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Blackie slid over the tailgate with an armful of cleaning equipment, and Smitty followed with his briefcase and ring of keys. Through the glass in the side door I could see part of the bank floor, and before I thought it possible, there was Blackie framed in the glass, posing artistically with both hands on a push broom. From his station he could see me in the truck and receive any signals I sent him about activity and he could also see if anyone started to use the depository and thus could warn Smitty to cease operations temporarily.

Smitty had warned me it would take a long time. “They don’t build these things out of graham crackers,” he’d said. At the three-hour mark Blackie gave a round O with thumb and index finger to indicate that Smitty had opened the first lock.

A car stopped across the street from the truck, and a man got out and walked directly toward me. “I’m Carson, of Holmes Protective Service,” the man said pleasantly. “You boys are working late tonight …”
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At first I listened because I was afraid of Blackie. I was afraid of what he might do if I said No. Then I became interested. I’d been thinking of trying for one big score and quitting, and here was something bigger than I’d ever schemed. But I was still afraid. I had doubts about Blackie. In prison there’s no point of reference against which to measure a man. If he’s toughminded enough, his own assessment of himself is hard to ignore in a situation in which everyone is outwardly conforming to the squeeze designed to mold bicycle thieves, supermarket shoplifters, and murderers into the same pattern.

It was Blackie’s plan, and before coming to me, he had already enlisted Smitty, an old-time burglar with essential skills. On the outside Blackie operated behind a gun and he never let anyone forget it. I’m a card mechanic with some experience on the con and I was dealt in because I could “front” for the group. The kid, Tommy, was nothing. He was included only because he shared a court, a section of the exercise yard with us. It was easier to include him than to try to keep the planning away from him, and (as Blackie said) on the big day we could use an extra pair of hands.

When I first saw him, the kid reminded me of a young raccoon I’d seen in an animal shelter. The raccoon was in a cage in the section with the stray cats and it was puzzled and fearful. I saw it again two weeks later, and it had begun to adapt. It crossed my mind that the raccoon was beginning to think it was a cat. And I watched the prison force the kid to adapt …

Then it was almost time for me to be the first of our group to walk out through the electrically operated gates …





Chapter 1

Smitty and the kid, Tommy, wished me luck and then left. They knew Blackie wanted a word with me in private. “All packed and ready to go?” Blackie asked, standing in front of my cell. His hair was combed straight back without a part and was so black it would have made coal dust look like dandruff.

“You know it,” I said.

He glanced around, then fished out a cigarette without removing the package from his shirt pocket. As always, his swarthy, pock-marked face looked threatening. He didn’t offer me a cigarette, nor did I expect him to. Offering cigarettes is just one of the habits a man loses in prison. The forty bucks a month that New York State lets an inmate spend—if he has it—doesn’t go far if he tries to support other people’s weaknesses.

Blackie struck a kitchen match on the bars. When it stopped flaring, he lit his cigarette. “Got everything straight?” he asked. I could barely hear him. His lips moved so slightly that the cigarette in his mouth bobbed hardly at all.

I nodded.

He took a long drag on the cigarette, studying me. “You’re not playin’ a game with us, are you, Slick? You know better than to try conning me, don’t you?”

I wondered how a man could convey so much menace in so few words. “You’re the boss, Blackie.”

“And don’t you ever forget it.”

I had enough pressure on me without him adding to it, but Blackie wasn’t the type of individual to whom this could be successfully pointed out. He’d already made up his mind about me a long time ago, of course. He’d given me the directions and instructions, everything but the address. This was just intimidation. And he had me convinced. I was locked into the plan, because if something went wrong, a Nevada prison—by reputation no rest cure—would be the next port of call for all of us, but it would be preferable to having Blackie looking for me as the man who had caused things to go wrong.

In the next aisle a shoe scraped on cement, and Blackie leaned closer to the bars. He removed his cigarette, and a trickle of smoke came from a corner of his mouth as he spoke. “Repeat after me, Slick. Nine three three two Wilmer Street, Brooklyn.”

I repeated it.

“It’s my stake,” he said, his deep-set eyes on me. “There isn’t any more. Don’t abuse it.”

I nodded again. What was there to say? I had given both Smitty and the kid small boxes of my personal belongings—books, clothes, things like that. I slid another box from under the bunk and handed it to Blackie through the bars. “I’m not taking anything with me,” I said.

“It pays to travel light,” he said in approval. He hefted the box. “Heavy.”

“No charge.”

He hefted it again, no expression on his dark features. “Repeat, Slick.”

“Nine three three two Wilmer Street, Brooklyn.”

“Keep in touch,” he said, and walked away from me. He didn’t look back. In a few minutes the buzzer sounded, and five minutes later the bolts clicked in the cell doors. I sat on the edge of the bunk, thinking, until long after lights out.

In the morning I rolled up my bedding and carried it with me to Receiving & Discharge. I tossed it onto a pile of sheets and blankets in a corner, then sat down on a bench until I was called into the dressing room. I was handed a blue double-breasted pin-striped suit that couldn’t have been more than thirty years out of style, a white shirt, a pink necktie, and brown shoes. When I was dropped off at the local bus station, no knowledgeable citizen of the State of New York would be in any doubt about my last address.

I put on the clothes in front of a full-length mirror mounted against the stone wall. I’m five ten and weigh only one-sixty, but the jacket was tight across the chest, and the trousers seemed too short. I loosened the belt and let the trousers ride lower on my hips. That was better, and I wouldn’t be wearing these clothes very long, anyway.

Wilson, the guard behind the counter, was watching me. “Always the dude, eh, Slick?” he said. “Seems like we always have a type like you who’s got to have tailor-mades, even in here.” He grinned when I didn’t say anything. “Whatcha takin’ with you?”

“Just what you have for me.”

He placed a large Manila envelope on the worn counter and opened it, dumping out its contents and comparing them with the listing on the face of the envelope. “Sign,” he said, pushing the envelope and a ball-point pen toward me.

I wrote my name, James Quick, in the space provided on the envelope. I picked up my watch, a thin, gold Patek Philippe, and slipped it on my wrist. I remembered the table stakes game I’d won it in. The loser had owned it because it was expensive—he hadn’t known it was the best. There was a set of cuff links and a tie bar, each with a Linde Star set in it. I put them into my pocket. My shirt didn’t have French cuffs, and it was probably just as well. Good jewelry would have made my cheap clothes look cheaper.

“Don’t put that away yet,” Wilson said when I picked up my billfold. He set a ledger down on the counter. “You’ve got a hundred sixteen dollars and change coming.” I’d almost forgotten. I put the bills in the wallet after signing the ledger. Always after signing.

The last thing Wilson gave me was a bus ticket to New York City, where I’d been sentenced. “Let’s go,” he said. I followed him across the central corridor to the outside gate. I was the only man being released that day, so there were just the two of us. A state car was at the curb in front of the main building, its somber black hood shimmering in the April sunlight. Everything looked so much greener from the outside than it did from behind the walls. Wilson motioned me into the front seat with him and drove me to the bus terminal. “Your bus leaves in twenty minutes,” he said when he pulled up in front of it. “If you’re not on it, the local police will pick you up before dark.”

“If I’m not on it? You’ve got to be kidding.” I slammed the car door shut and went into the terminal.

A great sense of humor, that Wilson.

My bus arrived in Manhattan at one in the morning. I was stiff and tired from the ten-hour ride and I walked to the first hotel I saw and checked in. The desk clerk asked me to pay in advance after one look at my suit, and the elevator boy asked if I wanted company, sex and habits unspecified. He seemed disappointed when I declined. Even the strange bed didn’t keep me awake long.

From force of habit I woke early in the morning. I went down to the drugstore off the lobby and bought shaving gear and a few other little necessities. When I got back to the room, I called room service and ordered breakfast. It arrived while I was slapping after-shave lotion on my face. I sat down and took on a load of orange juice, oatmeal with cream, bacon and eggs, sweet rolls, and coffee. I called downstairs for another pot of coffee and half a dozen A & C cigars. The boy brought Grenadiers, a long, slim shape they hadn’t been making when I went away. It reminded me that I ought to get out and see how much the rest of the world had changed.

I went down to the lobby and out on the street and walked a few blocks, shaking down the outsized breakfast while I savored the activity going on all around me. Everyone was in a hurry. I caught myself sizing people up, separating the sheep from the goats, those with something to lose from those who hadn’t. I cut it out. There was no need for it. Not yet, anyway.

When I tired of looking in the shop windows, I took a cab over to Brooklyn, giving the driver an address a couple of blocks short of the street number Blackie had given me. It took me only a few minutes to walk the remaining distance. The building had seen better days. Its chipped red brick had been painted a jaundice color, the effect being similar to a prostitute’s makeup, which covered the defects of age without concealing them.

I went into the lobby and pretended to examine the names on the tarnished brass mailboxes while my eyes became accustomed to the gloom. Blackie had said there’d be no one up and around in the morning, and so far he was right. The building was a night building. I pulled open the inside door and followed a narrow hallway permeated with stale cooking odors to the rear of the place.

The basement door was right where Blackie had said it would be. It was partly open, and I slipped through it without opening it wider. I fumbled for the light switch along the wall at the top of the flight of stairs. When it clicked, a dull glow came from below, along with smells I’d forgotten. Pure filth is rare in prison.

The rickety wooden steps swayed as I went down them. A forty-watt bulb hung from a chain in the center of the basement. The floor was littered with dog droppings. Some tenant apparently didn’t care for the bother of walking his dog outside. Stepping carefully, I made my way to a large coal furnace that had been converted to oil. Round heating ducts ran from it and disappeared into the ceiling. I went to the chimney behind the furnace and opened an eight-inch square door in the chimney’s base. The door had been used to remove soot in the furnace’s coal-burning days. One hinge was rusted, and the door hung crookedly.

I reached inside and felt nothing. Squatting, I reached deeper, and my fingers touched plastic, stiff and brittle with age. I had to use both hands to work the plastic-wrapped bag out without tearing it open and soiling its contents with the soot that covered everything, including my hands. I carried it to the concrete sinks along the wall and washed the soot from the plastic and from my hands. Then I tore off the plastic. Inside was a canvas sack stenciled with the name of a supermarket chain. I loosened the drawstring and opened it. The sack contained bundles of currency and a Mauser HSc .32 caliber automatic pistol. I counted the money as I distributed it among different pockets. It came to ninety-seven hundred dollars.

I looked at the money sack again before pushing it back into the base of the chimney. I’d like to have left the Mauser there, too, but Blackie had given me orders about that. I stuck the automatic inside my belt and hurried up the stairs and down the hallway and out to the street; where I could get some fresh air before my ears wilted. I hadn’t seen a soul during the expedition.

I flagged another cab and had it stop at the nearest service station. The cabbie waited while I bought an auto battery. He gave me a fishy eye when I carried it to the cab and set it down on the floor of the back seat, but he didn’t say anything. I gave him the address of the storage warehouse in Manhattan. It was near enough to a five-dollar ride that I didn’t ask for change.

I entered the warehouse carrying the battery by a sling attached to its terminals. In the tiny office a frail-looking old man was seated at a cluttered roll-topped desk. He wore a green eyeshade and black sleeve garters around his thin biceps. I set the battery down on the cement floor and fished the claim check from my billfold. It had been white but was now yellow. The old man accepted it, looked it over, then looked at me. “So you’re the fella who owns the car,” he said in a cracked voice. “That’s my brother’s handwritin’, and he’s dead now. I been won-derin’ if anyone was ever goin’ to come for it.”

I’d paid storage on the car for eight years. I’d finished a short jolt in Florida, legacy of a ruckus originating in a card game, to find a detainer waiting for me from the State of New York on a con charge I’d had nothing to do with except unwittingly snuggling up to a broad who turned out to be holding a load of warm ice. My lawyer kept telling me I’d beat it, but (skeptic that I am) I paid storage on the car. I drew seven years and served five and I had a lot of time to think over the circumstances. Aside from being afraid of Blackie, it was one reason I listened to him when he first came around with his plan.

The old man was looking me over. He reached out a wrinkled hand and touched my wide lapels. “Told my brother you might go away for a while, didn’t you?” he said. He cackled maliciously. “Believe I’ve stayed awhile at the same address. Believe we had the same tailor.”

“Let’s go, Pops,” I said.

He led the way to the rear of the building, moving through a maze of dusty trunks, crates, and cloth-covered furniture. The car was parked right where I’d left it, to the right of the large rear doors. The cloth cover over it was thick with dust. The old man pulled the cloth away as if he were unveiling a statue. Dust clouds billowed up as the cloth fell to the floor. The old-timer compared the number on my claim check with the tag wired to the door handle. “Not that I need to look,” he said. “Never saw another one like it.”

I walked around the car, looking it over. It was up on cement blocks, and all four tires were off the floor, but the rubber had deteriorated, anyway. The tires were covered with a spider web design of tiny cracks. The car was dirty. Dust had settled under or through the cloth cover, and the metallic red paint was no longer bright and shiny. All of that didn’t account for my letdown, though. It was like looking up an old girl friend and finding her radically changed, only in this case I knew that the change was in me. Like it or not, at 34 I wasn’t a car-crazy kid any more. An old sports car was just an old sports car, even if it was the only one of its kind. It had been the flashiest thing on the road when I left it and even now it looked as good as the latest models. I opened the trunk and took out my tool box.

A bell sounded in the front part of the building. “Got a customer,” the old man said. “I’ll look in on you later.” He shuffled away.

When I was sure he was gone, I unlocked the door on the driver’s side and slid it forward on its track into the fender well. I loosened six screws in the exposed edge of the door, removed a metal panel, and reached inside the door. I took out the money that was there and counted it before returning it to its hiding place. I added all but two thousand of Blackie’s money and put the pistol inside the door, too. The cache now held over twelve thousand dollars. It wasn’t enough for Blackie’s plan, but unless I’d lost my touch, I’d have more before it was needed.

I replaced the panel and the screws, took off my coat and tie, and got down to work. I removed the blocks after jacking up the car, then lowered it to the floor. I exchanged the dead battery for the new one and read the fuel gage. The tank was half full. I climbed in and pumped the gas pedal a few times, then toed the starter. The engine whined, but it didn’t try to catch. That would have been too much to hope for after the length of time it had been standing idle.

I made sure that fuel was reaching the four two-barrel carburetors, then removed and cleaned the plugs. It didn’t help. I was busy cleaning a gummy deposit from the carburetor when the old man returned. He handed me a paper sack. “Lunchtime,” he said, pulling the cover from an overstuffed chair and sitting down.

I looked at my watch. It wasn’t running. I’d forgotten to wind it. Where I’d been, I’d had more use for a calendar. “What time is it, Pops?”

“Ten after one.”

I set my watch and opened the lunch bag. He’d brought me two thick ham sandwiches on rye and a container of black coffee. I sat on the edge of the car seat with my feet on the cement floor and ate.

The old-timer was eyeing me with pursed lips. “What’d they put you away for, fella?”

“Breaking a nosy old man’s neck,” I said. I set down my sandwich long enough to make a twisting motion with my hands.

He cackled, not at all intimidated. “You got kind of the look of a con man but not exactly that, either,” he speculated. “Need a partner?” I ignored him and continued working on my sandwich. “If you ever need a good one,” he went on, “just give me a call. I could use some excitement. I’m about to dry up an’ blow away in this place.”

“I’ve been rehabilitated,” I said.

His snort raised dust from his shabby vest. I stuffed the sandwich wrappings and the paper cup into the bag, wadded it all up, and threw it at him. He dodged, cackling again. I went back to work on the carburetors. When I had them back on the engine, it started without any trouble. It ran rough, but it ran. The insulation on the ignition wires was cracked and broken, permitting leakage. I lowered the convertible top. One side jammed, and I had to free it with a dab of oil.

“Come up front an’ I’ll give you your refund,” the old man said, seeing that I was ready to go.

“Were you leveling about that address where you spent some time, Pops?”

“I hope to kiss a pig I was levelin’,” he said indignantly.

“Then keep the change.”

“You mean it?” he said, surprised. “Well—thanks.” He took a huge keyring from his hip pocket and walked to the rear doors. When he had them open, I rolled slowly past him in the car. “Don’t forget me if you need a partner,” he called after me. I waved as I turned into the alley alongside the warehouse. I hoped my old Florida plates wouldn’t be noticed before I could get new ones.

I stopped at the first service station that looked well-equipped. It was lucky I hadn’t far to go—the right rear tire blew when I hit the brake. The others couldn’t have lasted much longer. I kept two mechanics busy for three hours before I was satisfied. Then I had to wait around another hour while they scoured the town locating the odd-sized tires. I left over four hundred dollars with them before driving off.

I stayed at the hotel for a week. A tailor I’d patronized before fitted me out completely. I spent hours under a sun lamp, acquiring a healthy tan. And I spent hours at a card table in the hotel room, practicing shuffling and dealing until my fingers were supple again. When the tailor called to say my new wardrobe was ready, I was ready, too. I packed everything in inexpensive new luggage and took off down the New Jersey Turnpike. At noon the next day I mailed Blackie a postcard from a restaurant on the Pennsylvania Turnpike. “I’m on my way,” I wrote. I signed it “Uncle Jim.”





Chapter 2

I reached the Nevada state line on the fourth driving day and Desert City on the fifth. Desert City, about halfway between Las Vegas and Reno, is a cross between the two. It’s larger than Reno but smaller than Vegas, and the clubs along its Strip are less formal than the Vegas clubs but not so informal as the large Reno establishments. The city had a personality of its own and it had been handpicked by Blackie for our operation. There had never been a successful big-time job of any kind pulled off in Desert City. Everyone who had tried it had been picked off on the single north-south route leading in and out of town. We were going to change the formula. I’d buy a house and smuggle the rest of our group into it one at a time as they were released, and after the job we’d go back to the house till the heat was off.

I needed more cash than we had, though, and in a gambling town I have a problem. I’m a card mechanic, and if I want to stay healthy, the casinos are barred to me—on an operating basis, at least. And since the casinos much prefer keeping their customers beside the casino gambling tables rather than having them isolated in a hotel room with me, I can’t do my prospecting in the open. I have to be careful. The President of the United States should be as well protected as organized gambling is in Nevada.

After a day or two nothing is more conspicuous to casino security men than the nongambler. They take a keen interest in such an individual. If he’s not gambling, why is he there? Such speculation leads to surveillance, and at the first sign of an overt act against what is considered to be the casino’s best interests, there is a summons to the general manager’s office, followed by an invitation to leave town within twenty-four hours. Should the individual foolishly ignore the invitation, during the twenty-fifth hour he is more than likely to be escorted to the city limits in a manner that leaves him unenthusiastic about repeating the process. Blackie had warned me about this. Since I had to stay in Desert City to set up our operation properly, I had to find a way to blend into the scenery while still managing to locate a touch or two.

I started building the picture at the twenty-one tables at the Coral Casino. Twenty-one—or, more familiarly, blackjack—gives the player a better percentage break than any other house game. For some reason the Coral attracted the high-flying blackjack players, and I’d sit in for a couple of hours afternoons and evenings, always at a table where a big bettor was operating so the dealer couldn’t concentrate on me. And I made a bit better than my daily expenses, which was all I hoped to do.

Then I found a way to polish the image. Almost from the start one of the cocktail waitresses at the Coral had caught my eye. She was a little girl, five feet two and weighing maybe a hundred and ten pounds, but every ounce was choice. She had shoulder-length black hair, creamy skin, and clear blue eyes. Female casino help isn’t supposed to date the customers, but even Nevada hasn’t been able to organize that segment of human nature to its satisfaction. Actually, if nothing else seems to be out of line, they don’t try too hard.

So in a week I was driving Nancy Otis to and from work and getting myself recognized at the employees’ entrance to the Coral and at the apartment building where she shared two rooms and a kitchenette with a girl friend. Nancy liked me, but I made no progress at getting her into bed. Nobody who works in a casino is the naive type, and Nancy was less naive than most. She took me in with those big blue eyes while I made my pitch and she smiled and wasn’t having any.

But she didn’t run me off, either.

And a month went by.

As long as I can remember, my nickname has been Slick. Whenever I move from one city to another, people start out calling me Jim, or whatever name I’m using but they end up calling me Slick—involuntarily, it seems. So it didn’t surprise me when Nancy began calling me Slick about the third week she knew me.

We were sitting in my custom sport car one evening, high in the hills overlooking Desert City. Her head was on my shoulder, and I was massaging her left knee. “I went for you in a great big way the very first time I saw you, Nancy,” I was saying, with no originality but great earnestness. “I just knew we’d be a smash together.”

“Mmmmmmm?” she purred.

“But we don’t really know each other.” I continued the buildup.

“If that means what I think it means, the answer is No.” She made no effort to move away, though.

“Why not?” I argued.

She removed her head from my shoulder and sat up, at the same time recapturing her knee. “Because there’s no future for us, Slick. You’re a hustler. No, don’t try to deny it. That baby face of yours may fool a lot of people, but it isn’t fooling Nancy Otis. I’m not going to get serious about a hustler and I’m not interested in one-night stands.” Her blue eyes were fixed upon me seriously. “You keep saying you’re going to settle in Desert City, Slick, but you’re not looking for work. Now, are you?”

I had no intention of pursuing that line of conversation. I stroked her silky hair and tried again. “I’m crazy about you, Nancy. I really am. You make me realize what I’ve missed, not having anything to do with a woman for five years.” It was true except for a test flight to make sure the pump handle still worked, but it had slipped out before I thought.

“Five years?” she echoed in disbelief. “How is that?”

“I’m discriminating.”

She examined my face. I stared straight ahead. In the distance I could see the huge neon palm tree atop the Coral Casino. She decided to change the subject. “If you’re serious about staying in Desert City, you’ll want to get a job,” she said. “My roommate’s boyfriend is a waiter at the Coral and he makes really good money. Maybe he can help you find something.”

“I have a trade,” I said. “I’m a draftsman.” In a very roundabout way it was true and it was safe enough, since Desert City had no industry, a happy state of affairs for a draftsman whose only jobs in the past twelve years had been odds and ends for the prison architect and a treasure map for a friend on the con.

“A draftsman?” Nancy said doubtfully. I had to keep reminding myself that this little lady was no fool. “Well, we’ll find something for you to do. Come to my apartment for breakfast in the morning, and we’ll look through the want ads together.”

“I have a better idea,” I countered. “When I pick you up after you get off work, we can stop in at my place and have breakfast there.”

She smiled. “You be at my place at seven o’clock, Slick.”

“Seven o’clock? Who’s awake at seven o’clock?”

“You will be,” she said confidently. “If you expect to land a job, you have to be ready to make an early start.”

“Okay, okay. I just wish I knew what I’ve done to deserve you.”

“You’ve been discriminating,” she said pertly.

I grabbed her, and the next five minutes were the best I’d spent in Desert City. She broke it up finally, though. “Get me down off this mountain and to work, Slick,” she said. There was a hint of breathlessness in her voice, but it was a fact that I wasn’t putting a thing over on this beautiful little doll that she didn’t want put over.

She deftly fended off my attempts at a reengagement, and I gave up and put the car in motion and wound down the mountain road to the valley floor. I didn’t slow to 50 till we reached the 25-mph zone at the Desert City line. When I took my foot off the gas, my twin exhausts rumbled like a whale with dyspepsia. Because of its racing cam, the engine had a high idling speed. I actually coasted the two miles to the side entrance of the Coral Casino. When I stopped, Nancy slid the door forward in the fender well and stepped out. “What are you going to do tonight?” she asked, leaning back inside. She caught me looking and straightened up.

“Since you’re making this my last night as a free agent, maybe I should do some hustling,” I said.

“Don’t you go getting yourself into trouble.” She cautioned me in an apprehensive tone I found comforting. “You have no idea how easy it is in this town. You’d better get some sleep so you’ll look right for a job interview.”

“Maybe I’ll come by in the morning and drive you home,” I decided.

“My home?” she asked impishly.

“If necessary.”

She blew me a kiss and ran up the three steps to the side entrance door. Despite her slip, the light from inside shone through her nylon waitress’ uniform in the instant before she disappeared from my sight. There was no doubt about it: if there was a payoff that went with this girl, maybe it paid to be discriminating. I felt renewed enthusiasm about putting my shoulder to the wheel.

I took the car to have it washed—the desert sun and dust are murder on paint—and then began making a leisurely round of the clubs. Most of the larger Desert City casinos offered three shows nightly in their main dining rooms plus entertainment in their lounges. The usual starting time for the shows was eight, ten, and midnight. The casinos were usually quiet until after the eight o’clock show and then started to liven up.

I made quick circuits of the gambling rooms of four casinos, prospecting, not that I really expected to find anything. I had a drink in another and watched a lounge show. I ran into a couple of real estate agents I’d met since coming to town—they were looking for a house for me, but with the requirements I’d laid down and housing in general being tight in the area, anyway, they hadn’t been able to come up with anything yet—and they bought me another drink, but nothing promising loomed on the horizon, so around one in the morning I went back to the Coral Casino.

The tables were getting a big play. There was even a pair of high-rolling Texans at one of the dice tables. All of the seats at the twenty-one tables were taken, and people were standing two and three deep waiting for a chance to sit in. The huge room was buzzing with the nervous chatter common to gambling rooms. Off to one side I saw Nancy busily delivering drinks to the tables.

A turn around the floor disclosed two better-than-average-looking prospects, better than any I’d seen recently, anyway: a gray-haired woman in evening dress playing a dollar slot machine with a welder’s glove on her right hand, and a well-dressed man at a center crap table who consulted a small notebook before placing each of his bets. The woman had a fistful of loose bills in her open handbag, and the man had a long row of twenty-dollar chips in the trough in front of him.

I was running through possible approaches when the alarm rang in my head. I looked around casually and saw that I’d attracted the attention of a plainclothes security guard. Most of the Coral guards knew me by sight now, but this was a new face. It’s the guards’ job to move around the floor watching the people. When they see someone who isn’t a guard who is also watching the people, they automatically assume he has a head full of nasty thoughts. The normal thing is to gamble or at least watch the games.

I reached into my pocket and took out my money, removing the money clip ostentatiously so he could see me. I pushed my way to the edge of the nearest crap table and dropped two singles on the field. It was swept away, and I dropped two more. Snake-eyes came up, paying me two to one. I picked up my chips and wandered away, not looking in the direction of the guard. I made small bets at several tables before returning to my starting point. The guard was still showing an interest in me. You can’t win ‘em all; sometimes you can’t win any of ‘em. I packed it in and walked briskly into the lounge.

It was intermission, and there were plenty of vacant seats. I sat at the bar, and when the bartender served me the highball I ordered, I swung my chair away from the stage behind the bar and took a look at the people sitting in the lounge. In a financial sense nothing looked especially appetizing, but there were a couple of cute-looking babes sitting alone. It was no surprise to find them in the lounge rather than in the casino. Their types usually don’t gamble with money.

I was about to rack it up for the night when three men entered from the casino. They looked like an Oliver Hardy in a checkered sport coat and two Stan Laurels in conservative dark suits bringing up the rear. The fat man was pouring a stack of hundred-dollar chips from one hand to the other as he walked. It looked like a natural gesture, but it wasn’t. There are more ways of advertising than buying space in a newspaper. Checkered Sport Coat was looking for action, but he was walking away from the casino. That was odd, or then again, maybe it wasn’t.

They were headed toward an empty table fifteen feet from my bar chair. I turned my head so I could watch them from the corner of my eye. When the fat man decided he’d drawn no flies with the sugar of his chips, he dropped them into a pocket of his loud sport jacket and began sizing up the lounge. I beckoned to the bartender for a refill and, instead of paying for it with one of the fives in my billfold, I removed a roll of hundreds from my pocket and peeled one off slowly. I don’t know why it is, but an action man keeps his money in his pants, not in his wallet. The bartender stacked the bills from my change up in front of me, and I left them there. In my day I’ve done some advertising, too.

I sipped my drink and waited. When a four-man combo with two girl singers appeared on the stage, I shifted my chair as if to watch, but I didn’t lose sight of the trio. I checked the time elaborately on my wrist watch, hoping that if they were looking me over, they could see how thin and therefore how expensive it was.

I settled back and watched the show. Four different groups performed, and I made two drinks stretch the distance. It was almost four o’clock when the next intermission began. I took a quick look at the three musketeers and caught them with their heads together. Oliver Hardy would be calling the signals, but which one would carry the ball?

Sure enough, the dark suit nearest me rose from their table and walked over to me. “Don’t I know you from someplace?” he began, splitting his face to show off capped teeth.

Well, clever opening gambits are hard to come by. “Why, no,” I said solemnly, “I don’t believe so.”

“I could swear we’ve met,” he said immediately. “At a party, perhaps? LA., maybe. Or New York.”

“San Francisco?” I said.

“I’ll bet that’s it,” he said heartily. He held out his hand. “I’m Harvey Lucas.”

“James Quick,” I said, giving his hand a quick shake.

“Oil,” he said.

I lie only when it’s necessary. There’s no point in straining the memory to recall what story was told to whom. “Real estate is my chief interest,” I offered. “Care for a drink?”

“Thanks, but why not join me and my friends? You’re alone, aren’t you?”

“Yes. My wife went back to the hotel early.”

“Fine. I’m sure I’ll remember where we met.”

I drained my glass and picked up my money from the bar. Harvey Lucas took my arm and led me to the table, where the other two were waiting. “I’d like you to meet an old friend of mine, James Quick,” he said to them.

They smiled and nodded, opening their hearts to the new arrival in a true show of Western hospitality. It was touching.

“David Northlake,” Lucas said, beginning the introductions, and I shook hands with the fat man. It was like taking hold of a mass of warm bread dough.

“Bill Smythe,” Lucas said, and Smythe’s grip made up for Northlake’s flabbiness with something left over. He was a little man, but he was obviously the muscle for the group. There was a bulge at his left armpit that wasn’t his spare handkerchief. A shoulder rig is the easiest to get at from a sitting position. Like many tough little men, Smythe had a cocky air about him.

I pulled out the vacant seat and sat down. Lucas ordered a round of drinks, and when they came, the group went into its song and dance, exchanging a rapid cross fire of remarks about oil leases, mineral rights, tax-loss corporations, and short-term capital gains. I hoped my face was showing the proper amount of respect. After about ten minutes of it Smythe ordered a round of drinks, and Northlake offered me an expensive cigar from a case he removed from the breast pocket of his sport coat. “What line are you in, Jim?” he asked me.

“Real estate,” I said, waving away the cigar.

“That should be interesting.” He was encouraging me.

“Oh, it’s interesting enough.” I shrugged. “But there’s no quick turnover, and taxes are confiscatory.” Only a phony brags about the money he’s making, and they knew it as well as I did.

“Perhaps you should diversify,” Northlake suggested. He was a type who didn’t believe in fooling around. With only a ten-minute come-on he was already into his pitch. “Investing in a few blue-chip oil leases would help to broaden your tax base.”

I shook my head. “No, I’ll stick with what I understand.”

“I have some choice leases I’d be willing to let a friend of Harvey’s in on,” he persisted.

Just like that. I really must have chump written all over my face. “That’s very kind of you, Mister Northlake. I appreciate the offer, even though it doesn’t interest me.”

Smythe had held his end up during the big-business dialogue, but he’d remained silent since the ad-libbing began. He leaned toward me. “What brings you to Desert City, Mister Quick?”

“The gambling,” I said innocently.

“The gambling!” all three chorused. I could see Northlake mentally kicking himself for overlooking the direct approach.

I tried to look sheepish. “I have an embarrassing inclination at times to take risks,” I said. “I enjoy games of chance, so once a year my wife and I come to Desert City for two or three weeks, and I get it out of my system. That way I’m not tempted to take flyers with my investment capital.”

“Very sensible,” Northlake commented. “What games of chance do you—ah—prefer?”

“Oh, I like them all,” I said earnestly. “They’re exciting—craps, roulette, twenty-one, all of them. I guess poker is my favorite, though.” My voice dripped enthusiasm.

“It’s a great game,” Northlake agreed. “But I don’t mind telling you I have a built-in aversion to the casino’s rake-off, which eventually drains all the money from the game.”

“That’s right,’” Lucas chimed in. “In the long run they get it all. Private games are much better. Now you take the four of us here. We could go upstairs to my room and have a nice, quiet little game without that bloody house chop.”

“That’s a fine idea,” I beamed. “I was beginning to think this would be a wasted evening.” I looked around at three pleased smiles. It makes a man feel warm inside to know he’s brought such pleasure into the lives of others. I looked at my watch. It was ten minutes to five, and Nancy’s shift ended at five. I had to hurry. “I’ll meet you at the side entrance in five minutes,” I said, and rushed from the table before any of them could get to their feet.

I went into the casino and found Nancy serving drinks at one of the twenty-one tables. I took her aside and told her what I wanted her to do. She balked at first and would have balked longer and harder if it hadn’t been a public place. “You’ve had no sleep, and how are you going to be able to go out on a job interview?” she reproached me.
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