbers.


    "Commercial." She was nodding to herself. She had a mustache almost as heavy as a man's, and a habit of discussing her thoughts aloud. "Commercial. You work with me six months, and I get you a chance. The rest is up to you."


    "Fair enough." Judy moved out of the castle. She could not take Jane Morris any longer. She and two girls from school rented a small apartment near Third and Fairfax. They did their own washing and a lot of their cooking. It was far cheaper that way.


    One of the girls had done work in radio. She knew some directors and two announcers. She and Judy fell into the habit of eating breakfast in a small restaurant near the NBC studios. They ate at ten, which was the break period for a lot of people from the broadcasting building.


    "It doesn't hurt to be seen." The girl was small, with blond hair and the longest natural eyelashes Judy had ever seen. She had won a contest put on by a Chicago paper, the prize a trip to Hollywood and a screen test.


    The test had come to nothing, but Mary Compton had not gone back to Illinois. She stayed, doing some modeling, picking up occasional work on radio and studying. She was as determined to succeed as Judy, and Judy liked her from the first.


    Although Judy was happy, she thought often of Vegas and Chance. At home he had dominated her hfe, her actions, her thinking, but here he seemed httle more than a shadow, a person of whom she was very fond, but who did not have any immediacy in her daily life. Then she saw CeUini.


    Cellini was driving down Sunset. She was waiting at the bus stop. His car halted by the hght, he sat not a dozen feet from her. But CeUini did not turn his head.


    She could not mistake him, although his face was marked, rumpled, as it were, with a Crosshatch of red scars. The light changed. The big car eased away and she let out her breath, surprised that her hands were shaking. She had not thought of Cellini in months, but Cellini had been thinking about her.


    Ralph CeUini had lain in the hospital for weeks. At times


    


    the doctors had despaired of his sight, and his hatred of Chance swelled within him, but it was tempered by his anger at Danzig. Benji had come to see him during the second week, and Danzig had pried the full story out of him.


    "You damn fool." Danzig's face had been a mask when Cellini finished. "I warned you not to stir up Elson. I've been checking the guy and he has more coimections in the state capital than we do."


    CeUini was whining a little. "But hell, Benji. As long as he stood out against us, the other club-owners might rally around him at any time."


    "Look," said Danzig, "let me do the thinking. I was in Vegas yesterday and their tongues are hanging out. They're begging for us to give them back the service. Let Elson alone."


    Cellini rose on one elbow, outraged. "You mean you'd let Elson damn near kill me and not do anything to him?"


    "He wouldn't have touched you if you hadn't threatened his kid. Goddamnit. This is a small town, and it's West. You stir them up by scaring their women and they'll hang you. I've got a mind to ship you back to New York." He tm-ned and stalked from the hospital and Cellini did not see him again for weeks. During the period Cellini sweated, the hate and fear festering inside of him.


    He was still thinking about it as he drove along Sunset. He had not been in Vegas for six months, but he and Danzig were driving over that afternoon.


    Danzig was still sore at him. Danzig might yet make good the threat to send him back East. He glanced at his watch. He had to pick Danzig up in half an hour.


    All during the six-hour trip, CelUni sat staring blankly at the rolling desert. Danzig was driving, and he had not said more than a dozen words since getting into the car.


    Cellini glanced at him. If Danzig sent him back to New York it would be bad. He had never had it so good as he had it here. He liked the country, and the people, and the money, and the power he had as Danzig's second in command.


    "Benji, I—"


    He felt the car slacken suddenly. They were still a good


    


    five miles out of Vegas, but Danzig was stopping, staring at a new motel which was rising out of the desert waste.


    "What's the matter?"


    Danzig did not answer. Danzig did not even hear him, for Benji Danzig was having a dream, a dream that would alter the development of southern Nevada. Danzig opened the car door and stepped out. He had no way of knowing that Chance Elson had had almost the same dream two years before. He walked away from the car toward the jumbled mass of building material, of concrete footings and rising walls.


    The workmen paused at his approach, staring at him ciui-ously. Cellini saw him stop, saw him talk to a slender man in stained khaki. The minutes dragged. It was getting hot in the car. Cellini could not understand what Danzig was doing, what had captured his interest. Then the gangster got back in the car, his dark, lean face thoughtful, the eyes intent. He pressed the starter and drove on to the motor lodge where they would stay. "You register. I'm going back to that new place."


    It was two hours before he returned. CeUini was lying on the bed. Danzig helped himself to a drink from a bottle on the dresser. CeUini spoke to the ceiling. "It's too late to see those men." His voice was complaining.


    "Hell with it. I just bought that new place.*'


    CeUini sat up. "You bought it? What for?"


    Danzig came over and sat down on the edge of the bed. "You've been in Miami and Palm Springs."


    "So what?"


    "So you've seen some big resort hotels, the ones where they soak you fifty bucks a day up."


    "So I've seen them."


    "I'm going to bmld the biggest, swankiest hotel this Goddamn country ever saw."


    Celhni choked down his gasp. He knew with a sudden certainty that Benji Danzig had finally lost his mind. "Benji, you're a smart operator, but where in heU did you get this screwy idea?"


    "It just come to me, like that." He snapped his fingers. "I saw the place, I could see a big hotel standing there, like a


    


    vision." Danzig walked the floor with short nervous steps. "We build a big, fancy place, the best—restaurants, bars, floor shows, nice lawns, the biggest swimming pool in the world. And we've got gambling. Legal gambling. Think of it. We can draw on all the loose dough in Hollywood that's waiting to come across our crap tables."


    "Those people will never come to Vegas."


    Danzig swung to face him, his eyes savage. "What do you know about it, you two-bit punk? Don't I go to all their parties? Don't they feel proud to call me Benji? This is going to be the biggest, most exclusive joint in the whole world."


    Danzig meant it. Cellini knew there was no arguing with him when he was in this mood. "How much will it cost?"


    Benji Danzig had never considered the cost of anything. He had climbed to the top of gangland on the bodies of the people he had murdered, and never before had he wanted anything as he now wanted this hotel. "Three milHon, five, seven. Who cares what it will cost? It will pay off. It will be the biggest gold mine this country has ever seen."


    Cellini knew about what Benji Danzig had, call it a million plus. But money ran through his fingers. "Where are you going to get the dough?"


    "I'll go East tomorrow. I'll tell the big boys they have to chip in. They'll never have a chance like this again."


    Celhni was nervous. "You ain't in such good standing back there. They don't like you holding out on the wire-service take."


    "To hell with the wire service. Can't you understand, this is big, the biggest thing the Syndicate ever had a chance at."


    Cellini had one more objection. "Maybe you won't get a license."


    Danzig snorted. "I'll get one. Why do you think I've been building my fences in Carson City? Other guys may not, but I've got no record, remember that. I've been arrested twenty-three times and they never hung a rap on me yet." He turned to the door and went out. CeUini did not see him until after midnight when he returned, bringing the contractor with him.


    The contractor's name was Johnson. He had worked on the big dam and the housing units the government had under-


    


    written at Henderson for the magnesium workers, and had taken a flyer, starting his auto court on cheap land, hoping to sell the building when it was finished.


    He certainly had not expected to find a buyer before the foundations were dry, a buyer he regarded as a crazy man, scrapping the plans Johnson had had and talking wildly of building the biggest hotel in North America.


    When Benji went into the bathroom, Johnson glanced at Celhni. "He's not crazy is he?"


    "Don't let him hear you say that or he'll blow the top of your head off."


    Johnson was startled. He said slowly, "I've tried to talk sense to him. There's a war on and material is on priority, and labor is short. He just laughs. He tells me to build it cost plus. That way I can't lose, but how can he hope to come out on it?"


    Danzig heard this as he came back into the room. "Don't worry about me. You just get that muss cleared off the ground. I'll be ready to go in a week."


    He flew to New York in the morning. It was the first of seventeen quick trips. Cellini never did learn the full details of the trip, but Danzig brought three milhon dollars back with him. To this he added every cent he could raise himself, milking the bookmakers and the dope peddlers unmercifully.


    And he spent every waking hour working on details of the hotel, spending more and more of his time in Vegas when he was not flying East to quiet the growing protests of his associates.


    He left Cellini to run the wire service with a free hand, and used Cellini's Beverly office for finding material. A whole army of black-market operators moved through that office, quoting absurd prices for steel, lumber, fixtures and furnishings. Danzig never argued. Nothing was too good for his hotel. Money poured out like waste water.


    Danzig looked more drawn, tired. He raised another million in the East, but he had trouble getting it and he was in an ill humor. "The cheap bastards." He was talking about his fellow members of the Syndicate. "All they can do is carp


    


    about the dough I've spent. How in hell can you build this kind of a place without dough?"


    Cellini shrugged. He was relieved when Danzig went back to Vegas. Danzig's temper, which had always been uncertain, was hair-triggered. The least aigument caused him to explode.


    The next morning a quiet man in a neat double-breasted gray suit walked into the office and introduced himself as Harry Manski.


    Cellini caught his breath. He had never met Manski. Harry and his brother Joe were members of the Syndicate's top board. Out of New Jersey originally, they now had gambling holdings in Trenton, Newark, Atlantic City, the west shore of the Hudson resorts, and Florida.


    Manski sat down. He examined Cellini as if he were a piece of furniture, then said in a high, yet flat, childish voice, "Benji gone back to Vegas?"


    Celhni nodded. Cellini was being very careful. He did not know why Manski was here. "He blown his buttons?" Cellini was still cautious. "I couldn't say." "Sure you could." Manski's pale eyes were as unblinking as a snake's. "He thinks of nothing but that lousy hotel. He don't handle the regular business and he's getting big write-ups in the papers. We don't Hke the way things are." Cellini did not speak.


    "We been watching. We know you're rurming things. You do a good job."


    Cellini swelled. Praise from this quarter was important. "Benji's in us for four million. He don't get no more, and he'd better open that spot fast, and it better pay oflp Hke he promises."


    He sat considering, as if wondering whether he had said enough. "You tell Benji that, and you keep in touch with us. Anything you think we should know, just make a phone call." He passed over a slip with a number written on it. Then he was on his feet, bending forward. "Just keep in touch. Who knows?" He was gone, leaving Celhni alone in the plush office, leaving CeUini alone to think and to dream.


    


    Benji Danzig was in trouble. Cellini knew how much money remained and how much it would take to finish the hotel. He could not finish it without more mone)^ a lot more, and Manski had not been joking. There would be no more.


    What would the Syndicate do? If something happened to Danzig, who would take over the Coast, Phoenix and Vegas? Wasn't he the logical choice?


    He shuddered deliciously as the thought came. Still, he must be careful. If Danzig got the idea that Cellini was trying to take over, Cellini was dead.


    Ralph Cellini tried to wipe the whole thing from his mind, but the thought kept coming back. He could be boss of the Coast, if Danzig was out of the way. He rose. This would take careful thought. In the meanwhile he had a chore to do, one he dreaded, yet he dared not fail to relay Manski's message to Danzig. He debated phoning and decided that he had better drive to Vegas.


    He drove steadily. He had covered the road so often that the car seemed to know the way. Six hours later he pulled up before the new hotel and got out. The roof was on. The outside walls were up and already being painted.


    Danzig was really pushing. The lawn was graded, the parking space being paved, while inside an army of plumbers studded in the outlets and water pipes, and carpenters and plasterers sv/armed through the rooms.


    Danzig was in the future supper room. There were five workmen on scafiFolding near the ceiling, setting the wood panels. Danzig had been watching them. He turned as Cellini came up.


    "What are you doing here?"


    Cellini wet his lips. "I got some bad news. I didn't think you'd want it on the phone. Harry Manski came out from New York. The word is, you gotta finish the place with the dough you have, and you gotta finish it fast."


    Danzig looked startled. Then his sallow face darkened and murderous rage shrank the pupils of his dark eyes. "You kidding?"


    "Manski never kids, you know that. They mean it, Benji." "Christ." Danzig brushed a hand across his eyes and then 176


    


    wiped a fleck of foam from the comer of his thin mouth. "Christ."


    Cellini watched him with attention. Danzig had changed. He was driving himself and the workmen to a state of near exhaustion. But with Danzig it went further than that. There was a wild look in his eyes, a tautness about his body as if his nerves were coiled springs which might snap at any moment.


    "They can't cut me oflP."


    "They have."


    Danzig looked as if he wanted to grab Cellini by the throat and shake him. Then he managed to get a grip on himself and said in a half-strangled voice, "All right, let them. To hell with them. I'll get the money somewhere else."


    "Wherer


    "Where? Where?" He paced around the room like a crazy man. "Where?" He turned without another word and bolted from the hotel.


    Celhni did not see him for two weeks. When he came back, he had borrowed two milhon eight hundred thousand from a Texas banking family. Cellini never knew what arguments Danzig had employed, but he had the money. He never went to New York again. He told CeUini flatly that morning that he was through with the Syndicate. He meant it.


    C^n^tten, fS


    Chance had long recognized that gossip was one of Vegas' chief amusements, a heritage of its small-town days. For this reason he at first ignored the reports that Danzig was building a resort hotel. But the reports persisted until he was curious enough to drive by and see. The project had stirred the townspeople from the outset, and opinion was sharply divided, some extravagantly optimistic about Danzig's hotel, others equally certain it would fail.


    


    Chance did not think it would fail. The town was in the grip of a rising boom. In his own club, he had leased the building next door and almost doubled the size of its gambling quari:ers.


    The months since Judy had gone to Hollyw^ood had been the busiest period of his life. Expanding the club had left him very little time to think of her or to wonder that CeUini had made no eflPori: to retahate for his beating.


    Now Danzig was so engrossed with his hotel that the pressure he and Cellini had exerted on the club-owners was eased. It showed in many small ways, but mostly in the town's changing attitude toward Danzig himself.


    From being a hated and feared outsider who levied tribute on the town, he became in some ways almost its leading citizen. This new feehng about Danzig was engendered by his approach to the town.


    He seemed actually to be trying to make friends in Vegas. He bought all the supphes he could through local channels. He employed local labor, and he told everyone who would hsten that Vegas was destined to become the greatest play-gi'ound in the country.


    The town's new attitude angered Chance. To him Danzig was still a cold-blooded murderer, and the fact that he was building his hotel did not alter this opinion.


    Then, too. Chance admitted to himself, some of his feeling was based on jealousy. He had wanted to build just such a hotel, and he could not get the backing. Further, he feared that Danzig's hotel would be the opening wedge, the advance guard, for a full-scale gangster invasion.


    John Kern had been sick for months, but he answered Chance's phone call by coming to Vegas.


    They rode out the highway to Danzig's building site, past the ^vV0 motor hotels and past the barbwire which fenced off the north side as an army reserve. As they pulled up, Chance said, "Danzig isn't here. There's rumor that he's running short of money. One of the workmen overheard him talking to Cellini."


    "How did you happen to hear this?"


    


    "I didn't happen to." Chance was looking at him squarely. "I hired two private detectives to take jobs out here."


    "And what did your men overhear?"


    "Not too much. Cellini came over from Los Angeles. He brought some kind of bad news, something about money. Danzig caught a plane out of here that afternoon and he hasn't come back yet."


    Kern was staring at the rising building. "Think it will pay to operate?"


    Chance said bitterly, "I never told you, John, but I had the same idea a couple of years ago. I bought some land. It's two miles closer to town. I even had plans drawn. I was going to try to get Nevada money to back me. My theory was that if we controlled a big hotel we could keep just this from happening."


    "And Danzig beat you.**


    Chance nodded. "That's not the worst, John. Danzig has made a lot of friends down here, buying supplies, spending money with the local dealers. That's why I wanted to talk to you. He must be certain he's going to get a gambhng license."


    "He is. If you think he's spent money down here, you should see what he's spent in Reno and Carson. We can't stop him, Chance. Did you know that although he's been arrested maybe twenty times, he's never been convicted of anything? He has no record."


    Chance whistled softly in surprise.


    "He has half a dozen lawyers lobbying for him. They are telling everyone that Danzig is the savior of the state, that before he moved in we were getting no place trying to bring the Hollywood players over here. Things have changed. Chance. A new crowd is in the legislature, a new crowd in the city council. They look on me and my friends as has-beens. They no longer Hsten. New leaders are coming up, men who hope to cash in on the business they think Danzig's hotel will bring."


    Suddenly Chance forgot his own anger. Beside Kern's troubles, his shrank to unimportance. This was the end of an era. For nearly half a century Kern and his friends had run this state. Their grip had been sohd. It was shaken now, and they


    


    themselves were responsible for bringing in the very thing that was destroying them.


    He started the car and backed out onto the highway, then drove slowly toward town. On impulse, he pulled to a halt beside the piece of land he owned, looking at the uneven, ragged desert, at the straggling brush.


    John Kern raised his head. "Something wrong with the car?"


    "Just wanted you to see my real estate holding. Someday they will call it Elson's Folly."


    "This where you wanted to build your hotel?" "My dream place, before Danzig stole the idea." "The fact he's building proves that maybe you weren't wrong. Benji Danzig is supposed to be a shrewd operator." "So what?"


    "Maybe you can still build your hotel." "My purpose in building is already defeated. I wanted to be first. I wanted Nevada money in control. I wanted this state to be led by the people you represent."


    Kern said, "Stop trying to live in the past, boy. I thought we could stay in control. I was wrong. We're old and tired. It's up to you. What you do now will be on your own."


    Kern's voice was sad. Chance was thinking of this sadness four days later when one of the detectives he had working at the new hotel slipped into his office. "Danzig's back." "When?"


    "This morning. He got a lot of money somewhere, and he's already driving to finish the place. They're putting on extra shifts. I heard him tell the contractor he had to open in a month."


    The Peacock Hotel opened in one month. Gossip columns in the movie capital were filled with the news. Lists of the celebrities who would be at the opening ran daily. Vegas was in a sudden uproar. Local merchants were swamped with orders for food and liquor. The war still dragged on, but southern Nevada was barely conscious of it. Strings of cars drove out daily, their occupants staring in awe at the lawns which had been sodded, at the full-grown trees, trans-


    


    planted, but looking as if they had spent their full life in the desert spot, at the white-gravel parking lot, the Italian flagstones bordering the patio, surrounding the huge pool and making neatly hedged walks all around the building.


    Everyone who could already had reservations for the opening show. Doc was surprised when Chance made reservations and told him that Kern was bringing a party down from Reno. "I don't get it. Are you and Benji pals now or what?"


    Chance shrugged. "I may not hke Danzig, but all this pubHcity is good for the tov/n. You've got to admit he's done a swell job, and it wasn't easy. I hear he got that last dough from Texas because the gangs turned him down."


    Doc's attention sharpened. "Turned him down?"


    "That's the rumor. I hate his guts. I hate everything he stands for, but damnit, Doc, I understand how he feels. He had a dream and he had the guts to go ahead and finish it. He had the strength to do it against all opposition."


    Chance took a long breath. "I wanted to build the first hotel, but I didn't do it. Danzig did, and I think it will be a success no matter how much he owes. If it is, well see half a dozen more places built in the next two years."


    Doc said, "Aren't you forgetting that we are in a war boom? Wait until the shooting is over and business slacks oflF. Then we'll see how Danzig's milHon-dollar joint stands up."


    The hotel was due to open Saturday. Judy got home Friday morning. She had grown an inch, and the spike heels made her seem taller, but it was not height that made the difference. She had gone away a school kid. She came back a woman, a really beautiful woman.


    She could hardly wait to get to the ranch. When she did, she pulled off her shoes and stockings and ran across the grass to look at the chickens.


    She had brought presents for all of them. She gave Dutch a purple shirt. He beamed as she kissed him. Dutch had always taken a lot of joy buying things for her. There was a new robe for Joe with letters in gold on the back: THE BRONX TIGER.


    


    Joe cried. His old robe was rags, and she had remembered.


    For Doc, gold cuff links with tiny diamonds in the centers, and for Chance, a. wrist watch.


    Doc asked, "What did you do, find a gold mine or a rich old man?"


    She was bubbling. It was so good to be home, so very very good to see them all. She had not realized how much she missed them, she had been so busy.


    "I've got a job. I didn't write about it because I wanted to tell you. I'm singing on the radio."


    "Jeese," said Joe, "a star."


    She laughed at him, grabbing his arms and pulhng him forward so she could kiss his bald spot. "Not a star, a kids' program on a local station, five days a week, singing nursery rhymes."


    Chance sat in the corner, watching her. He thought how much it changed the room just to have her in it. She was the same Judy, and yet she wasn't. She had been away less than a year, and she had become a different person.


    "You shouldn't have laid your dough out for us," Doc said.


    She was suddenly very serious. "Why not? Where would I have been without all of you?"


    They did not answer and she turned to Chance. "What's the new hotel like?"


    "Swanky."


    Judy's face was intent. "Someday Til get a chance to sing at a place like that. Lola Storm is getting fifteen thousand for two weeks' work. When I'm in that class, I'll help you build your hotel. Chance."


    His face darkened a little and she came over to sit on the arm of his chair and sHd her arm comfortably about his neck. "Sore because Danzig beat you to it?"


    "Yeah."


    "Never mind, your time will come."


    He kissed her cheek and then stood up. "Forget it. I've got to get back to the restaurant. Come down and have dinner with me tonight."


    


    She gave him a half grin. "Do I still have to come in through the kitchen?"


    "I guess you're big enough to use the front door. Want the car this afternoon?"


    "I'd rather stay with Joe. How's Leon?"


    "Still the best cook in Nevada. Danzig tried to hire him for the new hotel. He wouldn't go."


    Her face grew worried. "You had trouble with Danzig or Cellini?"


    He shook his head. "No, Danzig is too busy with the hotel to worry about me. The word is that he's laid down the law. No rough stuff in Vegas to scare away his future customers. He wants Vegas to be high class, all the way down the line. He's a funny guy. He's in trouble for money. He's opening with hardly enough in the bank to back the games, but it doesn't seem to bother him. So far, the hotel has been a good thing for the town. V^e'll have to wait and see."


    "What does John Kern think about it?"


    He hesitated. "I'll let John tell you tomorrow night. He's coming down for the opening." He tinned toward the door and Doc and Dutch followed him. Judy had not seen the restaurant since the latest enlargement. She came in at six-thirty, looked around approvingly. "You sure spread it out."


    Chance smiled. "Things are pretty good."


    "That ground out on the highway paid for?"


    "Last month."


    "When are you going to build?"


    He laughed. It came to her that she had never seen him so relaxed. She was not aware that much of this was caused by his pleasure in having her at home.


    "It will be a long time before I build. Do you have any idea what Danzig is supposed to have spent on the Peacock?"


    She shook her head.


    "Between five and six million. He paid too much for labor, and the materials came from the black market, but even without that it would probably have cost three. I'll never have that kind of dough, honey."


    


    "Won't Kern help?"


    He hesitated. "John is about through, I'm afraid. We'll just have to wait until we see how the Peacock does. If it flourishes, at least the land along the highway will increase in value."


    "But you do want to build?"


    He nodded. "I've wanted to a long time. It takes more than wanting, honey, a lot more."


    Impulsively she laid a hand over his. "You'll build it. Chance. You'll never be happy until you do."


    He wanted suddenly to beheve her. "Stay here, help me. Together we might do just that."


    He sensed her draw away from him, from the idea. "Chance, if I thought I could actually help, I'd stay, beUeve me, but now, I'm just getting started, just getting my fiist breaks."


    "Of course." He strove to make his words Hght. "I didn't mean it, kid. You've got yom: own business to think of."


    The opening of the Peacock was an exciting night for Judy. She had never seen so many movie greats in one place.


    The hotel was beautiful and the magic hubbub of the first night added enchantment to the scene. Benji Danzig was a natural showman, and he stood proudly now at the entrance to the dining room, a shm figure in his carefully cut clothes. There was a reflection of a lord-of-the-manor attitude in the way he greeted each arriving guest.


    They responded in kind, grateful to be permitted to enter, flattered that he remembered their names. In this moment, Benji Danzig had reached the top. Out of the rutting, filthy gutters of the Five Points section he had chmbed, a chmb which was a success story. That he had murdered and butchered his way to this level did not seem to disturb his guests.


    Judy pinched herself after looking at him. It was only when she met his eyes directly that she was certain this was Killer Danzig.


    Benji Danzig turned, letting his eyes follow her. Danzig


    


    never overlooked a beautiful woman, and Judy was beautiful. This might have been her coming-out party. There was no more striking-looking woman in the hotel that night. Her dress was silver, off the shoulders, showing the curve of her throat and the swell of her young breasts.


    Her bob was long, combed back on one side to expose a small, dehcate ear. Her eyes, their grayness accentuated by the darkened lashes, seemed big and deep, mysterious.


    Chance felt the mystery. It had been a shock to see her, to realize that this was Judy. He had spent the afternoon with Kern, had dressed at the restaurant and not seen Judy until he drove out to the ranch to pick her up.


    They had made three carloads driving out to the hotel. Kern had his wife and five other couples with him, and Chance thought that, although these men represented perhaps a hundred million dollars, not one of their women could compete with Judy as to clothes, looks or manner.


    He was proud of her. He was so proud that he hardly resented the way Danzig followed her with his predatory eyes. Then Danzig turned back, and he and Chance were facing each other, measuring each other like feudal chieftains meeting at the entrance to a castle.


    Danzig had no respect for the gamblers of Las Vegas, the men who had knuckled under to him, but he did respect Chance. Chance had not allowed himself to be pushed around. He had not bothered Danzig openly, but when Cellini had tried to interfere with him, Chance had reacted at once. Benji Danzig understood strength, just as he had never understood weakness.


    At the moment he was being driven to the border of insanity by the fear that he might lose control of his hotel, but he did not fear Chance. If Benji Danzig had desired personal friends, he might have picked out Elson. There was something in common between them. Since earhest memory, Danzig had never had a close friend, but he suddenly wanted Elson to hke him. It was unexplainable, even to himself.


    "Hi, glad to see you." He extended his hand.


    For the barest moment Chance hesitated, then slowly his hand came out. Danzig's grip was firm without being bully-


    


    ing, and in that moment a spark passed between them, a spark of understanding, for no one in the huge crowd comprehended the exact exultation Danzig felt on this night as thoroughly as Chance.


    The man was at his pinnacle of achievement. Nothing that would ever happen to him again would quite equal this. There were no words to cover it, and no further words passed between them as Chance moved on after Judy into the supper room. John Kern and his party were behind them and they found their places finally at a table close to the edge of the big stage.


    Looking around before the show started, Chance studied the faces of Kern's guests. They were bewildered, uncertain. To them this was a kind of nightmare. The hotel opening might mark the beginning of a modern Vegas, but for them it was the end. The country they had known, the country they had ruled, was slipping from their grasp.


    Judy nudged Chance, leaning over to whisper, "Ask Mrs. Kern to dance."


    He hesitated. "You know my dancing." "Go ahead."


    Chance rose and walked behind Kern to bend over his wife. "This is our dance."


    Mrs. Kern smiled. "Dance with Judy. I'm an old woman." "You'd never make anyone beheve that." She rose, obviously pleased. Kern watched them move up the three steps to the stage level. Judy also watched. Chance, she thought, looked very distinguished in his dinner coat. His dark hair was a Httle long, brushed back carefully at the temples, with just a touch of gray there, a kind of sheen over the darkness. She had not noticed the gray before and she frowned. He was not old enough to have gray hair, but he had been under a terrific strain. She knew with sudden hindsight that he had been under a far greater strain than any of them had guessed. And it had been hard for him to come here tonight, to stand by while a man he despised achieved the dream that had been his.


    Kern saw the frown. "What's troubhng you, Judy?" "I just noticed the gray in Chance's hair."


    


    Kern laughed. "Happens to all of us." His own hair was snow-white.


    "But Chance isn't that old."


    "Age isn't a matter of years. Chance is a lot older than men twice his years, and he's grown, Judy. I've watched him. He's, matured and broadened. He has more perspective than most men I know."


    She knew this was a high compliment, coming from John Kern.


    "You're in love with him, aren't you?"


    The question startled her, and her answer was low as if she were thinking aloud. "I love him, yes, but he's in love with a hotel like this, and I don't blame him. I want to be a singer, a top singer. Life can be compKcated, Mr. Kern, you want so many things. It's hard to know what you want most."


    She broke off as Chance led Mrs. Kern back to the table. The rancher's wife was flushed and she laughed as she sat down. "I haven't danced so much in twenty years. Now it's your turn, Judy."


    "Shall we?" It was Chance. He had risen.


    She nodded and followed him up the steps and he told her, "Remember, I'm not one of your professionals."


    She thought, "That doesn't matter. Why doesn't he let go and enjoy himself like the others?" They danced stiffly around the floor.


    "You know, the band is in the wrong place. It should be in the other corner; more people could see it."


    She stopped dancing and he looked down at her in surprise. "What's the matter?"


    "Chance, isn't there anytime when you let yourself go, forget business and just enjoy things?"


    "Sure."


    "When?"


    "Well." He was a little vague. "Times."


    "Right now you are thinking about how you would run this hotel if it belonged to you."


    "Well, I guess so."


    "Take me back to the table."


    Chance took her back to the table. He knew she was angry,


    


    but he did not quite understand. He had said nothing except that the orchestra was in the wrong place. Maybe she thought that when a man was dancing with a girl, he should have absolutely nothing else on his mind.


    He glanced at Judy. She should see that he had to keep watching things. She was trying to build her own career. They sat down at the table and he was so intent with his own thoughts that he hardly saw the floor show.


    There were a dozen girls on the stage, dancing, and a rather shopworn comedian told a string of ofiF-color jokes, and the headliner had a throaty voice which was supposed to be warm and compelling. If all this was worth twenty thousand a week, he was a poor judge of entertainment.


    But the crowd did not agree. Their applause was deafening. Chance was not certain whether they had enjoyed the show, or they were determined to get their money's worth for the twenty-dollar cover charge they had paid.


    Afterward he followed Kern's party to the end of the long bar. The party broke up, scattering into the swaying mass of bettors around the gambling tables.


    Chance estimated the play with practiced concentration. John Kern and Judy were talking about the girl's radio work. Chance turned. He saw Cellini beyond Kern, hstening with obvious interest to what was being said. It disturbed Chance. Judy's back was to CeUini and she did not know she was being overheard.


    Then Chance saw Danzig, beyond Cellini, and knew that the man was watching him. He had suddenly a compelling desire to talk to him, to find out how a killer, a ruthless extortionist, a man with utterly no morals, could have the feeling which had gone into the building of this place. The whole picture refused to add up. What actually was Danzig like, beneath the crusted exterior of brutahty?


    He moved over to say, "I never expected to see this volume of play in Vegas."


    Danzig smiled. "How was the floor show?"


    "Good." Chance was trying to be agreeable.


    "Come on in and see the oiBBce."


    


    Chance hesitated, then touched Judy's arm. "I'll be back in a few minutes."


    She turned and, seeing Danzig, was suddenly afraid. Chance caught her look and said, "I'm just going to see the office. I might want to build one like it myself."


    The office was large, with a kidney-shaped desk, bleached-maple and very modernistic, and deep-piled beige carpeting. "Like it?" There was pride in Danzig's voice. Chance nodded. "Who wouldn't?" He sat down on the low, wide couch.


    Danzig moved over to the bar. "Drink?" "A httle brandy if you have it."


    "The best," said Danzig. The pride was strong in his voice. "We don't serve nothing but the best tonight. Do you know the booze at the bar is free?" Chance shook his head.


    "Got the idea from that restaurant of yours. Got a lot of ideas from your joint." He brought over the brandy in a large snifter. "Never occurred to me until I ate in your place that a real class spot could go here."


    Chance sat quiet, nursing the brandy in his hands, warming it. Danzig paced back and forth across the room as he talked. He used short, quick steps, a caged cat. It was as if he had to talk, as if the pressure which surged up in him Hke an erupting volcano squeezed the words out of him.


    "Kept thinking, couldn't forget your place, even thought of taking it over." He did not smile as he said this. It was not a joke. There was, Chance realized, no spark of humor in the man.


    "You wouldn't have gotten away with it." Danzig stopped. Danzig turned to stare at him. Chance was prepared for anger, for Danzig's rages were a byword, but there was no anger in the oddly cold, Hfeless eyes.


    "God," Chance thought, "this man is not a human being, he's a zombie." Curiously, as soon as the thought came, Danzig and Danzig's actions fell into place. They made the sense that they had never made for Chance before.


    He had always pictured Danzig as a leader, a vicious, heartless leader who drove men to murder, who milked


    


    lesser men, broke them and cast them aside. Danzig was not a leader. Danzig was a prisoner, a driven, haunted prisoner, running on a treadmill, unable to check the forces which drove him.


    Danzig had been watching him, and suddenly the tension in the expressionless face eased. "You're right. I couldn't have taken the place from you. Maybe that's why I didn't try. First time I met you I knew you couldn't be pushed around. You're too much hke me."


    Chance almost shuddered at the thought. Was he hke Danzig? Was that the way he seemed to other people? It certainly was not the way he saw him.self. He was ruthless only when necessary. But then, how did he know that this was not what Danzig thought about himself?


    "Yeah, you and I are a lot alike." Danzig was still talking. "I warned CelHni to leave you alone, but the wop bastard has no sense. Tell me, why didn't you organize this town before we moved in?"


    "You can't organize gamblers without terror."


    Danzig lit a cigarette. His hand shook as he flicked the gold lighter. Chance saw it and thought, "He's wound up inside. He's going to crack in a minute, split wide open."


    But Danzig did not crack. "You're too soft," he said. "You're tough, but you're also soft. I've watched you. Now me, I'm not soft. I never was soft. I couldn't be. I had to be tough to grow up."


    Chance might have said that he had had to be tough, too.


    "And I'm the top. There ain't a man in the country to give me orders now. The yellow bastards are scared of me. They say I'm nuts. I like it that way, as long as they think I'm nuts, they're scared to cross me. But yOu and me will have no trouble, because you keep on your side of the street. You and me want the same thing, we want Vegas high class."


    Chance repeated the conversation to Doc in the restaurant office. It was five o'clock in the morning. He had taken Kern's party downtown and then taken Judy home, but he was too keyed up from the opening to sleep.


    


    "The guy is nuts," Chance said. "There's no doubt about it."


    Doc said, "He's scared." Doc had Hstened to everything Chance had told him.


    "He didn't act scared, and why did he talk to me? I'm no friend of his."


    "He probably had to unload to someone and he doesn't dare say much before any of his own boys."


    "Why not?"


    Doc took a long time answering. "I've known a number of big-time mobsters and they mostly share one thing in common. After they've made their money, they want to get out of the rackets."


    "Say that again."


    "They want out. No one ever really wanted to be a gangster, except maybe some glamour-struck kid. Danzig wanted things, money, dames, power. He wanted them, and how else could he get them? And he had nothing to lose in trying.


    "But now he's made it. He has the hotel, he's had money, women, power. He isn't a criminal who steals from compulsion. He probably didn't even like a lot of the things he's done. He stole for a reason, and killed for a reason, and now that he's achieved what he wanted, he would like to turn respectable. He would like to get out."


    "Then let him quit."


    "He can't quit. None of the big shots can quit. Organized society wants nothing to do with them, and the people below them in the Syndicate won't let them quit. The boss has made his and wants out, but his associates want the racket to go on. They are afraid to let the boss man escape because he knows too much.


    "Look at Capone. Capone had his, and he was sick and he wanted out, but he knew that the only way you left the rackets was when they put you underground. He even gave himself up to the police, figuring he'd be safe in jail for thirty days or so. He didn't expect the heavier rap or to wind up on the Rock. But he was trying to quit. Others have tried it and died."


    


    Chance was thinking. "You know something. You've hit it. Danzig is trying to quit. He wasn't talking to me. He was talking to himself. He wants Vegas quiet, no rough stuSF to scare away his fancy trade. If he should break with the Syndicate it might save this town."


    *'He never can. They'll kill him."


    "I don't know." Chance stood up. "The guy is impressive no matter what you think of him, and he's just crazy enough to set himself up and arbitrate Vegas' morals."


    "That would be a switch."


    "In the old mining camps they used to hire a bad man as the marshal because all the rest of the crooks were afraid of him. That might work here. Come on, let's go home and stir up some breakfast."


    (^Ait^tten, rs


    Danzig did want to quit the rackets. He stood in the lobby of the hotel leaning against the cigar case, gazing at the nearly empty rooms. It was early in the morning, about the only time of the twenty-four hours when the hotel was not a refined madhouse.


    For the war was over and Vegas was in the grip of the postwar boom. Looking back, Danzig remembered how everyone had expected the town to collapse at the end of the war. But he had never doubted the future of Vegas from the day he had had the vision of the hotel.


    No, there was nothing to worry about as far as business was concerned. They were netting better than three hundred thousand dollars a month.


    If the Syndicate would only give him time. He roUed the cigar between his thin lips. He owed five million on the hotel. But what in heU was five million to a man like him? For Christ sake, he'd pay the bastards if they gave him a chance. Then he'd get out of the wire service, get out of


    


    everything but the hotel. He didn't want the damn wire service, but he needed the money it brought in to pay oflF. He was keeping it all. There had been squawks from the East, but what could they do? They couldn't even afford to kill him. He owed them too much money.


    He saw Ralph Cellini come down the wide stairs. The Goddamn wop spent most of his time pounding his ear. Danzig watched him as he crossed the lobby, his marred face looking like dough which has been rolled too dry, filled with little creases.


    He almost loved Chance Elson at the moment. He wished that Elson had killed CeUini. He no longer trusted Ralph Celhni. He no longer trusted anyone.


    But he couldn't be alone. Day or night he could no longer stand to be alone. There was a buzzing inside his head. He had driven over to Los Angeles and gone to a doctor.


    The doctor had told him to slow up, that he was on the edge of a nervous breakdown. That had been a laugh. Who in hell ever heard of a man like him having a nervous breakdown?


    The doctor had also told CeUini. Cellini was with Danzig because Danzig could not stand to be alone. And he had gone back later, posing as a close friend. What the doctor had told him had made Ralph CeUini very thoughtful.


    For CeUini, the year since the hotel had opened had been a profitable one, not only in money but in growth of power. Danzig almost never went to the Coast, and when he did, he only stayed two or three days before dashing back to his hotel.


    Danzig said, "What are you doing here? I told you to stay in L.A."


    "I thought you might want to know that Madge is going to Paris." Cellini had stopped about six feet away. He didn't know how Benji would react to the news that his woman was taking off. He was as likely as not to slam him across the face. "What for?"


    "She didn't tell me. She came around for some dough." "Don't give it to her."


    


    "I didn't, but she got some from one of the boys. She has plane tickets out for New York tonight."


    Danzig started to curse in a low voice. "She meeting someone?"


    "How would I know?"


    "For Christ sake, can't you find out anything?"


    "If I were in New York."


    Danzig turned this over in his mind. His first impulse was to hop in his car and drive to Los Angeles and beat hell out of the bitch. The thought gave him pleasure. But it wonld^ lead to nothing but trouble, and he could not afford trouble now.


    "There's a noon plane out of here." His voice was harsh. "Get on it. When you get to New York, get a couple of good boys, put them on Madge. Tell them not to let her out of their sight."


    "Want her brought back?"


    "No, but they go with her to Paris, and if she meets some jerk over there, have him taken care of. You understand?"


    Cellini understood perfectly. This was working out exactly as he had hoped. He did not care what Madge did or who she was meeting. But he wanted to go to New York, and he had not dared to try it on his own. If Danzig found out, if Danzig thought he was carrying stories to the bosses, that was the end.


    He caught the plane. He landed in New York and got hold of t^A^o capable men and gave them Danzig's orders. Then he made two phone calls and afterward rode a cab out to Long Island.


    Once Sands Point had been exclusively huge estates. An ex-President had Hved not far away, the great names of the financial world had had their houses on this uneven shore. Now only a few remained. One of these, a rambling field-stone pile with slate roofs and high Tudor windows overlooking the choppy waters of the Sound, housed the overlord, the man who headed the closely knit group called the Syndicate.


    He was not an impressive person, and gossip had it that he had been hand-picked for the part by the real boss of


    


    the realm, a boss who had been given a free boat ride to Italy by the federal government.


    Cellini had never spoken to him before, although he had seen him. He came into the room with its big Renaissance oak table and saw the six men seated around it.


    It flashed through his mind that they were the directors of one of the biggest corporations in the world. These men represented the interests of the mobs which controlled gambhng in three-quarters of the country. Every territory except the Pacific Coast was represented. They reached out into the world dope traffic, the black market, organized vice, crooked unions on the waterfronts and in a dozen industries.


    He was nervous. He knew how much this meeting could mean to him. If he destroyed Danzig, he would take Danzig's place. He might weU sit at this table during future negotiations.


    "I've talked to him," he said. "I've tried to make him see that the wire service does not belong to him, that a piece of the money should come East, but he won't listen. I tell you, he is nuts. That hotel is all he thinks of, all he hves for."


    They watched him with neutral faces. He had no way of telling what they were thinking. The man at the head of the table said in a guttural whisper, "He's into us for four million. We can't get it back removing him."


    Cellini knew that this was in all their minds. He told them flatly, "You can get it back, running the hotel. Take it over. Put me in charge."


    He saw no answering spark in their eyes and thought with a kind of hopelessness that he had failed to sell his point. The trouble was none of them actually believed in Nevada. Danzig had made them half beHeve, but they were still not fully convinced. Yes, they were convinced that Danzig was netting three hundred thousand dollars a month. They had the figures, there on the table before them. But they still thought it was Danzig personally dragging in the trade from Hollywood. Cellini played his last card. He told them, "Danzig is pulHng out. He's through. He wants no more of the Syndicate. The only reason he hangs on to the wire service is to clear ofiF what he owes on the hotel. And look at the


    


    publicity he's getting." He pulled a half-dozen tear sheets from his pocket, showing Danzig greeting celebrities, showing him entertaining minor unemployed royalty.


    They looked at his exhibit in silence. These men hated publicity. The day was gone when gang chieftains swaggered with their dolls through the biggest restaurants of Chicago and New York.


    Now they feared notice by the federal government, the taxman. Any article, any story which called attention to their enormous profits only spelled future investigation.


    "All right." The man at the head of the table stood up, and Cellini knew that the meeting was over as far as his presence was concerned. He was trusted, yes, but he was not yet of the inner circle.


    "Get back to the Coast. Hold things together, and keep us informed." The speaker was very careful of his English and proud of the words he used. "Well get Danzig here and find out what cooks."


    But they did not get Benji Danzig to New York. They sent him orders and an ultimatum, both of which he ignored.


    CeUini returned to the Coast. He purposely did not go to Vegas, preferring to talk to Danzig by phone. Danzig's frayed nerves were like a time bomb, ticking toward explosion. Cellini reaHzed this and bided his time. He spent long hours planning what he would do when the blow finally fell, and he tightened his grip on Hollywood.


    The dope peddlers were now working for him, not Danzig. The boys who operated the wire service were his men although he still faithfully relayed the take to Nevada every week. It would have been suicide to do otherwise.


    He considered the possibihty of having Danzig killed himself. He dismissed the thought. The Syndicate frowned on operators who took decisions of this magnitude into their own hands. But he made his plans. If Cahfornia and Nevada were to be his, there were certain people who had to be handled, and Elson came very close to heading this Hst.


    How to reach Elson? How to either use him or destroy him? His hatred of Chance was becoming the second motivating force in his life.


    


    The easiest thing was to kill him. But the gangs seldom killed now, except to remove their own members who had gotten out of line. If Elson were killed, it might bring the whole position he was so carefully building down about his ears.


    And then again he thought of Judy. Instinct told him that Judy was Chance's one weak point, the one gap in the armor with which the man clothed himself.


    Cellini considered a long time. He remembered hearing the girl and Kern talk about her radio program the night of the Peacock opening. He wondered what program it was. He knew a way to find out. He went to Ab Shaw's office.


    The agent was wary when CeUini walked in and settled his bulk into the big chair.


    "What's on your mind now?" He hadn't been playing the horses, and CeUini had been receiving his cut regularly, and business was good. If he could only get rid of this fat parasite, he would be in clover.


    "Ever hear of a singer, Judy Liller?"


    Shaw figured that Cellini had picked up some floozy and was trying to promote her. "No."


    "Find out about her. She was singing on some kid program last year."


    "She get away from you?"


    Cellini shook his head. "Nothing like that. She's the sister of a guy I know. I want to figure out how to do her a favor."


    Shaw did not believe a word of it, but actually he did not care. It was easy enough to trace a girl in the entertainment world if she was still working. He started by calling Central Casting.


    Ten minutes later he hung up. "She's singing with Red Tooker's band."


    "The hell." This was a better break than CeUini expected. He knew Tooker. "Who's her agent?"


    "I don't know that she's got one."


    "Find out. Get her under contract, even if you have to buy her paper."


    "What do I do with her after I get the contract?"


    "HeU, you're an agent, build her up. But hsten, keep me 197


    


    out of it, see. Don't ever mention my name. Don't ever let her know I have a piece of this joint."


    Shaw was getting more and more puzzled. Could it actually be that Ralph CeUini would go out of his way to do anyone a favor without expecting a hundred-per-cent return? He was certain not, but he could not spot the gimmick.


    It made him curious about the girl. He sent for her.


    In the months since the opening of the Peacock Hotel, nothing much had developed for Judy until her meeting with Red Tooker. The meeting had been an accident. She was coming down the long, curving stairway into the foyer of the broadcasting building lobby.


    Tooker was bounding up the stairs. Tooker always bounded. He never walked. He was a shght man, still in his twenties, with red hair and green eyes and the most pointed nose Judy had ever seen. He stopped, staring up at her, completely blocking her passage.


    "You're beautiful."


    She was startled. "Am I?" It was all she could think of to say.


    He reached out. He grabbed her hand. He turned and started to run back down the stairs, dragging her after him.


    At the bottom she tried to pull free. "You're completely nuts."


    "Sure I am. I'm Red Tooker."


    She had heard the name somewhere but she did not associate it with anything. He was puUing her toward the reception desk, where a blonde was watching them in amazement. There were fourteen or fifteen people in the lobby and Judy knew that they were all staring at her.


    Tooker paused before the counter. "Mabel, tell this slick chick I ain't no wolf."


    The blonde said, "The heck you're not."


    Tooker laughed. He was hugely pleased. He played this part to the hilt, the screwball, the extrovert. It was his stock in trade.


    "Let's eat." He hauled Judy away from the counter.


    


    She did not know what to do. Trying to check Tooker was like trying to halt a whirlwind.


    "What do you do, baby?"


    "I sing."


    "I'll bet you're real gone." He dragged her across the street and into a restaurant. Without really making a scene Judy did not know how to stop him.


    At a table, by the window which overlooked the moving traffic of Sunset Boulevard, Tooker told her all about himself. It was a subject he dearly loved.


    His band played music with a diJSFerence, he said.


    She knew who he was now. She had heard some of his records.


    "Gut-bucket," he said. "That's me, old gut-bucket Tooker. We ham it up, baby. We ham it for real. Come on, you're going to sing for me."


    He was so homely that he was actually attractive, and he was important. He was the first reaUy important person she had met in show business.


    "Where?"


    "Got a rehearsal." He almost pulled her from the restaurant and into a cab.


    The rehearsal turned into a jam session. It seemed to Judy that the boys in Tooker's band were crazier than he was. You never knew what any one of them would do. The drummer was just as likely to start pounding the skins so loud that no one else could be heard, but nobody cared.


    She tried three numbers and the trombone killed her o£F each time.


    Judy's temper flared. She walked to where Tooker lay, flat on his back, trying to direct the number with the beat of his swinging legs. "Get up."


    He stared at her in complete surprise. "What's with you, hun-bun?"


    She reached down and yanked him to his feet. He wasn't much bigger than she was. "Look, you asked me over here to sing. I thought it was a tryout."


    "Sure. It is."


    


    "How in the Goddamn hell can I sing with that horse's ass killing me off with that trombone?"


    He bhnked at her. "Naughty, naughty. Pussy has a temper."


    "Sure I've got a temper, you stupid jerk."


    "So clown it. Sing louder, sing in Yiddish. You know Yiddishr


    "No."


    "You should learn it." He regarded her more gravely than at any time since their meeting. "Doll, you got importance, see. You think you're a big man, huh? Well, you ain't. No one's a big man unless he's with it."


    She didn't know what he was talking about. She wasn't even sure that he did.


    She turned around, gathered up her purse and started for the door. He was before her, moving with the footwork of a fencer, looking very serious and very concerned and very comical.


    His red hair was standing on end, his green eyes squinting. "You dumb broad, didn't the lyrics of a song ever give you a pain in the ass? Didn't you ever want to clown them?


    "So my love is in the moonlight So I love the moonlight So the moonhght loves me."


    "What the hell is that?"


    "Nothing, I just made it up, but for Christ sake. It gives as much sense as most of the junk that comes out. Clown it, sing it the way you want to. Don't you feel it in here?" He tapped his stomach with both hands.


    Judy knew a sudden impulse to sit down. Her knees felt too weak to hold her. "I don't know whether I'm being ribbed or not."


    He came up. He took her face between his two hands. "You aren't being ribbed, sugar doll." He kissed her then, quietly, reverently. Behind him a horn moaned and the sHde man blew half a dozen sour notes.


    


    She had not moved. He stepped back. "God, you're beautiful."


    She thought, "How can you stay mad at a screwball like this?"


    "Good-by."


    He was actually down on his knees. He paid no attention to the Bronx cheers from the shirt-sleeved band. "Look, honey, you're breaking my heart. You got it. I know you got it. I can feel the waves."


    "What waves?"


    "Coming out of you. You think like me. You think like all of us. Okay. Gimme a piece, anything you know."


    She named a piece currently at the head of the Hit Parade. He groaned. He stood up, brushing the dust from his knees. "All right, boys, take it. Play it straight."


    They played it straight. Judy was amazed that this collection of mismated juveniles actually could play.


    "God," Tooker had his hands over his ears to show his contempt. "You know who sings that?"


    "Connie Walker."


    "All right. Again, boys."


    They played the ballad again. This time Tooker stood before the band, moving his lips, using the gestures which were Connie Walker's trademark, but burlesquing them. In spite of herself Judy laughed. He had the art of mimicry.


    "You get it." He was as pleased as a child. "It's coming now. You're reading me."


    She stood up and sang. Once she couldn't remember the words and filled in with something of her own. Suddenly she realized that the arrangement must have changed. They were playing behind her, following what she was singing, not the piece as it had been written.


    She had never heard anything like this. These boys were geniuses, they made up their arrangements as they went along. They never played a number exactly the same way twice, but they miraculously followed each other.


    For foiu- weeks she worked harder than she had ever worked in her life. Every minute aside from her morning program she worked with them. She felt as if she knew each


    


    one of them as she had never known anyone else, and they treated her exactly as if she were another member of the band.


    She opened with the Crazy Men at a small club in the Valley, and her numbers went ofiF very well. The audience liked her. Outside on the marquee she saw her name in lights for the first time.


    Two weeks later Ab Shaw summoned her to his oflBce. Afterward, looking back, Judy could not isolate the happenings of those two weeks.


    On the night of the opening Tooker drove her home in his red Cadillac. She had come to know him very thoroughly in the weeks before they had opened. She was even able to follow the strange jargon he fondly beHeved to be a form of the English language. And in that time, outside of the single kiss, he had not put a hand on her.


    But on this night, as he helped her from the car he said easily, "Come on, let's hit the sheets. My batteries need a charge."


    She thought he was joking. "Mr. Tooker, you've got the wrong girl."


    He had her arm, he swung her around to look at him. "Save the act, hun-bun. I'm a big boy."


    He was serious, and she knew an instant panic. She had never questioned her ability to stand ofiF most men, but Red was different. Red was a small boy who had never grown up and never would.


    "Don't save it, baby. It's sweeter now than it will ever be again. Let old Red show you."


    She pushed him away. She ran up the steps, glad that her two roommates were at home, glad they were there to face Red when he came barging in.


    Alone, she knew, she might have given in to him. She liked Red. Everyone liked Red.


    The next day she expected one of two things, either he would be angry or he would have forgotten it. Neither was true. "You'll get smart," he said. "It takes you time, but you get smart. Old Red is a big man in bed, a big man."


    


    She was embarrassed. The rest of the band were standing around. Red never tried to keep a secret from anyone.


    "You want to marry me?" She knew that he didn't want to marry her, that he prided himself on not being the marrying kind. But it didn't faze him.


    "Play your cards, baby, play them good, off the bottom of the deck. Maybe you hook old Red. No one ever hooks old Red, but catch him right, catch him hot. He ain't got much sense then."


    Even if Judy hadn't liked Red Tooker, she would have been grateful to him. Red was a shovraian. He had an unerring instinct, a feeling for what the public would enjoy. He taught her this, he taught her how to handle a song.


    "You're no torcher," he told her, "and you ain't got longhair tonsils, but you're a good mimic. I spot it the first day. Build that, baby. Ballad wailers are a dime a carload. Get a specialty, Judy Liller the clov^^ singer. See?"


    She saw. She saw a number of other things. Red Tooker needed her. There were ways she could help him without going to bed with him. He had very httle sense of time and no sense of money. Neither for that matter did most of the boys in the band.


    Judy quietly took over. She did not actually mean to. It was only chance that she was with Tooker when he cashed the band's weekly check from the club. Suddenly Tooker stopped before a pet store. There was a white parrot in the window.


    "I want that." He turned toward the door.


    Judy caught his arm. "Hey, wait a minute. The boys haven't had their full pay in two weeks. No you don't."


    He was hurt, a small boy refused permission to spend a penny on gum. Suddenly he pulled the bills from his pocket and thrust them into her hand. "You pay them." He was gone then, striding away, down the street. She did not see him again until the evening show.


    Ab Shaw's office impressed Judy. When the call had come, she had consulted with Tooker. Tooker knew the Shaw agency, but not much about agents. He had a natural aver-


    


    sion to agents and bookers and club-owners. He looked on them as parasites, living oflF the labor of honest men.


    "It doesn't hurt to talk to him, Red, although how he got hold of my name I don't know."


    "We're big," he said, "big in San Fernando Valley. It was bound to happen. You've got it, chick, got it. Good-by and farewell." He kissed her as if he expected never to see her again.


    Judy was thinking of the kiss as she sat waiting in Shaw's office. The inner door opened. A carefully groomed, well-dressed man appeared. He came across, pausing before Judy. "Sorry to keep you waiting. Miss Liller. I'm Ab Shaw."


    She stood up. Ab Shaw was examining her. Ab Shaw had been sizing up entertainers since his eighteenth birthday. He thought, "Cellini is right. This kid is a knockout." There was a Scandinavian quality about her beauty, like Garbo, like Bergman, a haunting quality which stayed with you even after you looked away from her.


    "Will you come in?"


    His private office was comfortable yet expensive looking. He put her into a low seat and walked aroimd her, like a stock buyer examining a prize heifer.


    "Tell me about yourself." His soft voice had a reassuring resonance.


    "There isn't much to tell."


    "Where you from?" He was wondering where Cellini had come in contact with this kid. Obviously she was young, yet she had poise; there was none of the eager gushing which he associated with young actresses.


    "Las Vegas."


    So, Cellini had seen her in Las Vegas. Maybe CeUini was teUing the truth, that she was a sister of a friend. Ab Shaw doubted it. On principle, he believed nothing Cellini said.


    "How long have you been in town?"


    "About a year, year and a half almost."


    "Agent?"


    She shook her head.


    "Experience?"


    


    She told him about the children's program, about singing with Tooker's band.


    "I think maybe I can do something for you." She said, "Would you mind telling me one thiing? How did you hear of me?"


    "I caught your act. It's a good novelty." She smiled faintly. "You can give Red Tooker credit for that."


    "Do you have a contract with him?" She shook her head.


    "How would you like a week's work at the Peacock?" The idea had suddenly dropped into his mind. She was from Vegas, and Cellini was backing her, and Cellini was Danzig's right-hand man.


    Her heart leaped. She remembered the night of the opening. She remembered sitting in the supper room, watching the performers on the stage, dreaming that one day, a long time ahead, she might be good enough to have such a spot.


    She thought how surprised Chance would be, and Doc and Dutch, and Joe's pride in her, and the reaction of the kids with whom she had gone to school.


    Ab was already framing his sales talk in his mind. Local girl, Vegas' own, good stuff. He was studying her again. The kid had definite possibihties. And then he heard her say, "Not without the band." "Whatr


    "I said, not without the band."


    Ab Shaw himched his shoulders. "Red Tooker's got a bad name in the business. He's not reliable." "He's rehable as long as I'm with him." "Would he sign a contract with this office?" Judy thought how much Tooker hated agents, but a chance to play the Peacock, a chance at the big-time night-club circuit. Even Red couldn't be fool enough to refuse this. "Sure he'U sign."


    "Okay, have him in the office here tomorrow morning. Ill see what I can do."


    He phoned Cellini when she left. He told Cellini what had 205


    


    happened. "You're good at picking them/' he said. "That kid is a comer."


    Cellini was pleased.


    "Can you manage to book them into the Peacock?"


    CeUini thought about this very carefully. Danzig did not pay too much attention to the floor show, and the man who booked the acts owed Cellini a favor.


    "I'll call Vegas."


    He called Vegas. He set up the date. They would open at the Peacock one month from the following Friday. He called Shaw back, so Shaw was primed when Judy and Tooker showed up at his ofiice. Tooker had refused to sign imless the Peacock date was certain.


    "We're on our way, baby." It was after the evening show and the whole band was grouped around Judy. "Man, well lay 'em in the aisles, comes next monthl"


    CA^ifoten, f4


    The news that Jxjdy was to appear at the Peacock filled Chance with mixed feelings. He understood that on the nightclub circuit the Peacock ranked high, almost as high as the old New York Palace had ranked in vaudeville, and that she was appearing there after only a year and a half of work amazed him.


    Doc was pleased. He felt that he more than anyone else had recognized her abilities. "She'll knock them dead."


    "I don't like her working for Danzig."


    Doc grunted. "In show business you aren't working for one man. She's with this band, the band gets booked in, so, she comes along."


    "If Danzig makes a pass at her, I'll unscrew his head."


    Chance stood up and took a turn of the office. Business was good. The Vegas skyrocket was roaring on. New houses and courts went up overnight, and three new hotels were building out along the highway between Danzig's place and town.


    


    They didn't call it Highway Ninety-One any more. Someone had nicknamed it the Strip, after the Hollywood Strip along west Sunset and the name had stuck.


    Their own place was doing turn-away business. So were all the other downtown clubs. And Danzig was still being very quiet.


    But Chance kept two detectives employed. Both men worked at the Peacock, their purpose to watch Danzig and CeUini and report back to Chance.


    Doc said, "I'll call and get reservations for the show. Shall we take Joe?"


    They took Joe and he loved it. Chance didn't. He thought the act stupid and he did not like Red Tooker, and he did not like the familiar way the orchestra boys treated Judy.


    She brought them all to the restaurant on the first day they hit town. Tooker walked in wearing a purple suit.


    "Slip me the flesh. Gate." He held out his hand to Chance as they were introduced.


    Chance looked at Judy. "What's he talking about?"


    Judy laughed. "Don't mind Red. He knows no better."


    Tooker walked past Chance and headed for the nearest crap table, his boys crowding after him.


    "Gimme the dice, man, gimme the dice."


    The patrons at the table had turned to look at him. The dealer said, "Not your turn."


    "My turn, man, my turn. I'm hot, real hot." He reached out and tried to pick up the dice which the stickman held in the curve of his rake.


    The stickman rapped his fingers with the rake and Tooker yowled. The man who had been shooting and had just made his point said, "Let him have them if he's hot."


    Tooker was hot. He made five straight passes. Then he lost his pyramided bet on snake eyes.


    He moaned, burying his head. All action in the room had ceased. Chance said in an undertone to Doc, "If he carries on this way at the Peacock, Danzig will kill him."


    Judy sighed. "No one ever kills Red. He's been this way for years."


    "How do you stand him?"


    


    "He's fun. He's a real gone guy. Chance, real gone."


    "Now you're doing it. I thought I'd seen some screwballs out of Hollywood, but this is the topper."


    Red was back. "Gimme some dough, Judy. Gimme some dough."


    She faced him. "You promised, no gambhng. Remember?"


    "Not gambling," he said. "Real sound. Never was hotter. Gimme."


    She opened her purse and handed him a twenty. "That's aU, and don't forget. I told them at the hotel no credit, so don't try it."


    He was back at the table. He ran the twenty into three hundred dollars and lost it aU on one roll.


    "They switched dice. I saw them. They're miss-outs, miss-outs."


    Chance walked to him, and Chance's eyes were suddenly ice.


    "Cut the clowning."


    Tooker turned. There was a wisecrack on his lips. He did not utter it. Chance's expression stopped him. Chance had hold of his arm, leading him toward the dining room.


    Tooker said plaintively, "Careful of the threads, boy, the threads."


    "If you open your face again in here, I'll break it oflF and hand it to you. Shut up."


    Red Tooker shut up. It was the only time Judy had ever seen him cowed. In the cab riding back to the hotel after lunch, he was sullen.


    "Gorilla," he muttered, "gorilla. That's what he is, a gorilla."


    Judy did not know whether to be angry with him. It was very hard for her to be angry at Red. The rules of conduct which appHed to other people simply did not fit him.


    Judy was nervous when she went on that night. She hadn't been as nervous the night she first appeared with the band.


    Chance was out front. Chance and Doc and Dutch and Joe. She could see Joe's bald spot shining, his gold teeth gleaming. This was a great night for Joe. She was his baby. He felt that he and he alone had raised her. The others had paid the bills,


    


    but he had raised her. He started to clap his enormous hands the moment she appeared and Chance had to stop him finally after all other applause had died down.


    She sang. They had added a couple of new numbers, but mostly it was the old routine. It did not matter that there were a lot of Hollywood people in the audience who had heard them at the Valley club. The act actually was never quite the same twice.


    The audience hked it. Vegas audiences as a rule were easy to please. There was a hoHday air about the place which softened people.


    She did not see Cellini. CeUini sat at one of the side tables and he wasn't watching her. He was watching Chance. Cellini v/as very pleased with himself. Things seemed to be working out to his satisfaction. Even to himself his ultimate plan was nebulous. He only knew that somehow through this gu'l he would hurt Elson.


    Yes, Elson was in love with her. He might mask his feelings well, but this he could not hide from Cellini. Celhni studied Chance as a general might study an objective in a coming campaign. The girl was Chance's weakness, and Cellini meant to take advantage of the fact.


    He rose and slipped from the room before the show was over. He had no desire to meet Chance face to face. For that matter, he would rather not have seen Danzig.


    His life had only two purposes now, to get even with Chance Elson and to step into Danzig's shoes.


    Danzig was standing in the restaurant doorway, watching the show, and Celhni had to pass him to get out of the room. Danzig turned and walked beside him.


    "Good show."


    Celhni did not know whether Danzig was aware of his part in putting the band into the Peacock.


    "Yeah, Red usually puts on a good act."


    "That girl of Elson's is okay. She's a looker."


    Danzig turned away. Cellini watched him go. It was only a matter of time until he went entirely off tlie rails, but Celhni was impatient. He had heard nothing from the East, nothing. He knew why the big boys were hesitating. It was because of


    


    the enormous amount of money Danzig owed them. But even the money should not make them hold back forever.


    Maybe Danzig would hang on long enough to pay out his debts. Celhni did not like the thought. He had to get rid of Danzig, Danzig was in his way.


    Inside the restaurant, Chance was just pulling back Judy's chair. He had talked her into coming out to the ranch, staying at the ranch while she was in town.


    Judy was glad enough to come. It was a relief to get away from the band for a httle while. Chance was so utterly di£Fer-ent from Red Tooker. She didn't want him to be as wacky as Red, but if he would only unbend.


    At the ranch Judy stood in the small living room, looking around with pleasure. Then she turned to Chance, who had been making drinks in the kitchen.


    "How did you like the show?"


    "It was great." Joe was beside the window. "Jeese, I never seen anything like it."


    She arched a brow at Chance. "You didn't think much of it, did you?"


    He was unhappy. "Look, kid, you've done swell, amd you'll do a lot better."


    "But you didn't like it?"


    "Well no. It didn't make much sense. Those boys of Took-er's sound more Hke a bunch of kids beating on tin pans than an orchestra."


    "They're good," she said. "Every man is very good. You have to be able to play something straight before you can louse it up."


    "Then why louse it up?"


    She thought about that. "They are expressing themselves and their contempt for formahzed pop music, ballads, blues, that kind of stufF. I suppose it's the same with a modemistic painter and conventional art."


    "You're way ahead of me."


    She knew that he would never understand. It occurred to her that despite his occupation Chance was a conventionalist, that he had made his rules and Hved by them rigidly, and that he expected others to conform to the same rules.


    


    For herself, she had found something she needed with the band. It gave her a sense of freedom. All her Hfe she had been seeking freedom. It explained her running away from the home, her gladness to leave here for Hollywood.


    She loved this place. She loved it more than anywhere else she had ever been, and she had had a certain freedom here, but always she had been conscious of Chance's disapproval if she got out of line in anything.


    She looked at him, feehng her pulse quicken. He always had this eflFect on her, and probably always would. But could she stand the confinement which marriage to him was bound to bring?


    Red Tooker was a free soul, and in some way he managed to transfer this freedom to her when she was with him. She had feared at first to get up on the stand, to ham the songs. Now she loved it. She was Judy Liller. It was her trademark, just as other singers had built their careers on other types of singing. Judy Liller, in lights, on the stage, forcing people to like her, to applaud. This was something Tooker understood, something Chance never would.


    But with all his distaste for the show, Chance came to the hotel every night while she was there. And it was with a distinct sense of loss that he drove her to McCarran Field and stood watching as she went up the steps to the plane, followed by the band.


    He turned away and Doc, beside him, took his arm. "She's on her way. You'll never stop that kid now."


    "Who wants to stop her?"


    Doc said, "Wouldn't you rather have kept her here?"


    "Yeah."


    "Then why didn't you say something? Why didn't you ask her to marry you?"


    Chance said slowly, "If I'd asked her, and she'd agreed, she would always have a doubt in her mind, a feeling that marriage cheated her of something she might have liked better."


    "What woman doesn't?"


    "You know more about women than I do."


    "You can say that again, and I still wouldn't have to know 211


    


    much. Go on over to Hollywood next week. Take her out to dinner, tell her how much you need her help. Why do you think she's taken with that redheaded screwball? Because he needs her. He leans on her. She even handles the money for the band. That gives her a sense of importance."


    "What do you want me to do, put her in the cashier's cage in place of Dutch?"


    "Why not? She can count money, can't she?" "Sure, but that's no place for a woman, in a gambling house."


    Doc snorted. "You got ideas about women. Where the hell you got them I don't know unless they came out of a book. My God, a woman isn't something to stick up on a pedestal and worship."


    The next week Chance went to Los Angeles. Ever since Judy had left the hotel he had been restless. "I guess I need a vacation," he thought. But in his heart he knew what was the matter with him. He needed the girl.


    He drove over. He did not let Judy know he was coming, not so much because he wanted to surprise her as because he did not make up^his mind to go until after noon.


    It was eight o'clock when he checked into the Roosevelt Hotel. He went up to the room and called her number. There was no answer. His impulse was to go to bed, to caU her in the morning.


    But he wanted to see her that night. He went back down and drove to her apartment. It was a modest two-story brick building north of Santa Monica.


    He chmbed the stairs and moved along the upper hall toward the rear. Her door was open a couple of inches and a hght burned within.


    He knocked. He got no answer. He hesitated for a moment and then pushed the panel inward. The room beyond was empty. He stood debating what to do. He didn't know either of Judy's roommates. He guessed that one of them must have stepped out for a m.inute, since the door was unlatched.


    He went in leaving the door wide. There was a small desk in the comer, paper lying on it. He crossed and picked up a


    


    pencil. He'd leave a note for Judy, ask her to call him at the hotel as soon as she got home.


    And then he heard the snoring in the bedroom. It was heavy snoring, a sound that suddenly filled the apartment. Without thinking, he crossed the room and pushed the door open.


    Red Tooker lay on his back in the middle of the bed. He was naked except for an undershirt. His hair was mussed and he looked homeHer than Chance remembered.


    Chance stood staring at the redheaded man, hating him. He wanted to cross the room, seize Tooker and throw him from the second-story window.


    He didn't, for his eye caught the open suitcase beside the dresser, the mussed shirts, the rumpled pajamas. He stood for a long minute, fighting for control, then turned on his heel and marched into the front room. He had almost reached the door when he thought of the note he had scribbled to Judy. He turned back to the desk, gathering it up, balling it with his jstrong fingers.


    He started again for the door. Then he stopped. Judy was in the entrance, a blue-paper parcel under her arm. She almost dropped it in her surprise.


    "Chance."


    His voice had a thick sound as if his tongue had swelled until it was too large for the mouth cavity. "Sorry I walked m.


    Her eyes went beyond him, to the bedroom door now wide, and understanding came to her. "Chance, listen. . . ,"


    He said flatly, "There's nothing to hsten to, kid. You're on your own. You're making your Hving. Who you sleep with is none of my Goddamn business."


    "But Chance, it isn't . . ."


    "I can stand anything but a liar."


    Sparks leaped into her gray eyes. Her temper when aroused was a match for his own. "Doc's right. He said once that you were as stuffy as a minister. You set your own rules and God help any of us who don't hve by them."


    Her words hurt him almost as much as the sight of Red 213


    


    Tooker had. He said, "If that's the way you feel, I'm glad I found out." He was again walking toward the door.


    "No you don't." Her tone had risen. She caught his arm. "Darnnit, you're going to hsten to me whether you want to or not."


    "Let go." They stared at each other.


    "Not until I've told you off."


    She had hold of his right arm. His left came up in a backhanded swing that caught her squarely across the face. "You bitch." He walked out.


    Judy stood against the wall for a long minute, looking through the empty doorway. Then she started to cry.


    (^apten^ fS


    Ralph Cellini breezed into Ab Shaw's office Wednesday morning, humming to himself. Even his scarred face looked pleasant and he gave the blonde at the reception desk a bright smile, not neglecting to reach over and pinch her.


    "Tooker not showed yet?"


    "Not yet, Mr. CeUini."


    "When he comes, show him into my joint." He kept the office here although he seldom used it. However, it came in handy when he found a new girl who was a httle hard to break down.


    Ten minutes later Tooker opened the door. Red Tooker was surprised. When the call had come from the agency, he had assumed that it was about a booking and that it was Ab Shaw who wanted to see him.


    Cellini waved a hand. "Come on in, keed." They knew each other. Cellini was a great one to hit the night spots, and he was free with his money when he wanted some orchestra to play a special number.


    Tooker came in uncertainly, a frown on his ugly face. "What are you doing here?"


    


    Cellini grinned. "Didn't know I had a piece of this joint, did you?"


    Tooker sat down. He put his green porkpie hat on the corner of the desk. "No."


    "Tell you something else you don't know. It was me that got Ab to take you on. It was me booked you into the Peacock."


    "The hell."


    "Weren't you siu-prised to get a break hke that?"


    Tooker nodded. Screwball that he was, he was afraid of Cellini, afraid of any favors the man might deal out.


    "That girl in your band, that Judy Liller. She's good."


    Tooker's mouth tightened. So that was the gimmick. The fat greaseball son of a bitch wanted Judy. Red Tooker got a feehng of nausea at the pit of his stomach. He had no illusions about himself. He was a coward and he knew it. Some of the brash front he had developed over the years was to hide this gnawing cowardice, even from himself, but he could not deny it now. He knew that he would never face up to Cellini.


    "Why don't you marry her?"


    The words caught him utterly unprepared. He gaped at Cellini as if he were a fish just pulled out of the water. "Marry her?"


    "For Christ sake. People do get married."


    Red Tooker had been busily engaged in ducking marriage for a dozen years, and the idea of marrying anyone insulted his natural instincts. But Judy was a girl in a million. He not only liked her, he respected her. She was the one woman he had ever known whom he had not made a legitimate pass at. He had slept in her apartment, yes. He had a habit of sleeping anywhere that the impulse overtook him, but he had never made a real pass at her.


    He drew a long breath. "She's a chick. She deserves better. What's your angle?"


    Cellini considered. He was not afraid of Red Tooker. He had the guy exactly where he wanted him. Tooker could not help himself. He had to follow Cellini's orders.


    "Look," said Cellini, "I'll level with you. You know Elson?"


    "He's a square."


    


    "I hate his guts. This kid isn't really his sister, you know. She was kind of adopted. Elson's in love with her."


    Tooker said, "You're sending, but I ain't getting it clear."


    Cellini said, "I could have had him wiped out, but that wouldn't hurt. You see these?" He touched the network of scars across his cheeks. "Elson gave me these."


    Tooker knew hate when he saw it, and hate scared him.


    "KiUing ain't enough. I want the bastard to suffer. First, he loses the girl. Then we'll think of something else."


    Tooker had not hked Chance, but at this point he had one of his few moments of greatness. "You got the Mnrong boy."


    "Elson your pal?"


    "I hate his insides, but Judy's a good chick. She plays it v^dth me, I don't do it to her."


    Cellini leaned forward. All his affabihty was gone. "You crum. You cheap horn-blowing jerk. You got a monkey on your back. You been carrying him a long time."


    Tooker's mouth was suddenly dry.


    "You bastard. Do you think you can buy a fix in this town if I pass the word? Do what I say or you've had it. Marry the girl. I give you a week. Now, get the hell out of here before I blow my stack and you get hurt."


    Long after Tooker had gone Cellini sat quiet at the desk. He had no doubt that Tooker would obey him. The jerk had been on horse a long time. He was as much CeUini's slave as if he had been bom into bondage. Ralph Cellini was thinking of a different matter, and as if in answer to his thoughts the phone rang. It was his downtown office. There was a longdistance call for him from New York.


    He did not call back from the agency. He wanted no one to overhear what was said. And when he got his connection from his own apartment, his voice was not quite steady.


    "Hello, this is Ralph."


    A voice he knew said, "The sale has been made. Two boys vdll be in on the noon plane to close. The papers have to be signed in L.A. Can you manage?"


    Cellini gripped the phone hard. This was it. This was what he had been waiting for. "I can manage."


    "Set it up." The phone at the end of the long circuit clicked.


    


    At ten minutes after twelve, Cellini stood by the gate at the International Airport, watching as the passengers from FHght 1105 out of Chicago came up the ramp.


    He wondered if he would spot the men who had been sent on this important mission. He didn't. One was fat and looked like an overheated salesman. The other was tall and thin and might have been a doctor, from the black case he carried.


    They were not together. The fat man stopped first, mopping his face. "Real hot."


    Cellini said, "Real hot," and the man gave him a wide, gentle smile. "Thought we'd never get here. Don't like to fly. It bothers my stomach." He belched.


    CeUini breathed deeply. He was getting jimipy. There was nothing to worry about, but he was well known around town. One of the racket squad might just be watching the airport. He pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose. When he lowered the handkerchief he passed the car key and the slip of paper to the fat man and then turned quickly away.


    The fat man moved on, followed by the other. They halted to pick up their baggage. Cellini idled at the ticket counter and asked about flights East. When he turned back, they were crossing the street toward the parking lot.


    He found a phone booth and called Vegas. Danzig had no desire to leave Vegas. Danzig cursed him in three languages. Cellini held his temper.


    *1 can't help it," he whined. "The boys are getting out of line on the service. They're holding out. They think you don't care any more."


    Danzig said, "Maybe I'd better get myself another boy." Once that threat would have struck terror to Cellini's heart. Now he merely smiled.


    He said, "I'm sorry, Benji." The whine in his voice was more pronoimced. "I can't handle it. This thing is going to blow if you don't put the fear of God into these apes. You gotta do it tonight. I told them you was coming. They 11 be at your Brentwood place at ten."


    "All right. But some of those bastards are going to get killed." Danzig slammed down the receiver.


    Cellini got a cab and rode across to the agency and went 217


    


    into his office. He told the blonde he had to see a couple of men that afternoon and then he was driving over to Vegas. If anyone wanted to reach him, he would be at the Peacock by midnight.


    Then he drove to his own apartment. It was a garden-court affair, built around a pahn-filled square of ground with a swimming pool at the lower end. There was no central lobby and each apartment was reached by a separate flight of stairs leading up from the underground garage.


    He dismissed his cab and walked down the ramp into the garage. The fat man and his partner were sitting quietly in Cellini's car.


    He nodded to them and they got out, following him up the private stairway to his apartment.


    Inside he turned to face them. He knew they were not employees of the Syndicate. In matters of this kind, the Syndicate always called in outsiders for a particular job.


    "It's set for ten," he said. He saw the tali man open the black bag he had been carrying. It contained a shotgun with a small stock and sawed-off barrels. At short range it could be murderous.


    "I'll spot the house for you," Cellini said. "His dame is in Europe. There are two guys living there, his brother-in-law and a jerk he keeps around for laughs. There are no guards." "Yard lights?" "No yard lights."


    They nodded. They followed him back down to the car and he said to the fat man, "You drive."


    He sat in back. He told the fat man which turns to take. The man knew the way. Apparently he had been in Los Angeles before.


    "Vv^hat about afterward?"


    The fat man turned. He had a gold eyetooth. Cellini had not noticed it before. "We got a friend. He has a beach cottage. We'll hole up there."


    "V/hat do you want, a stolen car?"


    The fat man shook his head. "Our friend has a car. It's taken care of."


    Celhni pointed out Danzig's house. It was a ranch type, 218


    


    set on a large comer lot. He pointed out the window of the big living room. "There's a couch directly across from it. It's Danzig's favorite place to sit. Either there or the chair that backs up to that window. He'll be there at ten tonight. He's expecting some boys to call."


    They nodded. The fat man circled the block. He drove back and forth across the section, timing each run by the stop watch on his wrist. Apparently satisfied, he drove back to Cellini's apartment. There was an almost-new Ford sedan parked before the building. The fat man compared a shp he drew from his pocket with the Hcense plates. "That's our car."


    He pulled up beside it. The thin man got out. He had the shotgun under his coat. Cellini experienced a feeling of terrific relief when they drove away.


    He died at least three times during the long afternoon. If there were a slip now, if Danzig did not show up, or if the fat man and his companion failed . . . His mouth was dry, fiUed with a dirty taste of fear. If there were any shp, he was as good as dead. He could not run far enough, or hide skillfully enough to keep Benji Danzig from finding him.


    He knew Danzig would drive. Danzig hated to fly, and unless something unforeseen happened, Danzig would drive alone. He drove hke a madman, as if the car were racing the forces which were driving him onward.


    Celhni knew all this. He thought he probably knew more about Benji Danzig than any hving man.


    At six-thirty he could stand it no longer. He drove out to the Brentwood house.


    He had nothing but contempt for Ike Goldham, Benji's brother-in-law, or for Roscoe Franks, the stooge Danzig supported for no reason that Cellini had ever been able to determine.


    They were in the kitchen, making sandwiches and guzzling beer when he walked in. Both were surprised to see him.


    Goldham was a small, ratlike man with too-sharp features and a hangdog air. He had been a minor labor racketeer before Danzig brought him to the Coast. Now he ran errands, scuttling back and forth between Hollywood and Las


    


    Vegas with messages, money and payofiFs of one kind or another. Franks was a Serb, a big man with a flat, moonhke face who, by his blundering, provided Danzig with laughs.


    Goldham wasn't pleased to hear that his brother-in-law was arriving. He had set up a party for that night, and he went reluctantly to the phone to call the girls and cancel it when CeUini explained that there was to be a very important business meeting.


    Cellini helped himself to a sandwich and made some coflFee. He was almost too nervous to eat. Where the hell was Danzig? Maybe he had changed his mind. Maybe he wasn't coming, or maybe the high-powered car had plunged oflF the road.


    At quarter after eight there was the sotmd of a car in the driveway. He opened the rear door in time to see Danzig's graceful figure step to the ground and cross the yard toward him.


    Danzig was nervous when he came into the kitchen. He refused coffee and a sandwich, pouring himself half a glass of whisky, which he downed straight.


    ''What's with these muggs?"


    CeUini glanced at Goldham and Franks. The sons of bitches' ears were flapping. "Shouldn't we talk alone?"


    Danzig glared at his brother-in-law and his stooge. "Scram."


    The men could not get through the door fast enough.


    "All right, give it to me."


    "It's this way." Cellini had his story all set. "Blubber Lane at the finance company and Marco Bellingham down at the beach have got a bunch of the boys together. They are kicking on the price of the service."


    "Sor


    "So you told me no rough stuff until the hotel is cleared. So, how am I supposed to whip tirem into line? They aren't afraid of me the way they are of you. I kept telling them you'd come over and straighten things out. They won't beheve me. They've got the crazy idea that for some reason you're afraid to leave the hotel."


    Danzig's eyes were brooding. 220


    


    "So I told them you'd be here tonight at ten. I don't think they believed that." "They'll find out."


    "Sure, but look, Benji, it would be better if I wasn't around when you told them off. You can make it plainer that my word is it if I'm not here." "Stick around."


    Cellini's face blanched a httle. It was no part of his plan to be in the house when the killing took place. He meant to be a long way from there when the shots were fired. He meant to have an unbreakable ahbi.


    But he dared not refuse. He watched as Danzig refilled the glass and carried it into the living room. The man was too nervous to sit down. He kept pacing back and forth until Cellini thought he would scream.


    Finally he stopped before CeUini's chair. "You sure they're coming?"


    Cellini shrugged. "I could check." "Do that."


    Cellini went to the phone. He dialed a number, but as he did so, he depressed the pin on which the receiver rested. The dial tone continued unbroken.


    He did not dare turn, but he sensed that Danzig was watching him. Finally he hung up.


    "No answer. They're probably on their way." He glanced at his watch. It was a quarter to nine.


    Sweat made a thin line across his bulging forehead. He had to get out of there. A dozen ideas flashed through his mind. He could pretend to be sick. He could go to a doctor. He could . . .


    Danzig said, "You know where these punks hang out?" "Maybe." His mind wouldn't seem to work. He could not think clearly.


    "Find them. Bring them here if it takes you all night." Cellini had no clear memory of leaving the house. It seemed to him as he reached his car at the curb that he saw a shadow in the shrubbery beyond the front-room window. He could not be sure. It might have been the thin man. He cursed as the starter ground the motor into life. He hoped


    


    that they wouldn't be early. They couldn't be early. He had a long way to go in an hour.


    He had planned to make Victorville. He had planned to be there on the stroke of ten. He couldn't make it now. It was impossible. He had an hour and a quarter. He drove faster than he had ever driven in his Hfe. He didn't care if he got picked up for speeding. He hoped that he would.


    But a mischievous luck followed him. He traveled Foothill Boulevard at ninety miles an hour, and still no state patrol car challenged him. He reached the outskirts of San Bernardino. He glanced at his watch. It was ten minutes after ten. He wheeled into the first restaurant he saw. He came charging into the place, ordering coffee as he came. The counterman thought he was drunk.


    He sat down on the stool. He tasted the cup that was put before him. "You call that coffee?"


    "What do you call it, Jack?" The counterman was big.


    "I call it slop."


    "Then don't drink it."


    Cellini picked up the cup and hurled it deliberately into the man's face. The counterman came after him. In his youth, Cellini had been a mean rough-and-tumble fighter. He gave a good account of himself. One of the customers called the cops. He did Ralph CeUini a favor without reahzing it. At ten twenty-nine, three men from the sheriff's ofiBce dragged Cellini out to their prowl car. At the station he made no effort to conceal his identity.


    "You'll hear from this," he raged at them. "I'm a personal friend of Benji Danzig. Get in touch with him."


    The news that Benji Danzig was dead reached Las Vegas at ten thirty-five. The Associated Press and the United Press both carried the flash. Neither Vegas paper printed until the following morning, but the news spread by grapevine.


    Chance heard it first at twelve-thirty from Doc. Doc was as excited as Chance had ever seen him. "Well, they got him."


    Chance had just picked up his hat. "Got who?"


    "Danzig."


    Chance stood perfectly still. "Who got him?" 222


    


    "They don't know."


    "Where'd they get him, at the hotel?"


    "No, in his L.A. house, shot him through a window with a shotgun."


    "Where's CelHni?"


    "I don't know. It was just a flash to the newspaper."


    Chance sat down slowly, his mind refusing to grasp the news. If ever a man had earned the right to die by violence, Benji Danzig had. But in the later months Chance had come more and more to think of Danzig only in relation to the hotel. That was it. What would happen to the hotel? Who would take over, CeUini?


    No, Cellini simply did not have it. You had to see the picture in breadth to understand the problems. You had to feel for the place as if the wood and plaster and glass had a soul.


    Cellini might take over the hotel, but if he did, the chances of survival were largely cut, and if the Peacock failed, it could well pull down Las Vegas with it. That was what Chance did not want to happen. He placed a call to Kem and hung up, sitting quiet, waiting for the operator to call him back.


    Doc went out. He walked slowly up the street. The news of Danzig's death was everywhere. A man Doc knew said, "The cDps just went out to the Peacock. They rounded up every known gangster there. The word is that the killing was planned in Vegas."


    Doc went back to the restaurant. The place was nearly deserted, just as the other clubs were nearly deserted. People were too busy discussing the news to be interested in gambhng.


    Chance was talking on the phone when Doc returned. Doc sat down, hstening. Chance said, "The news just came through, John. . . . Yeah. . . . No, I have no idea who will get the hotel. The Syndicate is in it for milHons, and there's that Texas loan, and I imderstand the contractor still hasn't been fully paid. . . .


    "That's right. Find out what you can and call me as soon as you do. . . . Yes, we're all vitally interested. Everyone


    


    in the state should be vitally interested. . . . No, I don't think Cellini has the stuff to take over although he may try. . . . Okay."


    He hung up. Doc said, "You should take a look out on the street. There's a bigger crowd than I've seen for months. Everyone is milhng around, guessing."


    "We should know something soon," said Chance. "Kern is already calHng the Crime Commission. I'll bet you those boys knew something was in the wind before it happened. I'm not as concerned with who killed Danzig as I am about who will take his place."


    "So what do we do?"


    "Nothing at the moment. Let's go home and go to bed."


    Chance did not know who the killer was, but he guessed that he was a nameless person, brought in for the task. The chances were that he had never been in Vegas and would never come here. This was a hired job, pure and simple, and for that reason, unless an unforeseen accident occurred, it would probably never be solved.


    The irony was that Danzig himself had once been such a faceless killer, an enforcer of the dictates of the very men who had unquestionably now ordered his death.


    But it wasn't Danzig who was foremost in his mind. It was Judy. She had called him stuffy, a stuffed shirt. If trying to live by a certain code was stuffy, then he was. His anger at her had faded as realization came that he had probably been hasty. Damnit, he never could seem to be entirely logical where the girl was concerned. Maybe this was what was meant by being in love.


    He turned the thought over and over in his mind, weighing his own reactions as clearly as he could. So acting hke Tooker was not being stuffy. To hell with it. Tooker was nothing but a cheap actor, hamming a part for all it was worth. Couldn't Judy see that? Couldn't Judy understand that the men who did things, who forged ahead, had to have some kind of rules by which their actions were governed? Even Benji Danzig had had a certain code. It was a warped, crazy thing, not based on the moral sense by which most people live, but still, there had been a code.


    


    He would allow no rough stuflF at the hotel, and by extension he had ruled that rough stuff must be kept out of Vegas. Even the Syndicate had bowed to this. Danzig had not been killed in Nevada, but in Los Angeles, so that his death would not reflect on the hotel more than necessary.


    His own code was something he had evolved for himself when he had first started to play the boats with Doc. And like Danzig's rules, his had been based on common sense. It did not pay to run a crooked game. Sooner or later cheating would catch up with you, and you would lose far more than the few crooked dollars you had won. He had a reputation in this town. His word was as good as any bond. And unconsciously he had carried his dislike of cheating into his personal Hfe.


    Danzig, for all that he was a murderer, a despoiler of women, a wholesale dope peddler, had honored his own word. Chance had heard that the contractor was being paid off faithfully, that the promises made to the employees of the hotel had been kept. Strange that a man who had broken almost every other rule had still honored his word. He wondered if Judy would consider Danzig stuffy. He wondered exactly what she did think of him. Somewhere along the Hne he had failed with her. He had been too busy, too engrossed with making the restaurant into a soHd, paying operation to give the time he should have given to personal matters.


    He knew the impulse to call her, to tell her how sorry he was for the way he had acted, to tell her that no matter what she ever did he would never again try to judge her.


    But he did not call. It was after three now, a hell of a time to wake a girl with an apology. And what if he did call, and Tooker answered the phone?


    A few days later he made a cautious phone call to one of the two detectives he still kept working at the Peacock. The man said that he could not get away until midnight. It was two before he showed up, sHpping into the office through the kitchen.


    He was nervous and he kept walking up and down the small room as he talked. "The place has been a madhouse aU week. No one knows what is what. Goldham, that was


    


    Danzig's brother-in-law, showed up the first morning and Marks, the assistant manager, threw him out. Then three of Cellini's crowd blew in from Los Angeles. A guy named Dugon, Froist, and a man named Grouse."


    Chance had been listening idly. He sat up straight. ''What's this Crouse look hke?"


    "Big man, red faced, shaggy. Know him?"


    "If it's who I think it is, he damn near killed me once. I wondered what had happened to the bastard."


    "Well, they came in with word that Marks was supposed to hold the fort until Cellini gets out of the San Berdoo tank. And tonight Harry Manski and Frank Dorieo flew in from the East. They're here to protect the money the Syndicate advanced Danzig. Then at midnight a Texas banker showed up. He's got a mortgage loan on the joint for two milHon eight hundred thousand.


    "I don't know what they were talking about, but they were all shut up in the office, apparently trying to straighten things out."


    "What happened to the hotel guests?"


    "Brother, they checked out. By the time the morning papers carried the story most of them were gone. I think they figured the shooting was going to start out there. It's lucky they did. Half the help quit. The place looks like a morgue."


    Chance said, "Stay with it, and if I happen to be out of town report to Doc. I want to know everything you can pick up." After the man had gone, he sat for a long time, motionless at his desk. If in some way he could get control of the hotel. If he could take over its management. It wasn't built exactly the way he would have built it, but it would do. If he could only get into control.


    The phone rang. He picked up the instrument to hear the long-distance operator say that John Kern wanted to talk to him. A moment later Kern was on the wire.


    "Chance, can you get up to Reno by noon tomorrow?"


    "I think so, even if I have to charter a plane."


    "Meet me at the Riverside Hotel at twelve-thirty." 226


    


    ''What cooks?"


    "I'd rather not talk about it over the phone, but we want to discuss the Peacock."


    Chance hung up slowly, Kern's words making a kind of refrain as they ran through his mind. Discuss the Peacock, discuss the Peacock. Did that mean that Kern was intending to buy the place, to perhaps put him in to run it? If not why had Kern called him?


    He lifted the receiver again and called the airport. He made his reservation for the seven o'clock Reno flight and hung up.


    Doc was standing in the doorway, his eyebrows raised.


    Chance said, "Kern just phoned. He wants me in Reno by noon to discuss the Peacock."


    "What's there to discuss about the Peacock?"


    "Maybe he wants us to take it over."


    Doc came on in. "Are you serious?"


    "What's wrong with the idea? Someone has to take it over. It's a damn cinch Cellini can't run it."


    "So he goes broke. So I lead the cheering section."


    Chance thought, "Doc's got a lot more education than I have, and he's a long way from a fool, but he's too lazy to really stop and figure." He said, "This town can't afford to have a hotel fail, or a club fail, not at this stage of things. If one place goes under, it hurts us all."

  


  
    "Even if it's run by gangsters?"


    "Even if it's run by gangsters."


    "You're land of changing your time, aren't you?"


    "A man learns certain things," Chance said, "and I hope that I know more than I did a couple of years ago."


    "Meaning I don't?"


    "I didn't say that, but Vegas has changed a lot since we came here. It's grown, and a lot of new people have come in, people who don't have anything to do with gambling directly."


    "Sure, they work in stores and laundries and things. But don't kid yourself; it's still gambHng that makes the wheels go around. Without it, sand would be blowing up Fremont in two months."


    


    '"That's right. This is nearly a one-industry town, but it has to be a big industry to support it. Our industry isn't gambhng. It's tourists. We are rapidly becoming the largest tourist center in the world. And what is it draws tourists to a place? Other tourists. People are like sheep. Now supposing your neighbor comes over to the Peacock, supposing it is badly run, the help sullen and unfriendly, the food lousy, and maybe the games crooked. Is he going to brag about the place until you want to see it? He is not. He's going to grouse about the sucker trap he fell into. So you, instead of coming here, will probably head for Yosemite or Yellowstone or maybe Mexico."


    "You should have been a lawyer." Doc's smile was wry. "You can lay out an argument for anything and make it sound convincing."


    Chance grinned. "Don't you think I'm right?" "Probably."


    "I only hope I do as good a job of talking when I get to Reno. This meeting with Kern can be the most important thing that ever happened to us, the most important thing that ever happened to Vegas. Let's go home and get some sleep. I've got an early plane to catch."


    He looked at his watch. It was nearly four. They were halfway along the passage to the kitchen when the phone rang. Chance almost did not go back to answer it. Who would be calHng him at this hour? StiU, it might be Kern again. It wasn't. It was Judy.


    "Judy . . ." For the moment he could say no more than her name. "Judy, honey. I've been going to caU you. I—I made a damn fool of myself the other night."


    There was silence at the far end of the wire. "Judy, are you still there?"


    "I'm here." Her voice soimded a Httle uncertain, a Httle weak.


    "I'm sorry. I really am. What you do is your business. I had no right to say anything. I shouldn't have hit you." He knew he wasn't saying this right. Someway when he tried to talk to her the proper words did not come. It made him


    


    impatient, angry with himself and some of this crept into his voice, adding to the harshness.


    "Chance?"


    "Yeah?"


    "Will you do me a favor?"


    "Sure, what is it?"


    "Come over to Los Angeles in the morning. I want to talk to you."


    He almost said of course, and then he stopped. "J^^Y? I can't, not tomorrow. I'm flying up to Reno, first thing in the morning. I have to see Kern. This is very important."


    There was a catch in her voice. "This is kind of important, too."


    "Look, come over here. Maybe I'll be back tomorrow night, or the day after."


    "I can't. We're slated to go on tour. We open in New Orleans Saturday."


    He felt trapped. He wanted to hop on a plane and fly to see her at that moment. "Listen, Judy. There's a meeting in Reno, a lot of important people. It's too late for me to call it off. This might affect the whole future of southern Nevada."


    "I understand."


    "Can't you tell me over the phone?"


    "No, I guess I've got the answer already. I just wanted a little advice. Take care of yourself."


    "Judy, listen." She had already himg up.


    He stood, holding the dead phone in his hand, almost ready to call her back. Then slowly he replaced it in the cradle and walked out to where Doc waited in the car.


    "Who was it?"


    "Judy. She wanted me to come over. She wanted some advice."


    "About what?"


    "She didn't say. She's going on tour. They open in New Orleans Saturday." He got in and started the motor. He was silent all during the drive home, haunted by the feehng that he had made a mistake, that he should have started at once for Los Angeles.
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    Chance could not help contrasting this meeting with the one he had attended at Kern's Fallon ranch. There had been only four men beside Kern then. Here were twenty-two seated around the long directors' table in Kern's Reno bank.


    Then he had been a stranger, his motives and abihties questionable. Now he owned a successful business in Las Vegas, and everyone in the southern part of the state knew him.


    He smiled as he took his seat and Kern made the introductions. Chance made no effort to remember all the names. Some of the men he knew, some he recognized, an ex-governor, several members of the legislature, county officials, ranchers, mining men. Everyone save himself was from central or northern Nevada.


    Kern did not attempt to stand. "This is not a formal meeting. Most of you know Elson. I asked him to come because I feel he knows more about Las Vegas than any other man down there, and he is not afraid to say what he thinks. I asked the rest of you for two reasons. There will be some changes in the licensing procedure suggested at the coming legislature, and you should be cognizant of the problems the tax commission now faces. But more immediate is the crisis brought on by the murder of Benji Danzig, and the question, who will take over his hotel."


    "The kiUing was a damn good thing." Some man Chance could not identify spoke from the far end of the table.


    "Bad or good," Kern said, "it is a problem. From what the Crime Commission tells me, there was a meeting of the gang overlords in Havana, Cuba, last week."


    Chance looked up. This was the first he had heard of that meeting.


    "Now why does this Cuban meeting interest us? Perhaps Nevada was not even discussed there, but one thing we know,


    


    This group advanced something like four million dollars for Danzig to build his hotel, and they are not the type of men to sit back quietly and lose four million dollars."


    The assemblage stirred. Men shifted as if they suddenly found their chairs uncomfortable. Kern poured himself a glass of water. His voice was hoarse. Then he went ahead reviewing his long-held fear of a Syndicate invasion.


    "When Danzig built his hotel," he went on, "I thought we had lost. I thought the gangs had taken over. Now, his death gives us a reprieve. If in some way we could prevent Danzig's Eastern associates from taking over the hotel, if we could keep them from getting a foothold . . ."


    "They're in already, aren't they?" one of the state legislators interrupted. "Four million in."


    Someone laughed. The laugh sounded hollow.


    Kern made his point. "Not if we form a local group to pay oflF the obligations and take over the hotel. I would not suggest this if I did not firmly beheve that the place can be made to earn out, and that we have a man, here in this room, who by the management of his own place has proved himself able to handle an operation of this scope."


    Chance could not quite mask the feeling of pride. To be so singled out by John Kern ... It was probably the high moment of his life.


    Kem motioned to him. "Tell them the score. Chance."


    For an instant Chance had a wave of stage fright. Then he stood with a growing conviction that he understood the problems involved better than any of these men.


    He talked intently. "First I think it important that we all realize how Vegas is mushrooming. Down there we are in a boom such as we never dreamed of before the war.


    "The country is flooded with black-market money to the point where the federal government has requested all banks to list depositors who present large bills.


    "Black-market operators are caught with money they cannot spend without inviting embarrassing questions from the revenue department. Much of this money is flowing through Vegas. In my own place we have customers daily who pxu"-chase stacks of chips with hundred-dollar bills, lose two or


    


    three chips at the tables and cash in, receiving tens and twenties for their remaining stack. In effect, they are paying me ten per cent to change their questionable money into bills they can spend without arousing suspicion. I don't know who they are and have no way of finding out. The same thing is happening in all the clubs.


    "This explains part of our boom, and it will not last, but there is a much soHder foundation for our surge of business. Hollywood has adopted us, and all the Western states are gaining heavily in population. Our potential number of customers is therefore an ever increasing figure. Now, if you people of Nevada will take over the Peacock, you might not only prevent some gangsters from entering the state, but you can maintain the moral tone of operations, by setting an example in the operation of the biggest hotel."


    The ex-governor said slowly, "You are almost saying that Danzig set a moral tone for the town."


    "That's exactly what he did."


    He saw surprise and disbehef in their eyes, and tried to convince them. "Why do you think so few gangsters have come to Vegas? Because Danzig kept them out."


    He paused, suddenly reahzing that they did not understand what he was saying, that they did not want to understand. To them he was still a foreigner. They were jealous of Vegas, of the upstart city which threatened to eclipse Reno in both size and importance.


    He set his jaw grimly. He'd tell them whether they be-heved or not. "Nothing hke Vegas has happened in modem America. Vegas was really bom the day Benji Danzig opened the Peacock.


    "Without tourists it would shrivel and die overnight. It owes nothing to Nevada save the gambling laws, for it draws its customers from the four corners of the earth. And Danzig led the way. Danzig showed that you can safely spend money on a mirage. Danzig held off the Syndicate single-handed until they killed him. If his associates get the hotel, I don't know what will happen. Maybe the whole point of view of the town wiU deteriorate. That's why I'd like to see the Peacock in Nevada hands."


    


    "It's a terrible town." A rancher stood up. "I wouldn't invest a nickel in the place."


    Chance wanted to argue, to point out that despite its huge floating population, Vegas' crime rate was not high. He wanted to point to the new homes building, to the increased schools, to a hundred other things.


    What was the use? Only Kern seemed to understand that the Peacock should be bought, because it was important to both the town and the state that the hotel be run right, that by the example of its operation it could set a standard for all future development.


    Chance tried to push them. 'Various interests are scrambling for control of the Peacock. A firm offer at the moment, covering the debts and mortgages, would be snapped up now. In a few days it wiU be too late."


    The ex-governor asked, "There are other hotels being built. Do you know who is behind them?" "No."


    "How many hotels do you think Vegas can support?" "None. The tourists support hotels, and one properly run will bring in more toinists. It will create business. There is a limit, of course, but barring a depression, I don't think we will reach that limit soon."


    He sat down. He knew he had failed to make them comprehend his belief in the magnitude of Vegas' possible futin-e. He said as much to John Kern after the meeting. "I'm afraid I made a hash of things. I'm afraid I'm not much of a salesman, John."


    Kern said tiredly, "You had a hostile audience. They don't understand the forces in Vegas. I'm not certain I do myself. JBxit you, you love the place, don't you?"


    Chance stopped pacing, in front of Kern's desk. "I guess so. It's kind of hard to put into words. There's a drive about the place. Danzig felt it, I think. He sacrificed everything for that hotel."


    "I wonder who will get it?"


    Chance did not know. It hurt to think that Cellini or someone like him might take it over. He said, "I've got a funny


    


    feeling. I think Danzig would rather I took it over than anyone else."


    "And if the racketeers get it, will they take over the town?" Chance shook his head. "I don't believe so. Five years ago, yes, but not now. Vegas has changed. It's a city with a Rotary, a Kiwanis, a Lions Club. It has a civic pride and the whole picture is different. The future owners of the gambUng clubs will be graduates of Harvard's School of Business Administration. The day when a hoodlum can run a big hotel is going. When you first voted gambling in, the only people who could run your clubs were people like me, who had got their training outside the law. That isn't true any more. I've got three college men working for me, boys who never had anything to do with the rackets, who never carried a gun in their hves."


    "Is that the kind of people you'd hire to run your hotel?"


    "My hotel." Chance's laugh was a nasty sound. "I've quit dreaming, John. My last dream was that we might buy the Peacock. I'll dream no more."


    "StiU have that land on the Strip?"


    Chance nodded.


    "Still have your plans?"


    Chance nodded again.


    "How much would your restaurant bring?**


    "We were offered eight hundred and seventy-five thousand six months ago. I turned it down."


    "Could you get it now?"


    "I think so. A group of club-owners made the offer."


    "Would you sell and throw the money into a new hotel?"


    Chance swallowed slowly. "What are you getting at, John?"


    "Would you?"


    Chance's lips were suddenly dry. "You know I would. But what does that mean? I'd need at least three milfion more."


    "I'll back you."


    Chance stared at him. "I don't get it, John. You have all the money you need, that you'll ever need. You don't want to be in the gambling business."


    Kern shrugged. "You've played my game for years. It did not work out the way we hoped, but then the thing we both


    


    feared hasn't happened yet, either. Nevada is still free. I think that a big hotel, independently owned, well and honestly run, will act as a check on any racketeers who try to come into Vegas. Maybe Tm doing it for you. Maybe I'm doing it for Nevada. Who knows?"


    They shook hands solemnly. Chance wondered if any deal of this size had ever been consummated so casually. Leaving Kern's oflSce, Chance knew the impulse to celebrate. Kem had asked him to come out to his house for dinner, but he did not want to. Anything they said to each other would be anti-climactic.


    At the moment, there was only one person he wanted to talk to—Judy. He went back to his hotel and called her Los Angeles apartment. There was no answer. He checked planes for Los Angeles. He could not get one until the following morning. Hell, he'd better get back to Vegas. But first he'd phone Doc.


    He heard Doc answer and said, "This is Chance. What's new?"


    He expected Doc to say, "Nothing." Then he would say, "You're wrong. There is something new. Doc. I've got our hotel."


    There was a pause at the Vegas end of the wire, then Doc's voice, sounding strained, sounding as if Doc's necktie was pulled too tight. "I just had a wire from Judy. She married Red Tooker in Tia Juana this afternoon."


    Chance sat stunned. Doc sounded worried. "Chance, you still there? You all right?"


    He managed to say mechanically, "Of course I'm still here. Why wouldn't I be all right?"


    "Well, you didn't say anything and . . ."


    "What is there to say?"


    Doc could have been crying. "Why did she have to marry that jerk? Why?"


    Chance knew why she had married Tooker. If he had gone to Los Angeles when she'd called, instead of worrying about the damned hotel. . . . He hung up and buried his face in his hands. The phone rang and rang. It was probably Doc caUing back. He made no move to answer.


    


    Suddenly he started to laugh, wild laughter with a note of hysteria. This was the crowning irony. A moment before he had thought that everything he had wanted in hfe was within his grasp—the hotel, Judy. Without her the hotel did not seem to mean much.


    It was a shame Benji Danzig couldn't have lived to see the trick fate had played on him. Danzig was the only man he had ever known who wanted things with the same deep intensity that he did. Danzig would appreciate the irony. Benji had gotten his hotel, but Benji wasn't here to laugh. Benji was dead.


    He walked across the floor as if he were drunk. He stood at the window, looking down at the river, fists knotted at his sides. Why in hell had the meeting been on this particular day? Why did Judy suddenly have to make up her mind, to need his counsel, today? Damn Red Tooker. He'd himt the man down and kill him, the silly supercilious bastard. If Judy had to marry someone other than him, why had she chosen Tooker? It would have been easier to take if she had married someone he could respect, but that clown hom-tooter with his ridiculous clothes and his crazy way of talking. . . .


    Chance got his hat and went down to the bar. He took three quick drinks, fast. They did not touch him. He went into the gambhng rooms. The floorman knew him and came over to shake hands. He did something he had never done before in his hfe. He lost five hundred doUars from the customers' side of the table.


    He went back to the bar, took three more drinks. They had no more effect than the first three had. He went out and wandered up the street, finally turning into that department store of gambling, Harold's Club. He stayed twenty minutes, watching. He bought a bottle of hquor and went back to his hotel room.


    Through the night he killed the bottle, searching and measuring himself as he never had before. Doc had been so right. Success could be empty. He had his hotel, and that was all he had.


    


    S^^t^itex f7


    Chance broached the deal to Doc and Dutch an hour after his plane from Reno had landed.


    First he asked Doc what was new at the Peacock.


    Doc shook his head. "Nothing certain. The town is full of rumors. Goldham, Danzig's brother-in-law, came back with a lawyer and got a court order allowing him into the place. The report is that more people have come out from the East, but no one seems to know what is going on. What happened up north?"


    They were in the oflSce of the restaurant. "Kern tried to get a group to buy the Peacock. Most of them were from Reno, the north. They don't like Vegas."


    "I didn't think it would work. Shame Kern dragged you up there for nothing."


    "It wasn't for nothing. Kern offered to back us in a hotel, on my ground on the Strip."


    Dutch said slowly, "What would we do with this place?"


    "Sell it."


    Dutch frowned. He liked things the way they were. Not only was he making more money than he had ever expected to have, but he had a position in the town. And Dutch had always been hesitant about change.


    From past experience Chance knew that Dutch would grumble but in the end would go along. It was Doc he had to sell. Doc had never hked the confinement of the restaurant. Doc did not really hke Vegas. You settled down in Vegas, and built homes and put down roots. Doc was stiU afraid of roots, they threatened his freedom.


    "Who tor


    "That group of club-owners who tried to buy a few months back. I'll see them in the morning. I'll ask one million. Maybe we can get nine hundred thousand. Capital-gains tax will take a fouirth, but it will still leave us six to seven hundred


    


    fhousand—Kern will guarantee our loans up to three million, and it will be ours.** But there was no exultation in his voice.


    Doc looked at him thoughtfully. This was what Chance had wanted from the first, the biggest joint in town. Doc sighed. It was hard enough trying to get away from the restaurant. What would it be trying to get away from a hotel?


    He knew that the thing for him to do was to get up right now, to walk out, to make his interest over to Dutch and Chance. He didn't actually care about the money. But he knew that he was not going to run out on Chance. If Chance had ever needed him, it was now, with Judy gone.


    He was worried about him. Chance looked bad and had not mentioned Judy since his return. It wasn't natural to keep yourself all bottled up the way Chance did. You should talk things out once in a while, like a boiler blowing oflF excess steam.


    But he did not want to say anything in front of Dutch. Dutch never knew much more about what was going on than Joe did. In some ways, Joe and Dutch were lucky. They seldom worried because they did not have sense enough to know there was anything to worry about.


    He did not have an opportunity to talk to Chance about Judy until the following afternoon. Chance had spent the whole morning with the prospective purchasers. He had made the deal, nine hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Doc whistled when he heard it.


    The agreement called for Doc and Dutch and Leon to stay at the restam-ant for six months, to help the purchasers break in the new staff. Chance was more like himself when he came in. "IVe got a date with the architects at eight tonight. I want some changes in the plans, things I noticed at the Peacock. We should have the first contracts let by the middle of next week.**


    Doc was uncomfortable. "Sit down a minute. Let's talk."


    Chance looked at him. Chance knew what was on Doc's mind. Sometimes he could read Doc like a book. "Let's don't."


    "Yes," said Doc. "It hit you pretty hard, hearing about Judy. I could tell it over the phone, even if I hadn't known it would.**


    


    "So, it hit hard."


    "Look, for Christ sake. You don t have to keep your guard up with me. I'm supposed to be a friend, remember."


    Chance came over and gripped his shoulders hard. "Of coiurse I remember. No one ever had the kind of friend you've been to me. I'm damn lucky, but I just don't want to talk about it, even to you."


    "It won't last. Judy's too smart to be tied to that idiot.**


    "So, it doesn't last."


    "You won't hold it against her, will you, that she married someone else first? A kid in that crazy business is hable to get carried away and—"


    Chance said gently, "It wasn't Judy's fault. Doc. There's nothing to hold against her. If anyone was to blame it was me. Now, let's just wait and see what happens, and let's don't think about it."


    Doc went out, shaking his head. Chance stumped him. There wasn't a doubt in Doc's mind that Chance loved Judy. But the boy never let go. He kept his emotions under such a tight rein that Doc feared he would blow up sometime.


    Chance considered what Doc had said. That it would not last. The thought had not occurred to him before. He was not religious, but to him there had always been something permanent about a marriage.


    No, it might not last, but he was certain that the memory of Red Tooker would always linger in his mind, that he would never feel quite the same about Judy again.


    His fists clenched and he lowered his head against them. Damn it aU, he had to get a grip on himself. He'd just about gone to pieces in Reno. He couldn't do that again. He had a lot of things to do, he had to keep his mind clear. He couldn't spend his time thinking about Judy, no matter what he felt.


    It was two months before the plans were set, the first building loan arranged and the contracts let. In these two months a lot happened in Las Vegas. The timnoil over the Peacock had settled into a kind of uneasy truce. CeUini had done his thirty days in the San Bernardino County jail and was much in evidence. But according to Chance's detectives, who still


    


    held their positions at the hotel, Cellini had made no attempt to take over either the ownership or the management. The Peacock had been sold by Danzig's wife and heirs, represented by Goldham, to a group headed by the manager of one of the big motels. This group's components were not annoimced pubHcly, but it was announced that they had paid one million and a half in cash and assumed obhgations between six and seven miUion.


    Apparently, Chance thought, the Syndicate was still hesitant to take an active part in Vegas hotel management.


    But if Cellini did not participate directly in the Peacock, he was still busy in Vegas. He reorganized the wire service both there and on the Coast, and the Crime Commission report said that the Syndicate was again receiving half the revenue, as they had before Danzig had declared his independence.


    Chance wasted httle thought on Cellini. Doc and Dutch were still at the restaurant, helping the new owners break in their crew as per agreement, and die full burden of building the hotel rested on Chance's shoulders.


    He would have had it no other way. This was meat and drink to him. Almost all of his waking hours were spent at the building site.


    One of the contractors jokingly told him, "You should be on the payroll. You put in more hours than all the rest of us combined." Chance laughed. He wore an old pair of slacks, an open-necked sport shirt and no hat, and the desert sun was rapidly darkening his skin until he looked almost Indian.


    For years he had slept a good half of the day and spent the rest of it and far into the night in the gambling rooms. He remarked to Doc one morning that he had forgotten what the sun looked like, and how fresh air smelled.


    He was learning it now. He made no ceremony of the ground-breaking, but he did have a huge sign erected facing the highway: THE DESERT QUEEN, Nevada's newest,


    BIGGEST AND FINEST HOTEL.


    Building was not the simple matter of hiring contractors and sitting back, waiting until it was finished. The construction business was booming. Chance stood at the edge of the highway looking up and down the Strip. He could just see


    


    the outline of the Peacock to the southwest. Between him and Danzig's place a new hotel was going up, its roof already on, its grounds being landscaped.


    No contractor would bid on his job. The cost of materials was soaring. There was a gray market in steel and in half of the other materials they would need, and the labor pool was short. It was almost impossible to hire either plasterers or carpenters in Vegas.


    He felt harried. Standing there, he realized that Benji Danzig must have felt exactly the same way when the Peacock was going up. But there was a diJfference. Danzig had had no scruples about how he raised his money, how he paid for his hotel. Chance was governed by the knowledge that the investment had to be kept to a point at which the hotel could be expected to earn out. He had to recognize that although Kern was guaranteeing his loans, those loans still had both interest and payment dates which would have to be met.


    His contractors were working on a cost-plus basis, or rather on cost plus a ten-per-cent interest in the hotel.


    Chance had not liked the idea. He had wanted the hotel to belong to Dutch and Doc and himself alone, but he was a realist and he knew that most of the clubs in town were divided up among numerous stockholders.


    The shares in the places were called points, and the number of points held by each man represented the size of his interest.


    The new hotel to the southwest of his location was being erected by a group of downtown club-owners. Chance heard that there were thirty-five men in it and that Cellini held a few points, although this had not been proved.


    It was hard to know who owned what any more. As Chance's lawyer explained to him, most of the gambling clubs were now so laced with interlocking corporate setups that it would have taken lawyers months to unravel them.


    Chance had felt dizzy when the lawyer finished talking. He had no experience with this kind of business. To his mind a man owned something or he didn't.


    The lawyer had a suggestion. "You need a big contractor to handle this deal. None of the local men are large enough.


    


    You need a firm with contacts to get materials and get them on delivery date. Three or four weeks' delay on steel for instance could ruin you."


    They were sitting in the lawyer's office in downtown Las Vegas. "Meaning they buy it from the gray market?"


    The lawyer shrugged. He was a handsome man of fifty-five who had been in Vegas six years and enjoyed one of the largest divorce practices in the city.


    "Look, Chance, you live in the world, see. You don't make the conditions. Do you want to build this hotel now or not?"


    "I want to build it."


    "All right. To build it you need steel, and to get steel you pay a premium price. Call it gray market, call it any damn thing you please. Everyone is doing it, and I'm only saying that if you want to play in this game, you have to use the cards that are already marked."


    "All right. Where do I find this land of contractor?"


    "Maybe I can find one for you. I have some connections. But 111 tell you one thing. You'll have to give some land of bonus to get them to take on the job. All the firms of that size have a hell of a lot more work than they can handle."


    Chance winced. "How much cash will it cost me?"


    "Maybe no cash."


    "Spell it out for me."


    The lawyer spoke deliberately. "The men who own these contracting firms are making more money than they know what to do with. The heU of it is that due to the tax situation the federal government gets about ninety per cent of their take. They're not interested in money. But they might take a stock interest as a bonus."


    "No dice."


    The lawyer shrugged. "Your business, it was only a suggestion. I think I know a firm whose owners would come in for say ten per cent of the hotel."


    Chance laughed shortly. "And they call us a bunch of burglars in this town. For Christ sake, I'm glad I'm a gambler, not a businessman."


    'Tfou think it over and let me know. Remember, it's nothing to me."


    


    Chance talked it over with Doc. Doc was against it. Doc was Hke Chance. He feared having outsiders in a deal. "Remember what Cellini did to us in Cleveland?"


    Chance nodded. He made the rounds, talking to every local contractor. He went to Reno and discussed the problem with Kern.


    Kern said, "Frankly we're living in an age that I don't understand. This is a grab age, everyone has their hand out. I guess they feel there was a lot of cheating during the war, and they aren't certain there isn't a lot by men high in the government. This country has nearly lost its moral sense. Maybe it will come back, I guess it wiU, but right now the object is to get all you can while the getting is good."


    "Then you'd do itr


    Kern sighed. "You can't build that hotel yourself. YouTl have to get someone who can handle the job, and youll have to make the best deal you can."


    Chance went back to Vegas. He felt that he was operating in a cage, that someone was cracking the whip, forcing him to jump whether he wanted to jump or not.


    "All right, HoflFner." He settled himself beside the lawyer's desk. "I guess you win."


    Morton HofiFner shrugged. "Chance, I told you before that this is nothing to me. I'm only trying to help you the best way


    In can.


    "Sure, I know that. Don't mind me." Chance managed a grin. He had never felt less like grinning, but he was learning. You never got things in this life exactly the way you wanted them. Compromise was connected with everything. "Find me a contractor, but I won't give away more than five per cent. For Christ sake. The hotel with the land should be worth at least five miUion dollars, maybe six. Five per cent is two hundred and fifty thousand. If it earns the way the other clubs here do, whoever gets that bonus will take a milHon dollars out of the deal in ten years."


    Hoffner stood up and offered his hand. "I'll go to L.A. tomorrow and see what I can do." He Hked Elson. The boy had a lot of drive, but he didn't stand a chance in the world. Hoff-


    


    ner tried not to be cynical about life, but his whole professional experience had casehardened him.


    By accident his first case when he was fresh out of Columbia Law School had been for a minor racketeer, and he had won it, although the facts against his client seemed unbeatable. From then on the pattern of his existence had been woven closely with organized crime and with the men who fattened on it.


    Once he had tried to make a break. Six years before he had come out here for his own divorce and liked the town and decided to stay, thinking that by the move he would break the connections with the mobs.


    But a chance meeting with Danzig on the street had dragged him back into the morass, and he found that again he was working for the Syndicate.


    But this time there was a difference. He had already established himself in Vegas, in partnership with a local attorney, and Danzig had reaHzed that his value as a man not openly associated with Danzig was far higher than if he had been the attorney of record for the Peacock. Now that Danzig was gone, Hoffner had hoped for release, but Cellini was not about to let him go.


    Cellini, he thought, was worse than Danzig ever had been. There was nothing tricky about Danzig. He attacked problems head-on. You never knew exactly what Cellini was up to. Take this present deal for instance. Cellini had known about Elson's plans to build a hotel before Hoffner himself had had the word. Cellini had simimoned him immediately after Danzig's death, and they had discussed the situation in the San Berdoo jail visitors' room.


    His forehead turned damp as he thought about the interview. CeUini had opened it by saying, "I hear one of your clients is getting ready to build a hotel."


    Hoffner had shown his surprise. "Elson? Where did you hear that?"


    Cellini smiled. "I have a man in his bank that tells me things. I have a man who keeps watch on you, too." It was a quiet reminder that Hoffner had no choice, that he had to do what Cellini said.


    


    **What's your interest?"


    Cellini's stubby fingers came up to touch the scarred face. "I hate the bastard."


    Hofi^ner recalled Cellini's beating and had a sudden shrewd suspicion that Elson had been responsible.


    Cellini said, "He's going to take your advice, and he's going to have trouble building that joint. Tell him that because of the black market he needs a big contractor, one with connections."


    The lawyer did not answer.


    "He'll find out," said CeUini. "You can't build a privy nowadays without buying in the black market. TeU him that, and tell him he'll have to give a share of the joint as a bonus."


    "What's your angle?"


    Cellini grinned. "I'm going to let the son of a bitch build the place and then I'm going to take it away from him."


    "How? He won't give that big a share for a bonus."


    CeUini smiled. "He's borrowing the dough to build. Those loans can be bought from the bank."


    "John Kern's behiad him."


    "Kern isn't so healthy, but if he should five, there are still other ways. You don't worry about that; I do. Just set it up that he hires the contractor I name."


    HojBFner had followed orders. He hated himself, though he wasted no sympathy on Chance. Chance was in a rough game. A man should know how to protect himself or keep out of it. But he hated himself for knuckling imder to CeUini. He left the plane at the Burbank Airport and drove across to CeUini's office. He hated coming here. He hated the role of office boy that the fat gangster deHghted in making him play, but none of this showed in his face as he took the chair beside Cellini's desk.


    "It's set. He'U go along, although he's holding out for a five-per-cent bonus, but he'U hire the contractor I name. Who is it?"


    "The Blatt Brothers out of Oklahoma City."


    Hoffner did not know them, but he did not need to ask to know there was racket money in their organization. The war and its aftermath had corrupted a lot of people in the buUd-


    


    ing trades, driven as they were to deal with the black market or go out of business.


    "You contact them. You fly there and then wire Elson to join you. They already know the score, and Teddy Blatt can outargue the best Scotsman in the business. He'll get ten per cent."


    Hoffner nodded and left. As always when he walked out of Cellini's oflBce he felt as if he needed a bath.


    Behind him, Cellini was grinning to himself. Ralph Cellini was very pleased with the way things were going. He felt certain that his position on the Coast was far sohder than Danzig's had ever been.


    He knew that the big boys back in New York were watching closely every move he made. This was the probationary period, in which he must prove himself to rate an equal seat in their councils with the other territorial rulers of the United States.


    Therefore he had been tending strictly to business, watching his drinking, his entanglement with women, his every activity. The one thing which might open him to suspicion, his continuing hatred of Chance Elson, he kept carefully hidden.


    He had no worries about bringing in the Blatt company to build Chance's hotel. This was directly in line with a meeting he had attended at the Peacock the week before. The Manskis had been present, and three other hoodlums from the East, representing Chicago, Cleveland and Detroit interests. It had been decided at the meeting that the Syndicate as such would not take over the Peacock, nor would they finance the building of any other hotels. But members of the group were left free to work their way into the gambling clubs as individuals, using people acceptable to the tax commission as front men, holding points in any operation they chose. In this way, the gangsters reasoned, they would escape the attention of the state authorities and of the newspapers.


    CeUini was following that dictum. He had purchased an eighth of one of the new hotels that would open this month. He had the stock in the name of a dummy corporation he had set up, and he meant, once he was in Chance's operation, to turn his points over to this same corporation.


    


    The buzzer on his desk sounded and his secretary said, "Mr. Tooker is here to see you."


    "Show him in."


    The orchestra leader came in. He eyed Cellini doubtfully as he took the seat beside the desk. "You called me?" He was very subdued.


    Cellini nodded. "How's marriage?"


    Tooker brightened. "Solid, the chick is okay. She don't nag, she don't dog a man."


    "I'm glad to hear it. How's business?"


    "Swell, man, swell."


    "You know why?" Cellini was busy hghting a cigarette.


    At once the wary fear came back into Tooker's eyes. "I guess so."


    "You know so." Cellini's voice was suddenly tight. "You're going over because I'm pushing you. Keep smart and 111 make you into the nimiber-one attraction. Get cute and I'll step on you."


    Red Tooker's elbows were resting on his knees, his hands clasped between them. He twisted the hands now as if wringing out a cloth. "Yes, sir."


    "Remember that." Cellini got up and came around the desk to stand over Tooker. "How you doing, any trouble getting horse?"


    Tooker had begim to sweat. He shook his head wordlessly.


    "And you'll have no trouble if you play with me. But get cute and I'll cut ofiF yoiir supply like that." CeUini drew a fat finger across his throat.


    Tooker leaned back to stare up at him. "What do you want?" It was a whisper.


    Cellini said, "I want Elson's girl on dope. I want her carrying a monkey so big she'll never shake it."


    Horror came into Tooker's eyes. His tongue crept out hke an inquiring snake and made a circuit of his dry Hps. "No." The word was squeezed out of him. "No."


    Cellini reached down. He caught Tooker's coat at the shoulder. He lifted the slight man out of the chair and threw him to the floor. He took a step and dehberately kicked the huddled figure in the side, once, twice.


    


    "Don't say No to me, you pimp.''


    Tooker dragged himself to his feet. "Jeese, Cellini, not that, not that. The chick, she never hurt you."


    "Didn't she?" said Cellini. "She runs screaming to that bastard brother and I get these," he touched the scars lacing across his face. "Put her on it, or by God I'll have you killed."


    Tooker stared at him, his resistance fading before his fear. "But how . . . ?"


    "You stupid jerk, how, how . . ." He sat down at the desk and drummed on it with his fat fingers. Then he pulled the phone toward him and dialed a number.


    When a man answered he said, "Look, doctor. How can I put a dame on dope without her knovidng until it's too late?"


    He hstened, twice shaking his head. "That won't work. How about you giving the shots yourself for a couple of weeks?"


    There was a violent argument at the other end of the phone. Cellini cut it short. "Listen, you abortionist. Talk back to me and Til see you get twenty years. Yeah, I mean it. This is important." He slammed the receiver and stared broodingly at Tooker.


    "The first time your wife has the sniffles take her to this doctor." He scribbled the name and address on a piece of paper that he thrust into Tooker's imwilling hand. "Hell prescribe vitamin shots and he'll give her the first ones. Then it's up to you to keep on until she's hooked. Now, get the hell out of here."


    Tooker was staring at the paper in his hand as if he were looking at death. Slowly he turned and went out through the doorway.


    ^A^ifotex fS


    Judy had been on heroin for over a month before she realized what was the matter with her. Looking back she wondered how she could have been sjj dumb.


    


    She had not been well. She had caught a heavy cold in New Orleans and by the time the band came back to Los Angeles had lost weight as the cold himg on. She was terribly tired and hstless.


    Tooker had taken her to a doctor who had prescribed a buildup with vitamin shots. For two weeks she had gone to his office every day. Then as they hit the road again Tooker had continued to give her her daily doses.


    Judy knew nothing about doctors. She had only been to a doctor's office three times in her life, and the shots did seem to ease the gnawing listlessness. She did notice that between shots she was nervous and distraught, but she put this down to weakness and to the rush of trying to keep up with the schedule and trying to hold the band together.


    Tooker had changed when they started north. He had grown sullen, and he avoided being alone with her as much as possible. She put this down to regret that he had married her. Red Tooker was certainly not the marrying type, and it had surprised her when he had thrown himself on his knees like some ham actor and told her that he would kill himself unless she married him at once.


    She had stalled, getting him out of the apartment finally. She liked Red, liked him better than most of the people she had met, but she was not at all certain she wanted to marry him. That had been when she phoned Chance.


    After phoning him, hearing him say he had to go to Reno, she had hung up slowly and stared from the apartment window toward the east where the sky was just beginning to gray into morning.


    She was trying to be practical. She knew that in his own way Chance loved her, but she realized now that with Chance she would always be the second thing he thought of, the second to be considered. That wasn't enough for her.


    Perhaps it would be better for all of them if she married Tooker. Red needed her, he would share his business problems with her. The band couldn't run smoothly without her help.


    So she had said Yes when Tooker had stumbled back into the apartment at eight o'clock in the morning. That he had


    


    been partly drunk had not appalled her. That he had cried the first night after the marriage when they had gone to bed had not frightened her. She had known from the first that he was a small boy who emotionally would never grow up.


    The shock of discovery came after they returned to Los Angeles. They were at loose ends, no booking in sight for at least three weeks, and Red was restless. He wandered around town like a tramp dog. It was diuring one of his absences that Judy found out about the heroin.


    The band's drummer showed up at the apartment one morning, looking for Red. He himg around, pacing the room nervously.


    "Sure you don't know where Red is?"


    "I haven't the slightest idea."


    "Or when he'll be back?"


    "He may not be back until evening."


    The man scrubbed one hand across his eyes. "I can't wait that long. I gotta have a fix."


    "Fix?"


    "Horse, heroin, dope."


    She knew that several of the boys in the band used dope. She did not like the idea, but Red had explained to her that a lot of musicians used it. There was something about the profession, the long hours, the grinding schedules, that apparently led to addiction.


    She said, "Red wouldn't have that stuff around here."


    The man growled something, then tramped into the bathroom. She followed, angry, to find him rummaging through the cabinet.


    His sigh of relief was audible. He turned with a box in his hand, opening it to expose the small white-paper parcels.


    She said, "Let that alone. Those are vitamin shots."


    He got a funny look on his face, then laughed sourly. "Honey, I've been on the same kind of vitamins a long time."


    She turned then and fled bhndly into the bedroom, closing and bolting the door. There could be only one answer. Red had hed to her. Red had purposely given her heroin. The thought stunned her.


    Judy had always had a temper, but now her control was 250


    


    wiped away, her rage deadly. If she had had a gun, she would have killed Tooker when he came home.


    '*You bastard." She stood before him. "What in hell made you do a thing like that? You're on the stuff yourself."


    He nodded miserably.


    How could she have lived with a man without noticing little things? She had known Red was also taking shots, but she had believed these were Hke her vitamins. "God, what a stupid bitch I am."


    "Judy." He reached out a hand appealingly toward her.


    "Don't touch me." She was blazing. "If you ever touch me again I'll kill you."


    Tooker seemed to shrink. Judy turned and stalked around the room. She had to move. She had to let the rage escape somehow or she would explode. "God, oh my God."


    "Judy, I . . ."


    She swung back to him. Her fury now was mingled with a wordless despair. Judy Liller. She'd been so proud of being Judy Liller. So proud, and now she felt . . . unclean. God, what would she do? What would she do? Panic cHmbed through her. She stilled it with an effort of will. She had never gone to pieces in her life. She had faced crises before and she would face this one.


    The thought steadied her and she said in a more normal tone, "I can't imderstand it. Red. You don't hate me, do you? Why should you do this to me?"


    Her words broke him. "It was Cellini," he said. "Cellini owns the Shaw agency. It was CeUini all the way."


    She got the full story out of him, not in sequence, but in small bits, and she stared at him, hardly believing her ears.


    "You mean you married me simply because that gangster told you to?"


    Tooker squirmed. "Jeese, chick, it wasn't exactly like that "


    "And you dehberately put me on heroin because CeUini told you to." She was finding this harder and harder to believe. "Why?"


    "He would cut me off, no more horse. He'd tell the pushers. I gotta have it, hun-bun. I gotta have it or I die."


    


    "And why should Cellini do this to me?"


    "He hates you, chick, hates your brother. The guy's a monster, a monster, I tell you. He's downright mean."


    This she knew. Anger was a deep well within her, but it had quieted now, not directed at Tooker. To be mad at Red was to be mad at a will-o'-the-wisp. He had no substance.


    "I'm leaving."


    He gasped. It had not occmred to him that she would walk out. "The band, the band, hun, it needs you."


    "To hell with the band. I'll get a divorce."


    "Vegasr


    She hadn't gotten that far yet. Vegas. She pictured Chance seeing her as she was now. Doc, and Dutch, and Joe. She cringed from the thought. Reno? But they would hear that she had gone to Reno. They would not understand. They would be hurt, and she had hurt them enough.


    "Vegas," she said.


    "I'll find you a pusher. You can't just walk off the stuff, Idd. You can't."


    "I'll quit." Her chin was set. "I'll stop if it kills me."


    Red Tooker shook his head sadly. This much he knew. When you were carrying a monkey, you didn't shed it easily.


    "Get smart, him-bun. Get smart. Maybe you shake it, maybe you go to a place and they give you the cure, but it's no breeze. You need it. A junkie always needs it. I'll find you a pusher."


    He found her a pusher, a greasy little man whom Judy despised. She was in Vegas. She had come over without letting anyone know. She had gotten herself an apartment. Not until she was settled and knew that she had herself under control would she see Chance.


    She would get her divorce. She would go on working imtil she had money enough, then she would find a private sanitarium and take the cure. She was no longer kidding herself. She knew it was not going to be easy, but she'd lick it. By God, she'd lick it.


    On her second Monday in Vegas she put on a gay blouse, long sleeved. She always wore long sleeves now to cover the


    


    telltale needle marks on her arm. She got a cab and rode out the Strip.


    She hardly recognized the stretch of desert highway. Motor courts and small businesses were springing up Hke mushrooms after a rain.


    The Desert Queen was a skeleton of steel girders, their black framework strange against the desert sky. Piles of material littered what would be the lawn and patio, and bulldozers chuffed across the rear of the property, turning it into a nine-hole golf course.


    She saw Chance's Ford parked between two piles of lumber and paid off her driver, then walked across the dust of the broken groimd, feeling excitement creep up through her.


    She climbed over some scaffolding, came across the sunken hollow where the concrete of the porch had not yet been poured, through the opening that would be the front door, and into the space which would be the entrance lobby.


    Chance stood in the middle of the vacant space, alone. She knew a rush of warm feeling that she had never experienced before, as if the mere sight of him wiped away the horror in which she had been living.


    He started to turn and she said, "Chance.*'


    For an instant it was as if they were alone in the world, as if there was no sound aroimd them. They failed to hear the sharp staccato thump of the riveters, the snarl of the bulldozers and trucks, the calls of the hurrying workmen.


    He came toward her sure-footedly over the rough-laid floor. "Judy. Darling." She was in his arms and his lips were hot against hers, against her cheek and throat. "Oh, Judy/*


    She had never heard so much feeling in his voice. "I had to lose you to know how much I wanted you."


    Her hands were behind his back, pressing him to her, holding him tight as if afraid the moment would slip away. "Chance."


    He seemed to come to. His mind reasserted its control. His grip about her lessened and he held her away, saying in an unnatural voice. "I forgot about Tooker. . . ."


    "IVe left him."


    He stared at her, seeing the slight hoUowness of her cheeks, 253


    


    the deep shadows under her eyes, which even make-up failed to mask. "J^^Yj what did he do to hurt you?" The note in his voice made her afraid.


    She gripped his arms, hard, trying to make her smile convincing, trying to make her voice easy. If she had ever thought of telling him what had happened, she knew now she could never teU him. He would go out and kill both Tooker and Cellini.


    She had a steady hatred of Cellini that nothing would now destroy. But Tooker, to kiU Tooker for what he had made of her would be like wiping out a thoughtless child for breaking a window.


    "Red Tooker did nothing to me. I made a mistake. I shouldn't have married him."


    "I made the mistake." His hands tightened again on her shoulders. "If I had come to Los Angeles when you asked me, you wouldn't have married him."


    Her impulse was to lie, to save him this, but meeting his eyes her resolution died. He bent and kissed her again and she thought that if he had once kissed her this way she would never have gone to Hollywood. The strength was out of her. It was all she could do to stand.


    "Do you have to stay here? Could we ride out someplace and talk?"


    "Of course." He let her go, crossed the future lobby and called to one of the foremen. "Tm going into town. I'll be back this afternoon."


    He led her out to the car. "Where would you like to go?"


    She considered. "The observation point, above the dam."


    "It'll be hot."


    "I love it. I don't think I've been really warm since I left the desert."


    "When did you get in?"


    She hesitated. "About ten days ago."


    "Ten days . . ." the car almost went oflF the road as he twisted to look at her. "Where have you been?"


    "I've got an apartment, oflF Charleston."


    "You've got an apartment? But why didn't you come back to the ranch? Joe wiU never forgive you."


    


    She couldn't explain that she had not dared come to the ranch, that Doc might recognize her trouble, that she had to be alone.


    "Things have changed, Chance. I'm a big girl now, and that house hasn't much room."


    He smiled and shrugged. They took the left Y across the railroad, drove through the tree-Hned streets of Boulder City and on down the twisting grade which led to the lake and the dam below. At the turnoff for the observation point, he took the left road and pulled out into the wide parking place.


    They sat looking up the lake across the wide beach toward Vegas Wash.


    "Judy?"


    "Yes?"


    He grasped her shoulders and turned her so that she faced him. "Will you marry me as soon as your divorce comes through?"


    This she had been afraid of. She caught his arms, partly to hold him away from her, trying desperately to think, afraid he would kiss her, afraid that the emotion weUing up through her would make speech impossible.


    "Chance, please hsten. I need time to think, time to readjust myself. I . . ."


    She saw the filmlike mask close over his eyes, blanking out expression, shutting her away from him.


    She almost shook him. "Don't do that."


    "Don't do what?"


    "Shut me out. Hide your thoughts from me. You used to do that when I was a girl, and it frightened me. It made me feel that I couldn't reach you, that I couldn't understand you or make you understand me."


    "I'm sorry, I . . ." He was puzzled. It was something he did without being conscious of doing it.


    She leaned forward then, raising her face for his kiss. She couldn't let him pull away from her now, just when she had to make him understand.


    Her hps were against his, moving so that the meaning came as much through contact as through hearing. "I want to marry you more than anything in the world, but I've got


    


    some things to straighten out. I have to be sure in my own mind that I can be the land of wife I want to be, the kind of wife you need."


    He held her away so that he could look at her. **What is it, your work? Your singing?"


    She lied to him. She could not tell him that she would not marry him until she was certain in her own mind that she had broken with dope once and for all. She could not admit to him yet that her association with Tooker, the one-night stands, the constant quarreling of the band, the inquisitive hands of the bookers, the passes she had been constantly called upon to avoid, had disillusioned her with a career in the entertainment world, that now she wanted to come back to the ranch, never to leave it again, to raise her chickens and pigs, to be with Chance, to have a family.


    "You can marry me and still keep on," he pressed. *1 wouldn't like it, but I can't make the rules and I don't want to. You're a person. You deserve your chance as much as I do."


    She squeezed his arm. "Just give me a httle time. Just don't push me too hard. Let me forget a few things I would rather not remember. Be patient. Chance, be patient."


    He would be patient. He was so glad to have her at home. He took her out to the ranch for supper, and she had a difficult time explaining to Joe why she could not move into her old room.


    Joe was not happy about it, but Judy fell into the habit of spending the afternoons with him. Her presence affected them all. For months Doc had come home only one or two nights a week. Now he made a point of being at the ranch whenever he knew Judy would be there.


    Chance was still busy, but he had visibly relaxed. He and Judy discussed the furnishings for the hotel and he took her decisions over those of the decorators.


    The hotel moved forward rapidly. And then, three weeks after Judy had come home, she stepped into the house and knew that something serious had happened.


    Chance was sitting by himself, having a drink. This was imusual. He seldom drank alone. "What is it?"


    


    "John Kem died this afternoon. They phoned me from Reno."


    She had met Kem only twice, but she felt that she had known him well. Yet all she could think of was her concern for Chance.


    "What does this mean to you?"


    He said heavily, "Get her a drink, Joe. Get me another one.


    Joe turned toward the kitchen, and as she watched him he moved with a kind of halting step. Joe was getting old, and his eyes had taken too much rosin in his fighting days.


    She repeated her question. "What does it mean to you?**


    "That I hadn't even thought of. The only thing I know is that I've lost the best friend a man ever had."


    She was at his side in a moment, on her knees beside the chair. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean it the way it sounded."


    *1 know you didn't." He put out a hand to ruflSe her soft hair. "I know you didn't. I'm flying north in an hour." He broke off to accept the drink Joe brought. "J^^t hope, sweetheart, that we can do half as much for this state as John did."


    She had the impulse to ask him to let her go north with him. He was hard hit. He should not be alone, but the idea was not practical. She stood by while he packed his bag, and then drove him to the airport. At the gate he kissed her gently.


    John Kern's funeral was one of the largest that the state had ever seen. Chance rode to the cemetery with Mrs. Kem. He rode there at her request. He had gone out to the house as soon as he landed in Reno.


    He found her composed, sitting quietly on the terrace, looking out toward the river at the foot of the garden. She thanked him for coming and motioned him to one of the lawn chairs. "I'm very glad you're here."


    She reached across to squeeze his arm gently. "Will you ride in the car with me tomorrow? There's no one else I want. John looked on you almost as a son. He never said


    


    so, but I knew. He showed little feeling for most people. He was not outwardly a sentimental man."


    The procession winding from the chapel on the hill to the cemetery was more than a quarter of a mile long. Chance had not filed past the casket with the others. He preferred to remember Kern as he had last seen him.


    He rode back to the house with Mrs. Kern and stayed, helping to ward off the horde of people who came to pay their respects. It was after eight before he retiuned to his hotel room. The phone rang. He looked at it, tempted not to answer, but it might be Judy.


    It was a man's voice. "This is Judge Wellman, one of John Kem*s lawyers."


    Chance said, "Yes," mechanically.


    "I was afraid you'd get away before I had a chance to talk to you."


    "I'm going back on the morning plane."


    "Could you see me for a few minutes tonight? It's important."


    Chance hesitated. "All right."


    Wellman was there in an hour, a small man with a bald spot and a fringe of gray hair which he allowed to grow too long. He had the pleasant face of an aging cupid. Chance had met him twice, once with Kern and once at the funeral.


    "This is hardly the time or place for a business discussion," Wellman said, "but because your hotel is in the middle of construction, and you have already appHed for a further loan I thought it wise to see you before you got away. You understand of course that with his death the agreement between you and John is canceled, that the estate cannot fiuther guarantee your loans?"


    If the floor had suddenly collapsed under his feet. Chance could not have been more startled. "Why not?"


    Wellman said, "I'm personally aware of the agreement John made, that he would back you to whatever amount was needed, but it was verbal as you know, nothing on paper."


    Chance nodded. His mind felt numb, chiUed to the point where thought was impossible.


    


    "I just wanted you to understand, to save us mutual embarrassment."


    Chance said tightly, "You're aware that John has akeady cosigned my notes for one million two himdred and twenty-five thousand?"


    The lawyer nodded.


    "And that if the hotel is never finished, not opened, those loans are as good as lost, that the security would be nearly worthless?"


    The lawyer nodded again.


    "Then it seems to me very poor business for the Kern estate not to go ahead as John had planned. It's going to take another two million before we can open but, if I'm a judge, our future earnings, based on what is being made by the Peacock and the other places, should make it a very profitable investment."


    Wellman rubbed his bald spot. "Apparently I did not make myself clear. There is nothing that I, as trustee for the estate, can do about it, no matter whether I agree with you or not. The will is simple and plain. Mrs. Kern receives an income of two thousand dollars a month for the rest of her life, the use of the Reno home and the Fallon ranch. At her death the estate is divided among several schools and church organizations."


    Chance said, "When was this will signed?"


    "Almost five years ago."


    "Long before John agreed to back me in the hotel. I don't think he intended it this way."


    "I'm certain he did not." The lawyer stood up. "But there's nothing you or I can do about it now."


    "No." Chance saw that the lawyer could do nothing. It was up to him. Somewhere he had to raise two million dollars.


    He spent the night reviewing the list of men who had attended his last meeting with Kern. In the morning he went down to the bank and talked to Bert Parkman. Parkman was courteous but not too helpful. "As long as John was guaranteeing your loans, we could continue them, but frankly our


    


    loan committee has the distinct feeling that Vegas is being overbuilt."


    Chance shrugged. "Ten years ago they told me that another downtown gambling club would fail. They said the war would ruin Vegas."


    The banker looked at him curiously. "I like you, Elson. I liked you the first time we met at John's ranch, and I know-that you are honest, that you actually believe this hotel will succeed."


    "John thought so. I'd take his judgment in preference to mine, any day."


    Parkman smiled. "I knew John a long time, and he was one of the most successful men I've known, but I'll tell you a secret about John. Too often he allowed himself to be governed in a deal not by his head but by his heart. It was a matter of pride with him that Nevada money should build the biggest hotel on the Strip. He beheved that we were allowing the state to shp away from us, and he also beheved in you. Maybe John was right, but as a banker I can't see my way clear to risking three million dollars in an enterprise that I know is speculative to say the least."


    "What about the loans John's already guaranteed? His estate will be called upon to pay those if I fail to make the payments."


    "I know that."


    "I should think that knowledge would affect the decision." "You mean that I should throw good money after bad?" Chance was losing his temper and fighting to keep from showing it. "Mr. Parkman, those men who are putting up the money for the other places aren't all stupid. They are investing miUions in the future of this state. Yet you, and the men like you, aren't willing to risk one nickel against your future. And if you do lose full control of Nevada, you have no one but yourselves to blame. May I make a suggestion? I can see why the bank can't continue my construction loans, but can't we bring a group of John's friends together and explain the situation? Can't we form a new corporation to go ahead? I'd be willing to shave my holdings a good deal to make this possible."


    


    Parkman was thoughtful. **It doesn't hurt to try. You would lose control, of course."


    Chance thought, "No matter where you turn there is always a squeeze." Kern had never been grasping, but John Kern was dead.


    His talk with the banker led to a number of meetings. He pointed out finally that they need not actually put up cash if they would only step in and guarantee his construction loans, as Kern had.


    As time passed, he grew desperate. Under his contract with the Blatt Brothers he had to meet material bills and labor costs at the end of each week, and his bank balance was alarmingly low. It dawned on him finally that they were staUing, unwilling to give an outright No, yet having no real intention of taking over.


    He had a final meeting with six men in the bank's board room. The discussion dragged on for over an hour with suggestions and countersuggestions, none of which made much sense.


    He stood up. His voice was moderated, his words carefully chosen. "Years ago John Kern set me up as a kind of listening post in Las Vegas. He realized something which none of you seem to care about, that the business of this state was passing into the hands of strangers.


    "I tried to keep faith vdth him. I have always felt a closer kinship with him and the Reno interests than I have Vidth the men who are building Vegas. I guess that feeling died with Kern. You people are actually jealous of Vegas. From now on I'll get the money where I can."


    Parkman said, "Are you talking about racket money?''


    "Not necessarily. IH try the other southern club-owners. I've tried to avoid cutting the place up into points as most of the other hotek are. I'll have to now."


    "I hate to see it. Chance." Parkman was genuinely distressed. "If I had enough of my ov;^ I'd guarantee your loans myself."


    Chance shook hands with him. He nodded to the others. He turned and walked slowly from the bank. He was through with Reno.


    


    ^/ut^ite^ f^


    Chance was rapidly building up a hate for bankers and insurance-company representatives. Never before had he had any real dealings with the men who control the purse strings and make the loans for the world.


    He went to Cahfomia banks. He flew East to Hartford and Philadelphia, learning that hotel buildings in Las Vegas were one of the few types of business property that the great insurance companies had no interest in.


    He stopped in Oklahoma City on his way back and spent a day with Teddy Blatt. Blatt was sympathetic but not helpful, and Chance caught the Vegas plane with the reahzation that unless he raised the money in southern Nevada he was through.


    How had Benji Danzig raised the money from the Texas bankers? Had he held a gun to their heads? At the moment Chance felt that he too could use a gun. It wasn't the fear of losing everything he and Doc and Dutch had amassed. Money could be made again. It was the fear of losing the hotel itself. To him it was not merely steel and stone and mortar. It was a kind of shrine. He knew now that Danzig had had the same unreasoning feeling for the Peacock.


    Judy met him at the airport. The sun had darkened her skin and it seemed to him that she looked better than when he left, but her face was still too thin and there was a drawn look about her eyes.


    She came into his arms, kissing him, holding him tight, her body against him. "Chance, what's happened?"


    He told her on the way out to the ranch. Doc and Dutch were both there. They were no longer working at the restaurant.


    "It boils down to this," he said. "We've got to raise two milhon by the last of next week or we're finished."


    Dutch looked glum. Doc was studying the rug between


    


    his carefully polished shoes. He looked up finally. *'Well, we hit this town with nothing, so, we leave it with nothing."


    Dutch said, 'Xeave it?^ His voice was almost a squawk. Joe was standing in the doorway, not understanding, but catching a certain amount of panic from Dutch.


    "Fm not through yet." Chance's voice was tight. He'd held all this within him for a long time. At least it was a rehef to be home, to have someone to talk to. "I'm going to hit every club-owner in town. I'm going to finish this thing if I have to cut it up a hundred ways."


    The first two men he talked to were encouraging. They were definitely interested. This was difi^erent from talking to bankers and hard-eyed insurance executives. These men believed in Vegas. They made no promises, but they told him to come back in a couple of days after they had had a chance to think, a chance to consult associates.


    And then it was as if a curtain were pulled down, as if someone had given orders that he was not to have a nickel out of Vegas. The men who had been so cordial turned elusive.


    He went to see his lawyer, slumping tiredly beside Morton Hoffner's desk. "I don't get it," he told the attorney. "It's as if someone passed the word, as if someone is out to get me."


    Hoffner was watching him. Hoffner said, "Maybe there is."


    ''Who?"


    Hoffner shrugged. "You should know that better than I. Who would want to get you?"


    "CeUini." The word leaped into Chance's consciousness. Cellini had been aroimd Vegas increasingly in the last two months. Chance had heard that the man had purchased a ranch house north of the new Charleston addition. "But why in hell would Cellini want to get me? He wouldn't stir things up just for the hell of it." He said this aloud without believing it. He was in no state at the moment to stand an attack from Cellini or from anyone else.


    Hoffner looked at him closely. "The other hotels are finding money. Chance."


    "Racket money."


    The lawyer shrugged again. "Does it make a difference 263


    


    whose hand the money is in? It was all printed at the same place."


    Chance started to say, "It makes a difference to me," and then he stopped. He had told Kern that the Syndicate would never really take over Vegas because it was getting too big. What was he gaining, kicking away a chance to finish his hotel? Other places had racket boys for silent partners and seemed to be getting along okay.


    He looked at Hoffner with a new awareness. "Would you know where to find some of this money?"


    Hoffner sensed the suspicion. He had gone to a great deal of trouble to cloak his connection with the mobs in Vegas, and he did not want to come out into the open now. "I don't know personally." He chose his words with care. "But in this town it's impossible not to know men who would know. Should I drop the word around?"


    Chance thought for a long moment, then he nodded. "Pass the word. I might make a deal, if the terms were right.*' He stood glaring down at the lawyer. "Remember that, if the terms were right."


    He turned then and went quietly out of the office. Hoffner sat for long minutes without moving. He felt no elation. In fact he felt a certain sadness. In an oblique way, he had taken a personal satisfaction that Chance had succeeded in doing what he had lacked the strength to do, to stand off the demands of organized crime.


    Slowly he picked up the phone and dialed an unlisted number. A man's heavy voice answered and he said, "Cellini, Elson was just here. He's ready to deal, if the terms are right, but don't try and push him too hard. He might throw the whole thing in the ditch ff he gets pushed."


    He replaced the phone then. He wished he was a thousand miles away, he wished he had never heard of Las Vegas. Chance would get a call, and the hotel would be built, but something had gone out of the town, something, he felt, that would never return. Cellini was moving in, gradually, carefully, studying each move, not making one mistake.


    Chance got his call the next morning. He got it while 264


    


    they were seated at the breakfast table, Doc and Dutch and he, with Joe waiting on them.


    He hadn't said anything to Doc or to Dutch. There was no use worrying them about possibihties until he knew what was going to happen.


    It was a man's voice, rather high, like a deep-throated woman's. "Mr. Elson?" "That's right."


    "I understand through mutual friends that you are looking for some money."


    Chance gripped the phone with his hand imtil the knuckles showed white. This hadn't taken much time. They had watched him struggle, probably laughing to themselves as he twisted and turned, like a rat caught in a maze. He hated them, these nameless men.


    "I might be." His tone was expressionless, showing none of the surge of his inner feeling. "If the rate is attractive."


    There was a dry chuckle at the other end of the wire. "I'm


    sure it will be. Would you care to discuss it, say over lunch?"


    "Why not? I never lost anything yet by talking."


    The man laughed. "I'll expect you at twelve-thirty. I'm in


    Room DA at the Peacock. The name is Smith, Horace Smith."


    Doc glanced at Chance when he returned to the table,


    and then looked hard, noting the grayness under Chance's


    tan.


    "What's happened? It wasn't Judy?"


    "No." Chance picked up his napkin and sat down. "Just a man who wants to advance the dough to finish the hotel." Doc started to grin, then sobered. "Something's the matter. You feehng okay?"


    The muscles across Chance's stomach were knotted. He wasn't certain that he could eat. "I'm all right."


    Doc was not satisfied. "What is it then? Who is this guy?"


    "His name is Smith, Horace Smith. He has some clients


    in the East who are wiUing to invest in The Desert Queen.


    It's racket money. Doc. Don't you understand? Racket


    money."


    Dutch's slow mind was not grasping the meaning of 265


    


    Chance's voice. But Doc did. Doc half came out of his chair. "Take it easy, kid."


    "Sure," said Chance, "I'll take it easy, and I'll take their Goddamn bloody money. What else can I do? I got you into this, and I got Dutch into it, and I got Kern's estate involved to the tune of a million and a quarter, but I'm not kidding myself, Doc, and I'm not kidding you. I've sold out. I'm going to finish that hotel if I have to wipe the blood off every bill they dehver."


    "All right," said Doc. "Let's don't get emotional." He never had expected to use those words to Chance. Chance was the one who always had himself under control.


    "I'm not," said Chance. He forced himself to drink some coffee.


    "I'm going to take the dough. Doc. I'm going to do the thing I've accused other club-owners of doing. And do you know what I'm going to do then? I'm going to beat the hell out of them."


    Doc stared at him. Doc said, "Easy, boy. I'm not criticizing you for grabbing money where you can get it. God knows you tried everything else, and I know what the hotel means to you."


    "And to you."


    Doc shook his head. "Not to me, or to Dutch. To us it's merely a gravy train, a way to make money. To you it's everything. It means that you've done the impossible, that you've fought your way from a rag-assed kid in an orphanage to the top. It means as much to you as the Presidency means to some men. But don't try any fast ones. These boys you're deahng with, whoever they are, are masters of a fast shuffle. They'll stop you, and they'll get you. It's bad enough to have them as partners. Don't cross them. Just remember Danzig."


    Chance thought of Doc's words as he sat opposite Horace Smith in the Hving room of the man's suite. Smith was a distinct surprise. He stood a bare inch over five feet. He was middle-aged and the fine hair on top of his rather small head was thinning.


    But the eyes behind the gold-rimmed glasses were cold and


    


    watchful as a hawk's and he never took them from Chance's face as he talked.


    His voice was cultured, with a trace of a New England accent. Chance learned later that he had graduated from an old Eastern university with a major in business administration.


    He said, "I've been wanting to meet you. I was quite interested in some of the ideas you employed in your restaurant. They showed both understanding of the general public and imagination. And I have full confidence that you will manage to achieve the same atmosphere at The Desert Queen. If I didn't, I wouldn't have advised my principals to make this offer."


    Chance thought how the racketeering activities had changed. Horace Smith had probably never canied a gun in his life. He was an employee, a highly trained employee, a specialist in finance and business management. The Danzigs of the earher era were as passe as Hombone and the gamblers from Tonopah and Goldfield.


    "I understand that you need two million to complete the building and open for business."


    "As near as we can figure, yes."


    "The contract is cost plus."


    Chance smiled faintly. "And the materials are being bought in the gray market. Still, with my future partners I don't believe that we need have too much fear either that the contract v/ill not be completed or that the materials needed will not be forthcoming."


    There was a wintry smile around Smith's thin lips. "I see we understand each other."


    "Not quite," said Chance. "Two miUion is the figure needed for completion, but there is another item, a bank loan for one million two hundred and fifty thousand. I want this paid off."


    Smith looked a little startled.


    "It v/as guaranteed by a personal friend. His estate is liable and I do not feel free to take in any outsiders until that obligation is cleared."


    It was obvious from Smith's expression that this was an 267


    


    unexpected development. He played thoughtfully with his salad fork, his eyes on the table before him. "If you will excuse me for a few minutes/' He rose and went through the door into the bedroom, closing it behind him. Chance guessed that he had gone to phone. He sat back, looking around the room.


    He had no real idea how the Peacock was doing under its new management, but to him it seemed to have lost a certain character with Danzig gone. Now, it was just another resort hotel, differing from its Palm Springs and Florida brethren only in the fact that one large room on the main floor was given over to gambling.


    For all Chance knew, this very room might have been Danzig's own. The man had been so dominant that even now you seemed to feel his presence in the place.


    Horace Smith came quietly back. He sat down at the table, helped himself to more crab Louis from the chafing dish, and ate as if there were nothing but food on his mind.


    "Wonderful chmate you have out here. A few days of sun always loosens my bones and takes the ache out of my muscles."


    Chance thought, "He's trying to let me get a little more anxious. He's stalhng merely to prolong my agony."


    He said, "I have an appointment at two-thirty."


    Smith's round eyes surveyed him. "About the financing of the hoteir


    "Maybe."


    Smith's thin smile actually seemed to hold amusement. "You are skilled at cards, Elson, but there are times when a bluff is unwise. We know that you've exhausted every other possible source."


    Chance said quietly, "I never bluff. Only a fool tries to play cards he doesn't have. Shall we get on with it?"


    Smith said cautiously, "I talked with one of my principals. We will advance the added money to pay off that bank loan, but of course in return we v^dll expect full control."


    Chance wadded the napkin into a small ball and laid it deliberately beside his plate. "In that case we are wasting


    


    time, both yours and mine. I'd rather not finish the hotel than give up control." "That's hard to beUeve."


    Chance stood up. "It's been an experience meeting you, Mr. Smith. Thank you for the lunch."


    Smith let him get to the door before he said, "Wait a minute, let's don't be hasty. Come back here and look at it from our angle for a moment."


    Chance stopped and turned. He knew that this was the biggest game he had ever sat in, and that Smith was as worthy an opponent as a man could ask.


    "I have looked at it from your angle. We both know that this is racket money or black-market money or both, and that it is seeking a home. We both know that due to the tax office and various government restrictions it is no simple matter any more to conceal money, or to invest it easily."


    Smith watched him.


    "We also know that your principals, whoever they are, do not stand a ghost of a chance of getting past the Nevada tax commission. In their own names they couldn't get a license to operate a bingo game.


    "So what am I selling you? I'm selling the fact that I have no record, that I have experience running a profitable gambling house in Las Vegas, that I still have friends in Carson City and Reno who will see that I have no trouble in securing a hcense for the hotel."


    "But not good enough friends to put up the money you needed."


    "Very true, but their doubt was about Vegas, not about me.


    Smith said, "What kind of arrangement would you suggest?"


    "Forty per cent of the hotel, the building, ground and gambling, for two nulHon dollars. That's cheap enough. From some deals that have been made in other places, this hotel for example, it's dirt cheap. The gambhng is to be leased to my partners, Doc Liller and Dutch Mulhauser, the restaurants and bar to my former chef. The gambling will


    


    underwrite the dining rooms and bar and guarantee Leon a fair profit."


    Smith said, "You've forgotten one thing. The million and a quarter bank loan which you want us to pay oflF. What do we get for that?"


    "I hadn't forgotten it. I'll personally assume that loan. You will lend me as an individual one milhon and a quarter. In return I will pledge my stock as security and promise to pay off the loan in fifteen years, but the stock remains in my control to vote as I choose so long as the payments on the loan are made. I figure that completed the hotel will be worth at least five milHon. I put in the land. Land like it down the Strip is being offered for sale for one milHon dollars flat. If you don't beheve me, ride down and take a look at the sign."


    Smith laughed. "I've seen the sign, and to think, ten or fifteen years ago this sagebrush could have been purchased for a hundred dollars an acre."


    Chance shrugged. "Doc, Dutch and I put between seven and eight hundred thousand dollars into the deal. That with the million and a quarter III owe you means that I have almost three miUion in the place against your cHents' two, and I'm offering you forty per cent, which is a fair division, since I don't hold the sixty. I had to give ten per cent to the contractor as a bonus."


    Smith considered. "Let me make another phone call."


    "Just so this thing is settled one way or another by two o'clock."


    There was a tenseness about his stomach as his mind went back over everything that had been said, word by word, wondering if he had said the right things, wondering exactly what Smith's reactions had been. The man was as hard to read as anyone he had ever met. But he was only the agent. Whoever he was talking to on the telephone would make the decision.


    Smith came back into the room. "Well," he said slowly, "it's a deal, except for one thing."


    "What's that?"


    "They want a bigger stock interest."


    


    "How much?"


    "Forty-five, They figure that you're using their million and a quarter. They figure they should hold as much as you hold."


    "And let the contractor have control?"


    Smith shrugged. "That's the way the ball bounces." The words sounded absurd, coming from his thin lips. "Take it or leave it, and we want to know before five this afternoon."


    "I'll take it, but I need the money by the middle of next week if we aren't to have an interruption in construction."


    "You can have it by day after tomorrow if the papers are signed by then. What lavi^er do you want to handle it?"


    "Morton Hoffner, if he's all right vdth you."


    He saw the slight flicker in Smith's eyes. It confirmed the guess Chance had already made, that Hoffner was connected with the Syndicate.


    "That will be fine. It's been a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Elson." He extended a small hand.


    Chance shook it. He walked out of the room, knowing that he had sold control of the hotel.


    ^^^ifoten, 20


    Judy's divorce was final. The court appearance took only a matter of minutes. She walked out of the room with Morton Hoffner at her side.


    She had intended to leave Vegas as soon as the divorce was granted, return to Hollywood, to work until she could save enough to carry her through the cure. Now she did not want to leave. Chance needed her. He was driving himself to exhaustion, trying to get the hotel finished.


    Doc was helping, of course, so was Dutch, but she knew that Doc worked with reservations. Doc was worried. Doc had not been the same since the day Chance had come home to tell them he had raised the money for completion, but that he had to sign away forty-five per cent.


    


    If Chance was worried, he gave no sign to Judy, however closely she watched. He was fully engaged, recruiting a staff for the hotel. He sent Doc to New York and Miami and finally to Los Angeles. He wanted assistant managers who had been in resort hotels. He wanted them young, preferably college trained. He wanted a good housekeeper and domestic staff. For the gambhng crew he drew heavily on the men who had been with them downtown, filling in with young dealers who had never worked in a gambling hall outside of Las Vegas.


    *1 want the top in service," he told Judy. "This is going to be the best-run, best-organized hotel on the Strip." They stood in the supper room. The building, aside from furnishings, was completed. Outside men were planting sod in the strips of lawn between the wide, curving flagstone walks, planting full-grown trees hauled in from the nurseries, planting flowers already blooming in the twisting beds. The opening was five weeks away.


    "Chance."


    He turned to look at her.


    "I got my divorce this morning."


    He came to her and pulled her into his arms. "Did you bring the preacher out with you?"


    She pulled back, laughing. "Now wait a minute. I told you I wouldn't get married until I'd had time to straighten things out."


    "Do that after we're married. My God, woman, how can I keep my mind on the hotel with you around?"


    "So you think you can marry me and then forget me, is that the pitch?"


    He grinned ruefully. "You always pick me up on my words."


    "Never mind, I'm not going to try to compete with a hotel opening when I do marry you. We are going away on a long, long trip then, so far that you can't hear the dice click on the table."


    He kissed her. "You're the boss. Say the word and well chuck the whole thing, get married, go away and let Doc open the damn place."


    


    "Would you do that for me?"


    "Don't you believe it?"


    "No. But it's a nice thing to say."


    He told her, "There's another reason it wouldn't work. I can't take the headliner of the floor show away on opening night."


    "The headliner . . . you mean . . .?"


    "Why not? The salaries you entertainers get, we'd better keep the dough in the family."


    "But, Chance, you need a really big name. The other hotels are hiring the biggest."


    '"Who says you aren't? Don't you want to do it?"


    Certainly she wanted to do it. It would give her a part. That's what she wanted, to really belong. She did not want to be merely Chance's wife, she wanted to be on the team.


    "When did you think of it?"


    "From the first."


    *'Why didn't you tell me?"


    "I was keeping it as a bribe, to hold you here."


    She kissed him.


    "Doc's hired Ehoy Pope to handle our shows. You know him?"


    "He's the best."


    "He's coming over Friday. Get with him, dope out what you want to do."


    Someone called him to the phone. She turned to survey the huge room with its big stage. Afterward she walked out to the patio. The pool was already filled, the water blue from the distant sky.


    She stood imagining what the place would look like after it opened, the rooms filled with people, people in the chairs flanking the pool, people on the golf course. . . .


    Some of the fever that affected Chance burned in her. She went in, found Dutch in his ojBBce.


    "Some joint, huh?" The ofiBce was furnished in red leather, with heavy carpeting, a modernistic desk.


    Dutch sat down at the desk. He took a cigar from the humidor and stuck it between his thick lips. "Some dive for


    


    old Dutch. Kind of hard to remember when I stood behind a counter, running a thimblerig."


    She went around and kissed his whisky-burned cheek. Dutch was as pleased as a child. She went back to the suite Chance had built for himself and Joe. Joe was there, putting things in order. Joe was grumbling to himself. He would much rather have stayed at the ranch.


    Friday afternoon Judy met with Elroy Pope. She listened to Pope's suggestions for the opening show, flattered that he asked her opinion about this supporting player and that. Chance had given him an open checkbook for the first week's show, and the names Pope mentioned took Judy's breath. That she should be headlining such a list was hardly believable. She knew of course that she would not be except for Chance. She caught Pope watching her, and judged that there were doubts in the man's mind. There were doubts in her own, too.


    So she worked with the orchestra, worked harder than she had ever worked in her life, and her nerves, jumpy at best, frayed and drew taut and her reliance on heroin increased.


    For two weeks she saw Chance only when he dropped into the supper room during rehearsals. Chance was bound the opening should go smoothly. Standing in the wide carport, he felt a touch of magic that what only weeks before had been a rutted, barren strip, littered with the odds and ends of construction, should now be a carefully tended garden.


    He walked back across the lobby. To the right, in the big gambhng rooms. Doc was still at work v^th the crew and shills.


    A flying staircase led upward from the lobby level, one wing in the end of the gambling room, the other at the far end of the lobby. It rose to a balcony overlooking both the gambling room and the lobby. Chance's office was off this balcony.


    The office windows opened above the patio and afforded a view of both wings of the hotel. From here he could see almost all the activity in both the gambling room and lobby below, and also the patio.


    


    Chance went in and sat at his desk, passing a hand tiredly across his eyes. The immensity of detail connected with opening the hotel was appalling. If he hadn't Leon and Doc and the two new assistant managers to depend upon, he reahzed that they would never open.


    The two boys were working out fine. They had had their training in a Miami hotel whose rates started at thirty dollars a day and soared upward. Younger was from the Harvard School of Business Administration, the other had never finished high school. Neither had ever been in a gambling house before coming to Vegas.


    He had full confidence in the whole staflF. If he should leave tonight, the hotel would still open on schedule.


    The squawk box on his desk buzzed and he answered to hear Younger's voice. "I hate to bother you, but there are some men who insist on seeing you."


    ^AVho?"


    "One of them is Mr. Cellini." Younger's voice did not sound natural. He had been in Vegas long enough to find out who Cellini was.


    The muscles at the pit of Chance's stomach knotted. He said, "Have them come up," and closed the switch.


    CeUini led the way into the room. There were five men behind him and Chance thought that if he had not already guessed who they were he would have known from their appearance.


    There was something about a gangster that no amount of tailoring or face-lifting could erase. It was an intangible, the restless way they looked around the room as if expecting danger to slip from behind the pictmres on the wall. It was the way they sat, three on the couch, two in chairs beside the windows. They never quite relaxed.


    They did not look alike. Two were small, one had an unmistakably Itahan face, the others were nondescript.


    Cellini did not sit down. He waited until the others had placed themselves, like a jury sitting on a case, and then he walked forward. "Surprised to see me?"


    "Not particularly."


    


    The words disconcerted Cellini. Chance was enjoying himself, but nothing in his face showed the enjoyment.


    "You should be." Cellini was much more polished than he had been in Cleveland. He was older, and power had brought smoothness. "You're in trouble, Chance, and the sooner you realize just how much trouble you are in, the easier it will be for us to talk."


    Chance said, "Maybe you should tell me." He wished now that he had an audience, someone who could appreciate this moment. It was strange that his thoughts went back to Danzig, or perhaps it wasn't, for he was certain in his own mind that Cellini was Danzig's murderer. Maybe in a small way he was repaying Danzig for what had happened to him. But v/hy should he feel that he needed to repay Danzig anything?


    Cellini's prominent eyes measured him, and Cellini made no effort to hide his hate. "You've got nerve"—he said it flatly—"or you're too stupid to realize what has happened/'


    Chance shrugged.


    "Meet your partners. You will see a lot of them." Cellini indicated the small man at the end of the couch. "Johnny Rossi. He's out of Cleveland. You remember him?"


    Chance didn't. He saw Rossi smile, exposing three gold teeth.


    "And Micky Aldhouse. He's from Cleveland, too."


    Aldhouse was carefully tailored. He had the face of a horse and a thickened ear, suggesting that he had fought or wrestled. He did not even bother to look up when Cellini mentioned his name. He had drawn a small gold nail file from his pocket and was cleaning his nails.


    "They are your partners." Cellini's voice rose as though to force some reaction from Chance. "So are Paul Grossman and Lolly Maccano and Duke Wells. They're from Detroit." He indicated the three with a sweep of his pudgy hand.


    Chance waited. In aU his experience he had never seen as choice a collection of hoodlums. "So these are Mr. Smith's chents."


    "They're his clients, and so am I. You didn't know I had a nice slice of your hotel, did you?"


    


    "I suspected it."


    Cellini bit his lip. The interview was not going according to plan. He had expected to shock Chance with surprise, to have Elson rage at being trapped.


    "You suspected it? I don't beheve you."


    There was a faint smile on Chance's hps. "You never have understood me, have you, Ralph? Every time you've tangled with me, you've gotten hurt. You never learn."


    "Don't I?" Cellini was losing control of his temper. "Maybe you're the one who doesn't learn, wise guy. We came up here to tell you something you don't know. We've bought out the Blatt Brothers, or rather we are the Blatt Brothers. Our money runs their company. With the bonus stock on their contract, we have fifty-five per cent of this place."


    Chance's smile was wide. "You know, Ralph, it's almost a relief to have things out in the open, to know exactly where I stand. I'm surprised that you haven't showed up sooner. I'm only curious now to know what you want."


    Johnny Rossi laughed. "He's a cold one, Ralph. You said he was and I didn't beheve it."


    Chance glanced at Rossi, then back at Cellini.


    "Let's have it, Ralph."


    Cellini was in no hurry. He had waited a long time for this, to get Elson where he wanted him. He did not like to be robbed of the fullness of his triumph.


    He said, "We let you go ahead and build this place. Now, we are taking over. We already have our crew downtown. The gambling is ours and our men will handle it. It is to be leased to us, the hotel company gets ten per cent of the take."


    "Generous."


    Cellini swelled. He would have hked to lean forward and strike the smile from Elson's face. "Don't be cute. We will take over the restaurant and the bars, also on a ten-per-cent cutback to the hotel corporation. I'll run the restaurant and the bars, Johnny Rossi will handle the gambhng. For the time being, you can manage the hotel, but Grossman will be sitting at your elbow to see that you make no mistakes.


    


    If you play along nicely, we'll leave you as hotel manager. If you get out of line, you go out on your ass."


    Chance said, "Are you all through? Is that the way it sets up?"


    "That's the way.'* Cellini tried to sound confident, but Chance did not act brokenhearted. Chance did not act as if his world had suddenly come to an end.


    "You asked for it. You've been fighting us for years. I could have had you knocked oflF a dozen times, but that isn't the way we operate any more. We'd rather keep you and use you and rub your Goddamn nose in the dirt."


    This was the moment Chance had waited for ever since his conversation with Horace Smith. He laughed, no humor in the sound. Even Aldhouse had put away his gold nail file and was watching. He had the full attention of everyone in the room.


    When he spoke, his voice showed none of the emotion surging through him, a mingled emotion: hatred of Cellini, mockery at the man's clumsy handling of the situation, contempt for every man facing him.


    "Ralph, you're trying to fill Danzig's shoes, and you don't know how. He bulled things through, you try to be clever. The trouble is, you aren't clever. You look at your cards and figure how the game is going to go. You never think about the other man or what he might do."


    "What can you do?** Cellini sounded beUigerent.


    "Several things," Chance told him. "You undoubtedly sold these gentlemen on the idea that this was the perfect setup. I'm well known in Vegas. I would have no trouble getting a gambling Hcense, or holding one. The thing you forgot is that this Hcense gives me power, because you or anyone else in this room would never in the world get past the tax commission."


    CeUini said, "Danzig did."


    Chance nodded. "Danzig was clean. He never took a fall." He looked at the others, "Can any of you gentlemen claim that?"


    Johnny Rossi had ceased to smile. Aldhouse was leaning 278


    


    forward, his dark eyes hard and watchful. The other three had not moved but their tension showed.


    Cellini said, "I don't see how that does you much good. We control the hotel and—"


    "Some of your friends are smarter than you are. You tell him, Rossi."


    The man shook his head. His voice was slightly guttural. **You're talking."


    "I've been waiting for you," Chance said, "ever since I talked to Smith. Either you thought I was too dimib to realize what the demand for the extra five per cent of the hotel meant, or that I wanted to open this place so badly I'd make any kind of a deal you wanted. Well, you are wrong on both counts."


    He paused as if to give emphasis to his words. "I will not open this place unless I am in control."


    "You won't open!" Cellini was gaping at him. ''Why, you've got to open. You've gone too far. That's why I waited, imtil you were in so deep you had to open."


    "Why do I have to open?"


    Cellini twisted slowly to look at the men behind him as if searching for help. He got none. They watched, studied him now as they had studied Chance only moments before. He sensed their hostility and it made him nervous.


    "You've got to open. It would cost you a fortune if you failed to open."


    "Cost who?"


    Cellini got his meaning. He pulled a handkerchief from his hip pocket and wiped it across his forehead. "Don't try to bluff me, Chance."


    "I never bluff. You can make book on that. I have here on this desk a stock transfer for six per cent of the shares of stock in The Desert Queen Hotel Company. It's been typed up for weeks, waiting for this meeting. I did not know when it would happen, or how, or who would show up, but I did know that unless this transfer is made before this hotel opens I'll turn my license back to the tax commission. I will admit to them that I falsified my application when I stated that no one with a criminal record was connected with


    


    this enterprise, and, Ralph, 1*11 do more. Ill make such a pubKc stink in all the newspapers that the commission will be forced to investigate the ownership of every hotel and club in this area. Your friends in the East are not going to be happy if this is done, and they are going to blame you for bringing it on. I realize this is a personal thing between us, that you are trying to get even with me for things which have happened in the past. I want all the men in this room to understand that, to understand that they have been used.*'


    Cellini was sweating now. Rossi said curiously, "You really mean you'd junk the joint just to keep us out of control?"


    Chance looked at him. "Youd better believe me for all our sakes."


    "I believe you." It was Aldhouse. He stood up. He came three steps forward and grabbed CeUini with one hamlike hand. He swung him around. "You stupid bastard." He hit him directly in the face.


    CeUini went down. No one moved for a long moment, then calmly Aldhouse went back to his chair. "You'd better handle things, Paul."


    The others nodded consent. Paul Grossman was the best dressed of the lot, and there was quiet authority in his voice. "Look, Elson, we're all in this now."


    "That's right."


    "CeUini sold us a bUl."


    "I know that."


    "We aren't hunting trouble. We got a lot of dough in this place and it isn't aU ours."


    "I realize that too."


    "So what do you want?"


    "Six per cent of the stock. The transfer v/as drawn up by a Los Angeles lawyer. I no longer trust Morton Hoffner."


    "Then what? What protection do we get? How do we know we get a fair break?*


    Chance said, "I don't know about other places, but my spot always made an honest return to the tax commission. I wouldn't take a chance on doing it otherwise. I want to keep my license. So, you'U get your share, but I'U teU you one other


    


    thing. rU only go ahead and open if you all agree to keep out of this place, and I mean out. The special officers will have orders to roust you if you show up."


    Color came up behind the dull gray of Grossman's cheeks. "That's a httle rough."


    Chance said flatly, "That's the way it is." He paused as Cellini slowly picked himself off the floor. "I'm not trying to in-siJt you. I'm only thinking of the hotel. We can't afford to let our guests get the idea that this is a hangout for criminals."


    Grossman said slowly, "You make sense. I feel better about my dough." He tinned to the others. "What about it?"


    Aldhouse shrugged. "Seems okay to me."


    Chance asked, "Who signs?"


    Grossman said, "The stock is held by the Randolph Finance Company. I'm president. I guess I sign."


    Chance pressed the buzzer on his desk and, when Young-er's voice answered, said, "Have that pubhc stenographer come in. She's a notary. Have her bring her seal."


    He looked at Grossman. "I hate to mention this, since all of you except Cellini have been decent about it, but this office is bugged. There's a tape recording of everything that has been said since you came in."


    Grossman smiled for the first time. "You don't take many chances, do you?"


    "I try not to."


    Grossman came forward. He picked up the stock transfer and studied it. The door behind him opened and a girl came in. Chance told her what was wanted. She witnessed the signature and affixed her seal.


    Grossman said, "It's all right if we stay in Vegas until after the opening, isn't it?"


    Chance grinned. "I'm not trying to rub it in. I'll even buy a drink." He walked to the bar which folded back into the wall and poured the glasses. Cellini refused. Cellini had not said a word.


    When they had gone. Chance sank back into the chair, his knees suddenly weak from reaction. He felt no elation. He had planned the whole scene carefully, building in his mind everything that he would say. It had been a break that Cellini


    


    had brought the others with him, that Cellini had not come alone.


    Cellini was a fool, and fools were dangerous. You couldn't reason with a fool. You never knew what they would do.


    Chance had been under an emotional strain these last few weeks. He was feeHng the effect now.


    Lucky for him that Grossman was a realist, that Grossman was shrewd enough to know Chance had not been bluffing. He shuddered at what would have happened had they not beUeved him, had they failed to take him at his word.


    Cellini had been whipped, cowed, not by Chance but by the knowledge that his whole position in Vegas, yes, and in the Syndicate, was shaken by this mistake.


    But Chance did not write off Cellini. The man was still dangerous, and the Syndicate did not like to be whipped. They might agree to his terms now, because common sense told them they had no choice. But the Syndicate was like an elephant. It seldom forgot.


    There was a knock at the door and he called, "Come in.*'


    Doc slipped through. "Younger told me Cellini was here."


    Chance motioned for him to shut the door. He reached down under the desk to make certain the tape recorder was shut off, then he handed Doc the stock transfer.


    Doc read it twice, in silence. "How did you work this?**


    Chance told him, repeating almost every word.


    Doc walked over and poured himself a stiff drink. He took it slowly. "Whoosh. Tm glad I didn't have to go through that. How did Cellini take it?"


    "Cellini's in trouble. There are five men with him who aren't very friendly toward him at the m.oment. I don't think we have to worry about Cellini for a while. Hell be too busy trying to explain his mistake in the East to give us much of a headache in the next few months."


    "Think the others were sore?"


    "Of coin-se they were sore. The question is, who are they sore at?"


    "You."


    "In a way, yes, but they also showed that they have quite a bit of respect for me, and they have a lot of dough tied up


    


    that they don't want disturbed. I'm playing with them, but I'm playing on my terms."


    Doc took another drink. "]eese, I don't like this." There was a lot that Chance did not like about it, either, but he couldn't help himself. He said, "That's the reason I didn't tell you what I was going to do. I knew you'd worry, and what was the use two of us worrying about it? Now, let's go ahead and get this joint rolling."


    C/i<!ifoten.2t


    If Chance Elson lived to be a hundred, he thought, he would never forget the day The Desert Queen opened. In a twelve-hour period he lived a dozen lifetimes.


    Even in the morning, before the guests started to arrive, there was an electric expectancy about the place. The staff was finely tuned, nervous, hke a football team poised before a big game. Chance hoped that this nervousness would be dispelled as the guests arrived, that the habit of their training would cushion them.


    A Hollywood director and his wife were the first to check in, at twelve fifty-nine, thereby winning a wrist watch for the girl and a hundred dollars in chips for the man.


    Chance stood in the entry watching the cars arrive. Most of them had California tags. The local people who had engaged tables would not appear imtil evening.


    By four o'clock the hotel had come to life. The gambhng room was better than half filled. Customers Hned the bar and occupied most of the cocktail tables on the raised mezzanine. There were shouts and laughter from the pool.


    Chance prowled everywhere. He went to the kitchen to check with Leon. He checked with the headwaiter. They had had to turn down over a hundred requests for tables.


    He went to the gambhng room. Doc was at the raised desk in the center. Before him were copies of the sheets from every table. Every ten minutes an assistant floorman made a


    


    check of the chip racks at each table. If one was low, he brought fresh cases from the cashier and these chips were signed for by the slotman, the sheet delivered to Doc.


    Against two walls of the room slot machines made a solid phalanx. Change girls were stationed at each comer, ready to trade silver for bills for those who wanted to play. Cigarette girls and bar girls sifted slowly through the crowd. A customer need only signal and make his want known; the drinks were on the house.


    Nine of the twenty crap tables and two of the five roulette wheels were in action, and there were people at every twenty-one game, seated across the small, curved table from the dealer. Chance knew that later all the games would be crowded. Tonight would probably be the biggest single evening the hotel would ever enjoy, for a curious habit had grown up in Vegas. Whenever a new spot opened, the club-owners ralHed around, gambling on the wrong side of the table in celebration. Their purpose was not to win, but to swell the take of the new enterprise.


    Most of the two million that had been put up by Cellini's friends was spent, and they were opening the games with less than a hundred-thousand bankroll. In an ordinary operation, this would have been more than enough, but the play in Vegas had grown to such proportions that most of the downtown clubs kept a million doUars available at all times to back their games.


    There was a pulse in the room around him. A gambling crowd is neither loud nor boisterous. It is far too intent on the roll of the dice or the turn of the wheel to make much noise. But there was an urgency which carried through the room with compelling force. There had been people in the hotel that morning, the staff, the workers, the dealers and kitchen help, but the place had had a lifeless feel. Now it was breathing. It had a soul.


    He said to Doc, "Take a break," and moved onto the stool at the high desk. He did not belong at the front desk, or in the dining room, or even in his own office. He belonged here. This was the nerve center, the spot where they could suffer


    


    heavy losses or make the money necessary to keep the hotel running.


    He sat and watched. He saw a Hollywood producer winning heavily at an end table. A floorman went to stand behind the slctman. Another floorman brought fresh chips to the table and then carried the signed slip to Chance. He noted that there were ten thousand dollars' worth of chips involved.


    The play went on. The floorman was talking to the producer. The crowd, as always attracted to a winning table, thronged around this one nearly four deep. The floorman raised a hand to Chance. Chance moved to his side.


    The producer was fifty, red faced from excitement and whisky. The floorman said in an undertone, "He wants the limit raised." The limit on line bets was five hundred dollars.


    Chance glanced at the twenty-five-dollar chips racked in the groove along the table edge before the player. He saw that the man had five hundred on the line and had placed a hundred dollars on each number for odds bets.


    "How much?"


    "A thousand."


    "How much did he start withF*


    "A hundred."


    Chance hesitated. The practice in a gambling house was to raise the limit for certain customers, but only if they had bought into the game with a sizable amount. Still, this was the opening. He did not want it noised through the crowd that they had refused to lift the limit. But if he did, if the man continued his wirming streak, it could be dangerous. It could break them.


    The player was nearly ten thousand dollars ahead. He rolled the dice and came up with another natural. "What about it, Elson?"


    The man knew him. Chance could not recall having seen him before.


    "How much do you want?"


    "Five thousand."


    He had jumped the request from one to five. If he continued to win he would want to raise it still higher. The


    


    limit on a game was the house's protection. It kept a hot player from doubling past a certain point; it checked the players of involved systems based on progression.


    "Go ahead."


    The producer counted out five thousand dollars' worth of chips. He picked up the dice and blew on them elaborately. "Come on, baby, give me an eleven."


    He spun them across the green cloth to bounce back from the opposite rail. They turned up six-five.


    There was an audible sigh from the crowd. The dealer with the help of the stickman counted out the winning chips. The producer stared at Chance.


    "All of it."


    Chance nodded. The dice came up seven.


    The crowd was nearly pushing the table over in its eagerness to see. The producer picked up the dice. He cupped them nervously, trying to make up his mind. "All of it." There was twenty thousand on the table before him.


    Chance nodded again.


    The dice rolled. They turned up three. The player stared at them as if he could not believe his eyes. The red of his face drained out. He ran the tip of his tongue around too-dry lips. Slowly he began coimting the chips before him on the table rim.


    "Fifteen thousand." He shoved it on the line without asking permission. The slotman glanced at Chance. Chance nodded almost imperceptibly, turned and walked back to his seat. From its altitude he could see the floor of the table.


    The producer came out on an eight. He rolled six times and fell oJBF on a seven. With a muttered curse, he turned and pushed his way almost blindly from the table. Chance knew that for the rest of his life the man would tell about the time he lost thirty-five thousand on two rolls of the dice. He would ignore the fact that he had started with only a hundred dollars.


    People were hke that. They took pride in their losses. Chance sat on the stool trying to uncoil, letting his stomach muscles relax. What if the man had passed for twenty thousand and wanted to shoot forty? What if he had passed


    


    for forty and tried to shoot the eighty? They couldn't have covered it. But you couldn't let it get around that you were running a chintzy game, and it would be good advertising. People are always attracted by the rumor of high play. Every v/ould-be gambler expected to win a fortune on a ten-dollar bill. They refused to accept the dictimi in gambling, "Never try to win more than you can afford to lose."


    Doc reheved him at five. Chance checked his office for messages, then tried to phone Judy's room. There was no answer.


    He took the private hall back to his suite. Joe was there, grinning from ear to ear.


    "Some joint. I been watching them dolls around the pool.'*


    "Just keep your hands off them. We want no suits for rape."


    Joe grinned. He knew he was being kidded.


    "Put my dinner clothes out. I'm going to take a shower.**


    In the privacy of the bathroom he could admit to himself that he had not actually believed it would happen. There had been so many obstacles. He wished John Kern were here to see it. He had almost invited Mrs. Kern. He was glad now that he had not. This opening would remind her of too many things.


    He shaved and dressed. Then he went into the bedroom and tried Judy's phone again. There was still-no answer. Where jn hell was she? Maybe she had taken a walk in the patio. He crossed to the window and tried to pick her out of the girls around the pool, and failed. It was six-thirty.


    The supper show did not start for two hours, but tonight the people would be arriving early. He had better get downstairs.


    Joe said, "I'm going to see the show from the kitchen door. Leon said I could."


    "Sure," said Chance. He knew what this show meant to Joe. As far as Joe was concerned, this was Judy's night. Joe had raised the girl. She had given his hfe purpose and meaning.


    Standing beside the reservation desk at the entrance to the dining room, he welcomed each arrival as the captain


    


    checked their names off the list and delegated an assistant to conduct them to their tables.


    There was a long queue of people stretching across the comer of the lobby and down the steps into the gambling room. Many of the arrivals he knew—local people, the mayor, the sheriff of Clark Coimty, state officials. The legislature was well represented, as was the film capital and Los Angeles in general.


    He glanced at his watch. Five after seven, and the dining room was aheady half filled. The orchestra was playing dance music. Waiters were taking orders and already some food had been served.


    And then he saw Pope coming toward him through the maze of tables and knew from the man's set expression that something was wrong.


    Chance went to meet him. They faced each other along the rear wall, out of the line of arriving guests.


    Pope said tightly, "You d better come backstage."


    '"What's the matter?"


    The man found the words hard to utter. "Miss Liller. She's ill."


    "Judy? What's wrong with her?"


    Pope hesitated. "You'd better see her." They followed the passage to the row of dressing rooms, paused before the one marked with a star.


    Chance knocked. He got no answer. He tried the door and found it unlocked and pushed it open.


    Judy sat on a couch banked by flowers at the far side of the room. Her hair was mussed, her mouth hung open a little as if she could not get air enough, and her eyes rolled at him.


    "Judy, what is it?" He was at her side, bending down. She stared at him wildly, but did not speak. He pivoted and picked up the house phone. "Find the doctor quick. Get him to Miss Liller's room on the double." He hung up and turned back to the girl, pushing her sleeve above her elbow. He knew now, but he had to ask. "TeU me, honey."


    "No fix. They wouldn't sell me any today. No fix. I've got to have it. Chance, got to, got to."


    


    Chance's flesh crawled. Judy. He had seen dope addicts. You could not live in the society in which he had moved without running into them. "When? How long?"


    She ran a tongue around her dry lips. "Too long. Thought I could handle it. Thought you would never know."


    Chance lifted his eyes and saw Elroy Pope. He had forgotten the man.


    "She can't go on tonight. Get a substitute. Get anyone, quick."


    Pope said slowly, "Martha Stewart's over here for a divorce. I ran into her on the street yesterday. She's at some guest ranch."


    "Get her. To hell with what it costs." Chance was beside himself. God, they had a room full of people out there, waiting for entertainment, expecting the best. They couldn't goof.


    And Judy. He'd had no time to think about Judy, what this meant to her, to him, to them all. Time to think about that later, after the damned hotel was open, after the show was over.


    Chance did not know who Martha Stewart was. He'd heard her name. Maybe she was an actress, a singer, even a toe dancer. He didn't care. At least her name was known.


    Chance picked up the phone. He called the kitchen, asking Leon if Joe was there. He was. "Send him to Judy's dressing room, fast."


    He called the gambling room and found Dutch in his office. "Get hold of Doc. Tell him to turn the pit over to somebody and get to the dining-room entrance and be host. Yeah, there's an emergency."


    Judy sat watching him. It was like slow motion. She wanted to scream. She wanted to kill herself. She thought that she was dying anyway. This was what she had dreaded all along, that Chance would find out before she could take the cure. She should have knov^Ti something like this would happen.


    Her pusher had been stalling her all the last week, supplying her with only enough heroin to carry her over a single day, claiming each time that there had been delays in his


    


    shipments, that he had to dole out the narcotic to all his customers to keep them going.


    And then, this morning, the ax had fallen. He had refused to sell her. He had told her bluntly that he had orders from Cellini, he had had those orders all week.


    Finally he gave her Cellini's unHsted number. He said her only hope of getting any narcotics in Vegas was to appeal to CeUini directly.


    She had called the number, gone to Cellini, and CeUini had laughed at her. He had laughed. And then cursed her, and Chance, and the rest of them.


    "Tell that bastard brother of yours what IVe done to you. Go crawling back to the hotel and let him see what you look like now. Maybe he won't be so smart. Maybe hell see that no one ever hcks Ralph Cellini."


    His full-Hpped mouth trembled and she realized that the man was not quite rational, that his hatred of Chance was driving him toward the edge of madness.


    Chance got most of the story out of her. He got it in small phrases, disconnected sentences. Had she not been so distraught with the craving within her she would have worried about him. His face was black, and no one had ever seen the rage now in his eyes.


    "I'U kill Cellini. Ill kill him as soon as I can get my hands on him."


    The doctor and Joe arrived together. To the doctor Chance said, "Give her a shot, and leave enough of the stuff to carry her for a few days until I can get this straightened out."


    "But-"


    "To hell with the buts. She's going crazy, you quack. Give it to her and then stand by. As soon as I can get this Goddamn hotel running, we'U work something out. She can be cured."


    **Yes, she can be cured. But it's a long, slow, hard process. It takes determination."


    "She's got that."


    The doctor was opening his bag. Judy said, "You get back out front, Chance." Now that the doctor was picking up his


    


    syringe her nerves were quieter. "I'll be all right. You've got to open the hotel."


    He bent and kissed her cheek. "Don't worry, honey. I'll take care of everything. After tonight, I'U stay with you until it's over. And then Cellini."


    He turned to Joe. "You and the doctor get her to my rooms and keep her there until I come."


    He was gone then, down the passage to the restaurant, hurrying along the wall to the doorway of the supper room. Doc was there. The line had dwindled to a trickle.


    Doc shot him a worried glance, saying in an imdertone as he came up, "What the hell?"


    "Judy, she's sick. She can't go on."


    "What is it?" Concern made Doc's tone louder than he intended.


    "Nothing to worry about. The doctor is with her. She'll be all right." He fell silent, for a fanfare from the orchestra announced that the show was about to start.


    Martha Stewart tiuned out to be a willowy blond singer. He Hstened to her oflFering critically, prepared to beheve that Judy could have done far better, but he had to admit that she was good, very, very good. She had the audience with her from the start.


    When she finished her act, Elroy Pope stepped on the stage to lead the applause. "And now I want you to meet the man responsible for all this, the man who is going to get rich out of this joint—Chance Elson." He waved toward the back of the room. "Come on up here. Chance, and thank Martha for fiUing in."


    Chance swore under his breath. This was not a part of the rehearsed show. He came down the far aisle and climbed to the stage. Pope introduced him to Martha Stewart and she twinkled up at him.


    "If I'd known what you look like I'd have worked for nothing," She reached up, put both hands on his shoulders and kissed him. The audience howled.


    Afterward he had to escort her to the bar and then into the gambling room. He kept glancing at his watch and she finally noticed.


    


    "Something wrong?**


    "It's Judy, Judy Liller, the girl you filled in for. She's sick. I'd better check on her."


    "Sure, I understand."


    "You were wonderful. You sure helped us out of a jam. Any time you want to play the Queen just let us know."


    "I'll remember that. Now you get along to Judy."


    Judy stood beside the window, staring out at the patio below. She turned quickly when he came in. Chance's stomach muscles knotted as he saw the flushed face, the eyes looking solid gray around the pinpoint pupils.


    "Where's Joe?"


    She shook her head. "I don't know."


    "Damn him. I told him to stay here." He called the kitchen. Joe wasn't there.


    Chance hesitated. His whole impulse was to stay with Judy, but he knew he should be in the lobby. What had gotten into Joe? It wasn't Hke him to leave when the girl needed him. "What did he say when he left?"


    She shrugged jerkily. "Just told me to wait here."


    "Ill have one of the maids stay with you."


    "Don't, I'm all right now. The doctor promised to come back in an hour. Chance, I'm sorry I . . ."


    He took both her shoulders and pulled her against him, kissing her gently. "It's all right, honey, ever3d:hing is all right. Just a Httle while and it will all be straightened out, but I've got to get back. If you need anything, have them page me."


    "I told you I'm all right."


    It did not occur to Chance to worry about Joe. He had so many other things on his mind. The gambling room was pandemonium. He had never seen so many people trying to pack into one place. He checked with Dutch. The play was extremely heavy and none of the tables had shown a bad run. They were going to be safe.


    He talked to Doc. He got caught by a crowd of downtown club-owners and was forced to accompany them to the bar, Hoffner was with them and the lawyer had a moment to say, "Looks like you put it over, Chance. You must be happy."


    


    "Sure," said Chance. *Tm happy/' The trouble was he could not keep his mind on the hotel. There was a disturbance in the lobby. Some drunk was making a scene, but before he could get there an assistant manager and two special officers closed in. A minute later the drunk was outside the building, being held for the sheriff's car.


    Chance turned away and started back for Dutch's office. A hurrying boy caught his arm. "You're wanted on the phone, Mr. Elson."


    His thought was of Judy. He went into Dutch's office and picked up the phone. "This is Elson. You have a call for me."


    The hotel operator said, "A moment please." Then, "Go ahead," and a man's voice said, "This is Al Guyer of the sheriff's office."


    C/infot&i22


    Joe Moore knew that he was going to kill Ralph Cellini. He had known it from the first moment his clouded mind understood what had happened to Judy.


    He got into the cab before the hotel, told the driver to take him to CeUini's new home and settled back on the hard cushion of the seat. He felt the buzzing in his head. He knew what caused it. He was mad and Doc had been warning him for years not to get mad. But when he thought of CeUini and what the rat had done to Judy, rage came up into his throat. He couldn't stop it.


    He cried a little to himself in the cab's darkness. He couldn't get the picture of Judy out of his mind. His big, broken-knuckled hands opened and closed, opened and closed. Chance's gun was in his coat pocket, the one John Kern had given Chance, but he had brought it only as insurance.


    He had beaten CeUini once, in Cleveland, after the Club 293


    


    had been raided. If he had killed him, then none of this would have happened.


    The cab made the turn from the street into the circular driveway and drew up before the concrete-slab porch of the new ranch house. "Want me to wait?"


    Joe shook his head. He handed the driver a bill and got out, ignoring his change. He stood a minute as the cab pulled away, then crossed the porch and tried the front door. It was unlocked and he stepped into the big central hall.


    CelUni had done himself proud with the house. To the right was a dining room and beyond it the kitchen; to the left, the long living room with its square-cut stone fireplace fiUing two-thirds of the north wall.


    Cellini had seen the lights as the cab came up the driveway. He was expecting a woman visitor and went to put on his coat, so that Joe was standing in the middle of the hall when Cellini stepped from the bedroom.


    He stopped, surprise holding him motionless for a moment. Joe came forward with his curious shambhng gait.


    "Who in hell are you? How'd you get in here? What do you want?" Cellini was trying to recall where he had seen the man before. He had not had a good look at Joe in the dark street outside his Cleveland apartment and that had been a long time ago. He met so many bums and this m.an had the marks of an ex-fighter. Maybe he was one of the pushers, coming to the head man with a beef. . . .


    Joe kept walking. He did not say anything and suddenly this silence frightened CeUini more than threats would have. There v/as something deeply menacing in the way Joe stalked forward.


    "Stop. Get the hell out of here before you get hurt. You know who I am?"


    "I know," Joe said. "I near killed you once. I should have. Then you couldn't have put Judy on the dope."


    He was within four feet of Cellini. The fat gangster swimg around. He jumped for the end table and ripped the short-barreled police special from the drawer. His first shot missed. His second caught Joe squarely in the chest as Joe's right fist crashed into the side of Cellini's head. The blow spun


    


    Cellini from his feet and sent him stumbling into the stone facing at the side of the fireplace.


    He sat, half stunned, the gun still in his hand. Joe stood above him, blood seeping out of the bullet hole to stain the front of his white shirt.


    "Get up so I can kill you."


    Cellini lifted his hand. He shot three times, the bullets making a pattern across Joe's stomach. Still the old fighter did not fall. He swayed, then his knees folded and he sat down slowly, like a half-cut tree, faUing reluctantly.


    He sat, staring at Cellini. The gangster raised his left hand to his battered head. "You bastard."


    Joe's big hand fumbled its way into his coat pocket. He brought out Chance's gun as if its weight were enormous. Cellini's eyes widened. He squeezed his trigger. The pin hit the empty chamber, and suddenly fear was in the bulging eyes.


    "Don't, I-"


    Joe emptied the gun, every shot striking home, then slowly, as if still reluctant to die, he lay down on his side.


    It was less than three minutes later when Al Guyer crashed through the front door. He stopped to stare and then ran forward, assuring himself that both men were dead. Afterward he picked up Chance's gun from the floor and saw in surprise the name engraved on the plate. Abruptly he turned to the phone and called the hotel.


    He said tensely, "This is Al Guyer of the sheriff's oflBce. I used to work for you, Mr. Elson."


    "I remember."


    "I was staked out in the new Charleston addition. Kids have been breaking into the unfinished houses. About ten minutes ago a cab pulled up to Cellini's place. I heard shots, broke in and found CeUini and that old fighter that worked for you dead in the hving room, and your gun on the floor."


    It seemed to Chance that he had known from the first what the man was going to say.


    "You'd better come out here, I guess. I'm calhng my oflBce now."


    Chance said, "Thanks," slowly. His mind was trying to 295


    


    grasp the finality of the fact that Joe was dead. It was nice of Guyer to call him before reporting to his office. He hung up.


    Dutch had been watching from the other side of the desk. "What is it?"


    "Joe killed Cellini. They're both dead."


    Dutch stared at him, his heavy Hps sagging. "Killed Cel-linir


    "I haven't time to explain. See you later." He went quickly back to the gambling room and found Morton Hoffner stiU at the bar.


    "Come on."


    HoflFner was surprised, but he followed without a word as Chance led the way to his private garage. In the car as they drove out, Chance said harshly, "Don't think I'm not wise to your part in the hotel financing. A blind man could guess you were working for Cellini."


    Hoffner ran his tongue tip aroimd dry hps. "Now wait, Chance, I was caught, I had no choice, I—"


    "Cellini's dead." Chance went on to teU the lawyer exactly what had happened to Judy.


    "God." Hoffner showed more feeling than Chance had ever seen in him. "The sneaking son of a bitch. I could Idll him myself."


    "Joe took care of it. Joe's dead, too, but he used my gun. It's got my name on it and this thing's going to come right back to me. I don't care for myself, but I'm damned if Judy gets dragged into it. She's had enough. Her name mustn't even be mentioned."


    The lawyer nodded glumly. "We'll have to have a story. You're too well known, and CelHni's too well known. The papers will eat it. If they find he has a piece of the hotel . . /'


    "Think of a story, quick."


    "Tell me about Joe."


    Chance told him in as few words as possible.


    Hoffner was thinking aloud. "With Cellini dead, it's liable to come out that he had points in The Desert Queen. If that happens, there will be an investigation by the tax commission. You may lose your license."


    


    "To hell with the hotel. Just keep Judy out of this. If I'm held for questioning, get her out of town tomorrow. The hotel doctor knows a sanitarium where they handle cases like hers."


    He swung the car into Cellini's driveway and pulled up behind Guyer's Ford. A minute later three more sheriff's cars pulled in and the sheriff got out of the first.


    Chance carefully told the story Hoffner had suggested. "The trouble goes back a long way, clear to Cleveland. Joe was a fighter, Cellini a bookmaker and he fixed some fights and he strong-armed Joe into taking dives and then failed to pay off."


    The sheriff and the man from the D.A.'s oflBce watched him. "Seems strange that after all these years Moore would suddenly decide to kill him."


    Chance said steadily, "He always threatened to. I never took it very seriously because Joe was a httle punchy, but he met CeUini on the street either yesterday or today and they had words. He was muttering about it earlier this evening, but I was so busy with the opening I didn't pay much attention."


    He was far from certain they believed him, but he was not held. At least he had a personal alibi. A thousand people plus the sheriff himself knew he had been at the hotel all evening.


    An hour later he faced Doc and Dutch in his own office. Belowstairs the crowd still milled through the lobby, the gambhng room and the bars. He told Doc and Dutch what had happened. He said, "The doctor has found a private sanitarium at Santa Barbara. Well be married quietly in the morning, then I'll take her to California and stay with her. It will be tough enough for her even then, but at least she won't be facing things alone."


    Doc said, "What happens when Celhni's heirs claim his points in the hotel? Can we keep it quiet, or will the tax commission hft our license because of our hoodlum partners?"


    Chance shook his head wearily. "I don't know. You and Hoffner will have to see Grossman. It's to his advantage to keep CeHini's relatives quiet. Maybe he can. There's nothing we can do tonight."


    


    He watched them go. Then he switched ofiF the office lamps, moved to the window, staring out across the patio at the long chain of Ughts which marked the line of the Strip as it ran out to lose itself in the darkness of the circHng desert.


    Judy was sleeping. She did not yet know about Joe's death. He stood there burdened with a deep and soul-scarring sadness. This was to have been the greatest night of his life. He had his hotel, a chmax to all the years of striving, but at what a cost. He would give it up gladly to save Judy the torment of the weeks ahead, to bring Joe back to Hfe.


    The red-and-green, gold-and-blue neon signs winked back at him, mocking. His Strip, no, Danzig's Strip. Danzig would not recognize it now—five miles of hotels unmatched by any in the world, owned by hundreds of people from Texas to Nev/ York to the Coast. The Syndicate did not control the town. No single group controlled it. The investment ran into the millions, and yet, if their gambling hcenses were revoked, they would have no more real substance than one of the desert mirages.


    He turned from the window and crossed the office to step out onto the inner balcony, looking down on the bustle of the crowd below. Almost any one of those strugghng customers would have gladly changed places with him. They did not know how vulnerable his position v/as. If the tax commission did learn of his silent partners, and the license was revoked, the rooms below him would be empty and deserted when he returned, the doors locked, the building silent, for the hotel could not operate vdthout gambling.


    Yesterday such a possibility would have terrified him, as Danzig had been terrified that he wouJd lose the Peacock. Today Chance did not care. All he was concerned with was Judy and her welfare. Everything else had shrunk to relative unimportance. He went slowly dowm the steps, feeling that he had Hved a miUion years. He was still not yet thirty-five.

  


  [image: leaf 308]

OEBPS/Images/leaf-image0005.jpg
~ CHANCE ELSON

W. T. BALLARD

o1
-+ 4'1

ediTion

POCKET BOOKS, INC.

New York





OEBPS/Images/leaf-image0004.jpg
Are there paper-bound books you want
but cannot find at your retail stores? You can get any
title in print in these famous series, POCKET BOOKS,
CARDINAL EDITIONS, POCKET LIBRARY and
PERMABOOKS, by ordering from Mail Service Depart-
‘ment, Pocket Books, Inc., 630 Fifth Ave., New York 20,N.Y,
Enclose retail price plus 5 per book for mailing costs.
FREE CATALOGUE SENT ON REQUEST






OEBPS/Images/leaf-image0006.jpg
This original CARDINAL edition is printed from brand-
new plotes mode from newly set, clear, easy-to-read fype.

CHANCE ELSON

Cuspiscas edition published Janusey, 1959
It printing November, 1958

*

Copyrieht, ©, 1958, by W. T. Ballard. Al rights veserved. Library of Comgress

Catelog Card Number: 57-9612. Published by Pocket Books, Inc., New York,

and on the same dey in Conada by Pocket Books of Canads, Lid., Montres.
Printed in the U.S.A.

Notice: Canomea editions are published by
Pocket Books, Inc. Trade mark registered
in the United States and other countries.





OEBPS/Images/leaf-image0308.jpg
"LAS VEGAS—

YOU MAY BE TOUGH BUT
YOU CAN BE TAKEN!"

Chance Elson was a gambler—
young, ambitious and fresh. Las Vegas
was a depression town, a green strip
in the desert with too many honky-
tonks and not enough customers.

But things were changing and
Chance was the man who led the
way. He had the guts to face up to the
racket boys —and the vision to know
that one day Las Vegas would be
more famous than Monte Carlo, more
lush than Miami Beach.

This is his story and the story of
one of America’s most fabulous cities.
It is as tough and brutal as the Syndi-
cate gangsters who tried to take over
a state with bullets and blackmail; as
glamorous as Judy Swensen, the only
woman Chance Elson loved; as excit-
ing as seven straight passes at a
crap table.
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“Don’t 1 move, Cellini. I'm

taking you for a ride.”

Elson’s words meant only one thing to the gangster

and he started to shake.
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. “Don’t kill me, Chance, Tl fix it with Danzig so you
can handle the wire service in Vegas. I'm the only

one the big boss listens to.”

Chance broke Cellini’s nose with the gun. Then he
pulled him out of the car and began beating him.
Without his hoods behind him, Cellini was a
blubbering wreck.

“I should kill you, Cellini. But I want you to remem-
ber this night. I want your face to be a reminder to
every Syndicate gangster that it’s going to be dan-

gerous to take over Las Vegas.”





