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For my writer pal


STEVE MERTZ


whose love for Mickey’s work
rivals my own.




CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE


Shortly before his death, Mike Hammer’s creator Mickey Spillane paid me an incredible honor. He asked me to complete the Hammer novel that he currently had in progress—The Goliath Bone—and then told his wife Jane to gather all of the other unfinished, unpublished material and give it to me: “Max will know what to do.”


These manuscripts, surprising in number, spanned Mickey’s entire career from the late ’40s until his passing in 2006. Six manuscripts were substantial, usually 100 pages or more, with plot and character notes and sometimes roughed-out final chapters. Most of the books had been announced by Mickey’s publisher at various times from the 1950s through the ’90s. As a Spillane/Hammer fan since my early teens, I am delighted to finally see these long-promised books lined up on a shelf next to the thirteen Hammer novels published by Mickey in his lifetime.


In addition to the substantial novel manuscripts mentioned above, a number of shorter Mike Hammer manuscripts were uncovered in the treasure hunt conducted by Jane Spillane, my wife Barb and me, ranging over three offices in Mickey’s South Carolina home. Some of these were fragments of a few pages, primarily the openings of never-written novels or stories; these I have been gradually turning into short stories with an eventual collection in mind. Others were more substantial if less so than the six novel manuscripts, and—although they vary in particulars—these shorter manuscripts represent significant unfinished entries in the most popular American mystery series of the twentieth century.


I am now in the process of completing at least three of these shorter Hammer novels-in-progress; Murder Never Knocks is the second of these (the first, Kill Me, Darling, appeared in 2015). Mickey had completed several chapters but also left behind extensive plot and character notes, as well as a draft of the novel’s ending. Mike Hammer’s creator often said that he wrote the ending first. Of the unfinished manuscripts in Mickey’s files, Murder Never Knocks is one of the few that back up that assertion.


The alternate title, Don’t Look Behind You, is partly a tribute by Mickey to his favorite mystery writer, Fredric Brown, who wrote a famous short story of that name. Mickey’s other alternate titles were The Controlled Kill and The Controller.


Internal evidence in the narrative indicates Mickey began this novel in 1966 or 1967, before or after The Body Lovers (1967), and that is the time frame I’ve employed.


M.A.C.




CHAPTER ONE


He just stood there looking at me, the silenced, foreign-made automatic pointed at my chest, the key he had used in the door still in the fingers of his left hand until he gently dropped it in his pocket. I hadn’t heard him at all. He was already framed in the doorway when I noticed him. But then, he was the kind you didn’t notice.


Eight stories down, on the streets of New York, there were thousands like him, quiet people, utterly uncommanding souls who could pass unnoticed anywhere. They could be next to you on the sidewalk, or maybe behind you, without being seen, and speaking without being heard. Their faces and their actions would never be remembered except vaguely at best. Just part of the crowd.


That made him anonymous. It also pegged him a pro. Because such unremarkable people make the best killers.


This one might have been a lower level drone from Wall Street—nice gray topcoat but off the rack, a darker gray trilby hat, gray complexion, too. The only thing that stood out were the black-rimmed glasses on his narrow soft-jawed face, and the eyes behind them were gray, too.


His voice was a soft monotone, but there was something off in it. “Mike Hammer. In person. In the flesh. Hard to believe.”


What was that something in his voice? Sarcasm? No. Respect? Or… awe? It was like he’d spotted his favorite movie star across a room, or was taking in the Grand Canyon or maybe Mount Rushmore.


He did have a tinge of surprise tightening his eyes. That was probably because he hadn’t expected to find me in the outer office, right there in front of him, big as life, ready for death. Velda, who wasn’t just my secretary but the other licensed P.I. at Michael Hammer Investigations, had left just before five for an urgent appointment.


I’d hung around to take a phone call from the West Coast, and was on my way out when I noticed a stack of afternoon mail on her desk. I perched on the edge of it, lit up a Lucky, and started thumbing through the envelopes. He’d come in and found me like that.


Casual as hell, I tossed the mail on the blotter and half-turned on my roost, took a drag from the butt and put it down in the ashtray. I gave him an easy grin, nothing nasty in it at all.


“Why hard to believe?” I asked. “I’m not tough to find.”


A tiny smile. Damn, the teeth were gray, too.


“You’re a tough man to find alone, Mr. Hammer. And when you are, you’re on the move.” The gun was steady as he shook his head, his smile slight but regretful. “Pity it has to be like this.”


“To what do I owe this honor?”


“I have no idea why.”


“You have an idea who, then? Anybody I know?”


He shook his head, his eyes never leaving mine. The automatic snout with its silencer, either. “Nobody I even know.”


“So it’s a contract job.”


He nodded once. “A very lucrative one, Mr. Hammer. Not just anyone was deemed up to it. But I have to admit, I almost regret having to fulfill it.”


“And why is that?”


His eyebrows went up a touch. “You may find this hard to believe, but some people on my side of this business… well, a good number of us look up to you. How many kills have you racked up by now, Mr. Hammer?”


“Who’s counting?”


The unremarkable face gave up a whole gray smile now. “And to think I won’t even get any credit for it.” His shrug was barely perceptible. “Nature of the business. Back in the day, take out the likes of Mike Hammer, you’d be a big man. Imagine taking out Billy the Kid or Jesse James, and no one ever knew? But the world operates differently now, doesn’t it?”


I picked up the butt, took another deep drag, and put it back in the tray again. “You’re being pretty careless about this thing, aren’t you? Shouldn’t I be dead by now?”


The smile lingered. “You’re not going anywhere. Would you like to know how I managed this?”


“Sure.”


“I rented an office down the hall a month ago. That gave me freedom of the building. I wanted to observe your, ah… routine. Your habits. Your patterns.” He saw my eyes touch his pocket. “The key is a copy of the superintendent’s master. Tonight was the first time your secretary didn’t double-lock your door when she left, you know.”


I shrugged. “Guess she was in a hurry. Everybody screws up now and then.”


This time there was a touch of pathos in the smile. “With all due respect, Mr. Hammer, some of us don’t.”


My hand drifted toward the cigarette in the ashtray, but the cig went flying in a shower of sparks when I flung the glass object at him with a sharpness that sent it sailing edge first right into his forehead, stunning him just as his finger was tightening on the trigger. In that same second, my right hand was drawing the .45 from its shoulder holster and firing back at him as I hit the deck, his bullet kissing a pock in the plaster behind and above me. His shot and mine were so close together, they might been one report.


But there’d be no more gunfire from my caller.


I got to my feet and had a look at him. The .45 slug had gone in clean mid-chest but delivered a fat sloppy wad of the gray man’s colorful insides to splash and glop and slide bloodily down the wall behind where he lay crumpled under it, just inside the door. He looked up at me, eyes trying to blink death away. But that wasn’t going to happen—not with his chest a tired beach ball, slowly deflating.


The glaze hadn’t reached his eyes yet, so I’m pretty sure he could still hear me.


“I told you, buddy,” I said. “Sooner or later, everybody screws up.”


* * *


I had to take the hinges off the doors so they could go through the routine of seeing the body before anyone touched it. Lots of pics, lots of prints. They impounded my gun, inspected my license and took my statement while they photographed the corpse, then ushered me out when they took the guy away in a rubber body bag, neither one of us the captain of our own ship in this instance.


When we reached headquarters, the desk sergeant nodded to the detectives flanking me and said, “Chambers doesn’t want to see him just yet. But keep him handy.”


They dumped me on a bench outside the door that read Captain Patrick Chambers, Homicide Division, and somebody offered me coffee that I turned down. Instead I made the bench my hard little bed, dropped my hat down over my face and had a snooze. Killing that guy hadn’t taken it out of me, but waiting around while the cops and techs treated my office like a crime scene had been a damn drain.


Somebody shook me awake, lifting the hat off my face, and it was Pat in his shirtsleeves, his tie loose as a noose awaiting a customer. I saw a tiredness that made me think maybe the hard line cop had finally mellowed out of him. Then the gray-blue eyes focused on me and I knew it hadn’t.


“Up and at ’em, boy.”


I yawned, sat up, tasted the nasty thickness in my mouth, and said, “What’s been shaking, Pat?”


He just sighed, went over and opened his office door and I went in. The space was modest, a few filing cabinets and scads of framed citations. I took the visitor’s chair while he shambled behind the desk. A couple of cardboard cups of coffee were waiting and I sampled mine.


The homicide captain laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back in his swivel chair. His grin was as rumpled as his shirt. “Your damn luck is something else, Mike.”


I shrugged.


“Your tail really ought to be hanging out on this one. Your reputation precedes you, you know. And this new administration isn’t like the old one, chum. They won’t be happy with you ruining the Fun City image.”


“Who gives a shit?”


Pat let a small grin crease his mouth. “This time you may just get away with that flip-ass attitude. Come the inquest, you’ll no doubt have a list of formidable witnesses ready to testify to your character, thanks to you getting them out of various jams.”


“That’s right. Haven’t you heard? I’m beloved.”


“Not by the new crowd you aren’t. The big boys would be ready to stand you on your ear for erasing one Milton Woodcock…”


“Is that who he was?”


“…a reputable businessman from the suburbs of Chicago who recently elected to re-establish himself in the insurance game in our fair town.”


“Sure,” I said, “he was a nice, reputable guy all right. He came around to tell me how much he admired me while he pointed that fancy silenced rod at my chest.” I shoved my hat back and slouched in the chair. “So are these big boys of yours going to lean on me or not?”


“Not.” Pat took his hands down and folded them on the desk. He grunted a deep laugh and shook his head. “A dinosaur like you, and modern science gets you off the hook. That and a certain pal of yours in the Homicide Division.”


“Sounds like somebody did me a favor.”


“He did. I did. I rushed that foreign-make automatic through ballistics. Those boys don’t like to work fast but I lit a fire.”


“Thanks, buddy. When should we hear from ’em?”


“We have heard.” His face drained of anything frivolous. “Woodcock had used that weapon before. He had routinely switched out the barrel so ballistics couldn’t match up any slugs, but the last time out, he didn’t recover all the ejected shells… and the firing pin marks tallied with the gun he held on you. I called a friend of mine on the Chicago PD, at home, and he put me in touch with a night-shift homicide dick who had a file on Mr. Woodcock as thick as your skull.”


“No kidding.”


“The Chicago lads were never able to indict the respectable Mr. Woodcock, but they linked him to half a dozen homicides and figured those were the tip of a very bloody iceberg. That and a few more goodies pointed to him as a contract killer, which explains his relocating to our little island.”


“I should nap outside your office more often,” I commented drily. “It does a taxpayer’s heart good to know public servants are working like elves for him while he slumbers.”


Pat spoke two words, one of them nasty, but his grin took off all the edge.


I said, “So—where do we go from here?”


The grin on Pat’s mouth spread a little. “I had calls about this from two of the upstairs crowd, making lots of noise, but now they’re mostly embarrassed. Woodcock’s presence in our fair city is more of a liability than yours, apparently.”


“So I helped keep the city clean, even if I did litter up my office. You’re welcome, kiddo.”


“Oh, don’t get this wrong—the big shots aren’t offering any apologies… but you’ll walk through the inquest. In fact, I’ve already been instructed to return your license, gun and good name.”


“Generous souls.”


“Consider it a show of good faith.” What he said next he tossed out casually, like a kid buying a pack of rubbers between a comb and a candy bar. “And they’ve given me a special assignment—investigate why you were the target of a certain contract killer.”


“When you find out,” I said, “be sure to let me know.”


I saw the grin fade and Pat’s eyes got that curious, almost spooky look I had seen so often. “Something must be running around in your mind. Like Daffy damn Duck.”


I shook my head. “No way, old buddy. I haven’t been on anything worth shooting me over in a long damn while. I’m just a working P.I. with a colorful reputation.”


Pat waited a second, then said, “Maybe it’s for something you didn’t do.”


“What is that supposed to mean?”


He shrugged. “Could be some case you got recently that you haven’t dug into yet. Or maybe some client feels you didn’t deliver, or maybe you did deliver and it caused somebody else trouble. This doesn’t necessarily have to come from your gaudy past.”


But I was waving that off. “Sorry. All my assignments for the year so far have been completed to the clients’ satisfaction and none of it was anything that wasn’t a simple civil case. And there’s nothing shaking at all right now.”


“For a guy who had a hitman caller,” Pat said, “you don’t seem very worried.”


“Why should I be? I’ve been shot at before.”


“You haven’t been dead before. Anyway, not so you’d notice.” His eyes were steady on mine. “A contract for a guy like you would come high. You’ve been keeping a low profile in recent years, granted, but you still have a hell of a rep.”


“Thanks, buddy.”


He ignored that. “The more prominent the target, the bigger the fee… but when there’s a big element of possible failure involved, because the target is capable of deadly defense? Well, the price goes sky high.”


My smile turned into a laugh. “When you’re an aging legend, it’s nice to know you’re still wanted. Somebody just watched a bundle go down the drain along with the esteemed Mr. Woodcock. A contract like that would be paid in front of the kill.”


“Or at least half down,” Pat said, nodding. “But that much loot would mean there’s plenty more where it came from. Meaning the client can afford to lay out a new bundle for another contract. So I will be investigating this incident, Mike. Personally. Count on it.”


I wiped my hands across my eyes. It had been a long night. That snooze had been at the price of a wooden-bench backache. “And I’ll do the same thing, old friend.”


“That I don’t like hearing. That’s not your role here. You’re the potential victim.” His sigh started at his toes. “Could you just for once let me do my damn job, Mike?”


“Who’s stopping you?”


“Well, having you to trip over around every corner is not my idea of a good time.”


“It isn’t much fun for me either,” I told him, sitting forward, my hands clasped and draped between my legs.


His eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me it’s getting to you. That this made one kill too many.”


My laugh was as grating as a cough. “Are you kidding? Wiping out a punk like Woodcock doesn’t strain my conscience any, Pat… but it sure can mess up an office. Cleaning blood and guts off the wall—you know the stain it’ll leave? So there’s a new paint job, and who pays for that? And a bullet hole in plaster, that’s gonna need some work.”


“Cut the comedy,” Pat said.


I straightened up in the chair, tugged my hat down, and reached across the desk for my P.I. ticket and the .45 automatic that Pat shoved at me. The gun was going to need a good cleaning to get the fingerprint powder off it and one edge of my license was torn.


I said, “I guess you know the score here. The pattern.”


“Let’s hear your version,” Pat said.


“Contract killers come in from the outside,” I said. “The farther away the arrangements are made, the better. But L.A. and Frisco have their own internal problems right now, and anyway their business dealings are too closely allied with New York’s to call somebody in from those locales. If your boys picked up a hitman from either city, you’d just assume the local mob was bringing in out-of-town talent, which negates the effort.”


“With you so far, Mike.”


“And then there’s Chicago, Woodcock’s former recent domicile. That’s a kind of middle ground—the windy town isn’t in the pocket of the New York crime families, and plenty of talent’s available there, plus the transportation options are so many you can get lost in them.”


He was staring at me. “Which adds up to…?”


“The contract originating in New York.”


“That’s what I think,” Pat said, nodding his admission.


I grinned at him. “Which means somebody around here doesn’t like me.” I shoved the .45 into the shoulder holster and slipped the P.I. ticket back in its plastic slot in my wallet. “And here I thought I was a beloved local institution.”


“Whoever hired this thing is going to love you even less now, Mike. Taking Woodcock out means the price will go up.”


“How about that?” I said.


His eyebrows climbed. “The man in the big chair at Gracie Mansion has surely been advised by now that you’re potential trouble for the Big Apple.”


“Am I?”


“Sure—a famous, dangerous target walking around the streets of Manhattan, just waiting to turn it into a Wild West show. Add to that, publicity about you reaches out all over the country. Right now our governor’s pretty damn sensitive about his position, and his state’s image.”


“Screw him. I didn’t vote his ticket.”


“You don’t vote at all, Mike.” He shook his head, smiling, but there was no amusement in it. “They’ll be watching for developments. The gov’s got his own personal bird dogs, you know.”


“Screw them too. I’m a tax-paying citizen.”


“So you seem to remind me every time we get together.” Pat’s face turned a little grim. “Whether you’re a local institution or not—or just deserve to be put in one—you are not exactly a desirable character. Our elected leaders will be waiting for just one wrong move if you go barreling out on your own.”


“Is this where I bust out crying?”


Pat’s face got very hard and yet something soft lingered in his eyes. “Stay out of my way on this one, okay, Mike? Just for this once?”


I got up and leaned two hands on his desk. “Buddy, if there’s a contract out on me, me is who they’ll come looking for. Not you.”


“Granted, but—”


“I told you. Jump in. The water’s fine—maybe a little cold this time of year. Anyway, it promises to be interesting. Do I have to tell you how I feel about this kind of thing?”


“No. I know how you think.” Pat looked at me a long moment, then added, “And I know something else.”


“Yeah?”


“That you can be just as bad as the bad guys yourself sometimes.”


“Sometimes somebody has to,” I said softly. “Sometimes you have to be worse.”


He was shaking his head again. “You and that damn .45 of yours.”


“It has been a big help, from time to time.”


I started for the door. Pat’s voice stopped me when my hand was on the knob. “Mike…”


“Yeah?”


“High-priced killers don’t usually make mistakes.”


“So I hear.”


“Well, our friend Woodcock—what was his mistake?”


I grinned at him and opened the door. “He was a secret admirer of mine.”


Pat goggled at me. “An admirer?”


“Yeah… on a professional basis. A real fan.”


“So then what was his damn mistake, Mike?”


I shrugged. “He talked too much.”


And I left him there to chew on that.




CHAPTER TWO


Hell, when was the war?


How many years ago?


You lay in the mud waiting to shoot and get shot at, and you wind up shooting a lot of people you never saw or knew and when you did a really good job of killing, you got a medal or two that you could stick in your desk drawer and look at, whenever the scarred tissue in your body told you it was going to rain. They didn’t always get the little shrapnel pieces out in those field hospitals and you never really had time to deal with it after you got home. So when it rained, you remembered, and if you were me, you wondered why it was they didn’t give you medals any more for killing guys who needed it.


The closest thing, over the years, had been the headlines, but that was a mixed bag. Good for business in its way, but turning you into some kind of cockeyed celebrity. To this paper you were a hero, to that one a villain or maybe even “a psychopathic menace to society.” That one popped into my mind a lot, sometimes making me grin and sometimes not.


Of course, the power that was the press had been chopped down by the demands of supposedly honestly elected crooks who seemed curiously inspired to curtail the news and events from the biggest city of them all and divert them into preselected channels that didn’t need direction to be cautiously liberal to the point of fear, or consciously radical enough to be dangerous.


The World Telegram was dead, the Journal-American gone and the Herald Tribune buried, and with them the reporters and columnists, like my pal Hy Gardner, who could have laid on a rebuttal to the two papers that chewed me up without having all the facts. Somebody at the News had gotten the word, though, and the story was minimized and presented as an attempted murder and my action as justifiable homicide. Nobody played it up really big. Luckily, the Mid-Eastern thing was still a hot issue in the UN, so there wasn’t enough space to bear down really hard.


I tossed the papers in the receptacle outside the elevator, then walked down the corridor of the old Hackard Building to my office, and opened the door.


No day can be all bad. This one blossomed like a rose in sunlight because Velda was bent over filing papers in the lower drawer of a file cabinet with her back toward me, standing with that stiff-kneed dancer’s stance, feet together, and no woman in the world has legs like she has. Those calves and thighs, and the lush globes they led to, came from an era when women were fully-fleshed and the posture she was maintaining would be damn near obscene if it weren’t unintentional. And what this big luscious brunette could do to a simple white silk blouse, a black pencil skirt and nylons was sheer sexual alchemy.


She heard me, glanced around and stood up quickly, almost having the decency to blush. Almost.


I said, “Didn’t anybody ever warn you about picking up the soap in the shower, doll?”


“A guy could knock,” she said.


“And then a guy would miss the sweetest surprises.” I pushed the door shut. “Besides, I’m a true connoisseur of the female form.”


“I noticed.”


“I think of it as living erotic art.”


Her mouth pursed into an amused kiss. “Do you now?”


I tossed my hat on her desk, slung my hip on the edge and picked up my mail. “Anything come in?”


Velda tugged her skirt down, got back behind her desk and said, “A couple of bills, two checks and a referral from the Smith-Torrence Agency.”


“Referral, huh?”


“It’s in that stack there.”


I sorted the envelopes and fingered out the agency one. “What’s with Smitty, anyway, calling me in? He knows I don’t handle auditing cases.”


“Well, read it and see.”


I yanked out the letter and glanced at it. “Hell, it’s six pages long and starts with his latest fishing trip. I wouldn’t want to read about my own fishing trip. Brief me.”


Velda reached out, took the letter and selected the last page. “Smith-Torrence has a request for the kind of thing they don’t handle. Seems one Leif Borensen has security needs.”


Sitting perched where I’d been when Woodcock came in yesterday, I glanced back at her and asked, “Where do I know that name from?”


“You got me,” she said with a shrug. “I never heard it before, and haven’t had time to run a check.”


“Don’t bother. If I decide to take this, Smitty will fill me in. Just give me the basics, baby.”


She shrugged again. “Borensen’s somebody with money who’s getting married. He wants security in attendance at his fiancée’s bridal shower. It’s at the Waldorf.”


I made a face. “If it’s a female shindig, you should take the gig.”


Velda shrugged again. “Smitty says he needs a security man. I’d never pass the physical.”


“Truer words.”


She flipped a hand. “Anyway, if we’re talking high society, the gifts could be worth a small fortune and the gals in attendance might be swimming in jewelry, and not the paste variety. My guess is that we should both be working it.”


Like I said, Velda was no mere secretary. She was a full partner in this firm. Some day I’d make her a full partner period.


I swiftly scanned the paragraphs she indicated and let out a snort of disgust. “Why pass this on to me? If this guy Borensen wants to make a show of it, he’ll want uniformed guards. Burns or Pinkerton make those scenes. I’ll look like a damn clown in that circle.”


She shook her head and grinned at me. “Quit being touchy about your obvious lack of class. If you’d read the letter, you’d see that the client doesn’t want to be ostentatious. He just wants somebody handy to avoid pilfering by the hotel staff and in the unlikely event of a robbery. Nothing you haven’t done before.”


I said, “Back when I was scratching out a living, maybe.”


“You’re not all that rich yet.”


“Balls.”


“See what I mean about your lack of class? Anyway, Smitty’s doing you a favor.” She nodded toward the bullet hole in the wall behind her, and gestured toward the faint red smear across the way, made by Woodcock’s insides. “Your recent surge of publicity gives you a stigma that may be off-putting to a certain breed of client.”


“Where would I be,” I said, “without you to cut me down to size.”


Her smile had something impish in it. “I’m the only person in town who would have taken a bet that you could have wiped that Woodcock character out the way you did—a guy with a gun in his hand, facing you down like that.” Her eyes grew grave. “Listen, Mike, I’m sorry about…”


I swung around so I was sitting on the side edge of the desk now and rested my left hand against the top so I could lean in and face her. “Forget it, kitten.”


“I put you in that spot. I can’t believe I left that door unlocked when I left.”


“Your girl friend had a doctor’s appointment and needed your support. You were distracted, and you’re human. I said forget it and I mean forget it.”


She touched my hand. “I appreciate that, Mike. I’m supposed to be as professional as you are, and—”


“Honey, stop. How did that come out, anyway? With your friend, Karen?”


Her big brown eyes were pearled with tears; her lush, red-lipsticked mouth went crinkly with a smile. “It was benign. She’s all in the clear.”


“That’s great. That’s fantastic to hear.”


The emotional moment over, Velda smirked up at me. “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me how this played out.”


“I should be dead,” I admitted. “He was a contract man with a long list of kills. Somebody paid him to lay me out, but he got chatty and gave me a window.”


I told her the rest of the story, including what Pat had come up with on Mr. Woodcock, formerly of Chicago, formerly not shot to shit.


When I finished, her brow creased with suspicion and she said, “Mike—are you into something I don’t know about?”


I shook my head.


Her eyes narrowed. “Then… any ideas what this could be?”


“Not a one.”


“You wouldn’t kid a girl.”


“Sure I would. But I’m not.”


She gave me a humorless smile. “Well, you don’t seem very damn worked up about it.”


“That’s close to what Pat said.” I picked a loose cigarette from my coat pocket and held a match to it.


“I wish you hadn’t started that up again,” she said with a mild frown.


“What, smoking? You think this is what’s gonna kill Mike Hammer? You shouldn’t have told me I was getting a paunch. These coffin nails are my diet pills.”


“It does seem like it helped fake out that hitman. A glass ashtray in the head can daze a person.”


“Damn straight.” I blew a stream of smoke toward the ceiling, then said, “A lot of guys would pay to have me dead sooner than cigs can make me that way, kiddo. Some I helped send up might be out by now and getting the loot together to pay for the job. A relative of somebody I knocked off could feel it’s his duty to take care of me before he kicked his own pail over. Maybe it’s a longtime grudge deal. Hell, I don’t know and I don’t give much of a damn. I’m no kid any more, and if there’s any survival pattern needed here, I picked up on it a long time ago. This is a pretty stinking goddamn world when you consider our end of the business, but if somebody wants to pay to bump me, then he’d better have one piss-pot of money to put on the line.”


She was slowly shaking her head. “You’re getting jaded, Mike.”


“No. Just a seasoned professional, sugar.”


“You don’t fool me.”


“What do you mean?”


She grinned at me. “You don’t give much of a damn, huh? You aren’t going to find out who hired this? You’re not going to settle the score? What great man was it that said, ‘Balls?’” She shook her head some more and the sleek black locks danced. “You and that damn .45 of yours.”


“Pat said something like that, too.”


“When are you going to grow up,” she asked, just a little cross, “and stop playing cops and robbers?”


“I thought it was cowboys and Indians.”


“Either way, what will you be when you finally grow up?”


“The master. And you can be the mistress.”


“I’m that already.”


“Then why do you blush when I see those legs of yours climbing all the way to heaven?”


Her chin came up. “Because ‘mistress’ is a thankless role. Because a marriage license isn’t expensive.”


“Why buy a cow when milk’s so cheap?”


“Sweet talker. If you knew what I was saving for you, for the really big night? You wouldn’t be so damn vulgar.”


“Tell me. Maybe I’ll spring for that license.”


She rose from the chair and came up into my arms, that big, lovely woman with the startling pageboy hair that shimmered in crazy black-chestnut colors, and let me feel all of her against me and then she whispered in my ear what she had in mind for me, some day.


Some night.


I cocked my head back. “Now who’s being vulgar?”


“I am,” she said. “But it takes real bait to land a big fish.”


Then she did that thing with her mouth when she kissed me, like she was slowly, sensuously trying to twist my lips off my puss, that left me feeling turned inside out.


“Let’s go in my office,” I said.


“Dictation?”


“Something like that.”


“This time I’ll lock that door.…”


* * *


Marion Coulter Smith was an ex-arson squad cop who would likely belt you in the mouth if you called him by his first name.


Fifteen years ago he retired and teamed up with Jules Torrence, a lawyer with a C.P.A. certificate, and formed an investigative firm specializing in industrial accounts with offices in one of the high-end steel-and-glass mausoleums on Sixth Avenue in the heart of the computer district.
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