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CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE



In 1982, on a visit to Mickey Spillane’s South Carolina home, I was handed by my host two substantial Mike Hammer manuscripts, The Big Bang and Complex 90.


I was flabbergasted—there hadn’t been a Hammer published since 1970! And I recognized the title Complex 90, which had been announced for publication in the 1960s but never appeared. I read late into the night, and the next morning at breakfast offered up enthusiastic reviews.


“Maybe we can do something with ’em some day,” he said casually. On a later visit, in 1989, he sent the partial manuscripts back to Iowa with me “for safekeeping.”


Mickey’s words proved prophetic: just weeks later, Hurricane Hugo destroyed his home. Both Complex 90 and The Big Bang (2010) might well have been lost.


The setting is 1964 and the novel is, in part, a sequel to the Mike Hammer comeback novel of 1961, The Girl Hunters, the film version of which starred Mickey Spillane himself. While reading this novel, you are encouraged to picture Mike Hammer in just that way.


I am indebted to John Gunther’s Inside Russia Today (1958) for Russian color.


M.A.C.






CHAPTER ONE


The older of the pair of armed M.P.s flanking me opened the door and stood there, waiting. Did they think I was going to try something, here in the heart of the Pentagon? Or was that the bowels?


I grinned at them, as if to say, Not a chance, fellas. Not without my .45, anyway.


Behind me, the general and his aide muttered something back and forth and then I felt the palm of a hand against my back—the general’s hand, which made it an order, not a shove.


He said in that peculiar imperial growl exclusive to the top brass, “Okay, Hammer, let’s go.”


The older M.P.—a Negro with a scarred face and a triple row of ribbons—grinned back at me with his eyes speaking a silent language I’d rarely heard since the war. Not this Cold War, either, but that hot one I’d fought in, in the Pacific.


The other M.P. wore a professional scowl of indignant disapproval that represented a lapse in military discipline. But he was pretty young and had never seen combat and what he’d picked up about this situation might have thrown him off his game.


I shrugged away the hand at my back and stepped inside.


Originally, this smooth-walled, unadorned chamber had been designed for conferences, but from the expressions on the faces lining the huge oak table, this meeting was going to be an inquisition. And I was the guest of honor. The only thing missing was the rack, and maybe a red hot poker or two.


Tony Wale, Head of Special Sections, stood up, and with a barely perceptible nod indicated the chair at the far end of the table, the Prodigal Son’s slot. Wale—tall, pale, dark-haired, looking like a top business exec in his Brooks Brothers number—didn’t like what he had to do at all. Twice we had worked together and I had gotten his tail out of a hot spot, so he probably didn’t relish returning a favor this way.


Eighteen pairs of hostile eyes watched me take the long walk down the aisle. I was a remarkably well-preserved specimen of a creature that should have been extinct a long time ago, but by some queer twist of nature had been instilled with instincts too potent to be erased, managing to survive into their pretty little world of appeasement and concession.


Somehow I knew that the older M.P., guarding the door behind me, was either still grinning or working hard not to, so I didn’t feel too damn bad. Somebody was on my side.


I passed the four United States senators, the State Department contingent, and the high-level military advisors who didn’t need uniforms or insignia to display their rank. They watched me with the cold, unblinking stares of nervous predators facing an unknown if natural enemy they knew inhabited their domain but which they had never encountered before.


One other pair of eyes watched, not hostile but betraying nothing, belonging to a small, quiet, plain-looking individual in a gray suit and rimless bifocals.


I took the seat Tony Wale had indicated and sat down carefully, still sore from the previous twelve hours wedged in behind the crates loaded on the C-121. In one unintentionally comic motion, my audience all swung around in their seats to face me, ready to hang on every word, minds already dancing with accusations at the same time they were formulating their own finely worded excuses.


It was too bad my buddy Ralph Marley wasn’t here to watch the show


But Marley was dead.


And that left only me to play Scrooge....


Then the general pulled his seat out and, before he sat down, said, “Gentlemen, shall I summarize?”


It wasn’t really necessary, but they all nodded anyway. Another group action. You could find the same shared expression of blank willingness at a Nazi rally or in a lynch mob or any gathering of frightened people who had lost something human somewhere and didn’t know how to get it back.


All but that one little man in gray, however. Him you couldn’t read.


And yet I could.


As he usually did, Senator Willy Asnet—big and beefy and draped in self-importance—took the initiative, a comma of white hair hanging on his forehead, part of that phony folksy persona of his.


“If you please, General,” he said in his practiced Southern drawl. “We would indeed appreciate a briefing.”


The general, who when outranked could take an order as well as any enlisted man, sat down, took a pen from his inside pocket and began to doodle on the pad in front of him. For some reason, the aimless motion of his hand seemed to mesmerize those nearest him and they watched his intricate patterns form while his words made their own patterns in precise phrases, couched in his commanding officer’s growl.


“For those of you who are unfamiliar with Mr. Hammer’s background,” he stated, “I would like to supply the pertinent details.”


His doodling stopped momentarily and he turned to a new page and lined the edge of the paper with numbers from one to ten.


Hell, I figured I was made up of more details than that.


“Name, Michael Hammer. Profession, private investigator licensed to operate in New York State, date of issuance of certificate, November, 1945. Military record exemplary, six citations, Bronze Star recipient, discharged honorably with five years voluntary active reserve duty. No prior criminal record, although numerous arrests for assault, manslaughter, and homicide. No convictions, however, due in every case to assertions, and sometimes pleas, of self-defense. Despite a reputation for vigilante ‘justice,’ his cooperation with civilian and military police and intelligence agencies is noted in his file.”


What the general did not mention, because of its extreme classification, was that I remained attached to one of those intelligence agencies. An agency that served to deal with those matters that the F.B.I. could not handle because of its limitations as a domestic entity and that the C.I.A. could not take on because of its strict international mandate.


An agency that did not officially exist.


Even if one of its top people was seated at this table.


The general looked up from his scratch pad and laid his pen down in a rather grand gesture that apparently had some significance when he was addressing his men. Except that this time he was in the wrong company and nobody knew to be impressed.


“Mr. Hammer was admitted to Russia on a visitor’s visa three months ago,” the general continued. “We know from a tacit admission by Senator Allen Jasper that Mr. Hammer’s role in accompanying the senator was that of a bodyguard.”


Everyone here knew that the senator had suffered physical attacks at home by those objecting to what some would call his ultra-conservative policies. What might happen to him in Russia staggered the imagination.


“Excuse me, General,” Senator Leonard Garris said, his professorial mien clenched in thought. “It seems unlikely that the Soviet government would sanction a visit from a controversial figure like Senator Jasper without providing its own considerable security. And why would the senator want private security when he could have requested Secret Service protection?”


Senator Asnet said, “I would have to concur with my colleague, General. Any violence on Russian soil, whether simple civil disobedience or an assassination attempt, would have created considerable international turmoil.”


Garris picked back up: “Which is why I question how it was Mr. Hammer here, who has a colorful background to say the least, might be granted permission for this trip by either our government or theirs.”


Down the table, between a senator and a state department flunkie, silently sat that little gray man who could have explained If the agency he represented existed, that is.


“That would appear to be a moot point,” Tony Wale put in from his chair to the general’s right. “Mr. Hammer was given permission, and did make the trip, or we would not be here.”


“Be that as it may,” the general said, barreling on, “Mr. Hammer was arrested by the Soviet police and held in a Moscow prison. He escaped, slowly making his way across the continent to our air base in Turkey, leaving a trail of death and destruction in his wake, and smuggled himself onboard a United States Air Force cargo plane to this country... Mr. Hammer, since this sketchy outline of events is all we have, we call upon you to fill in the rest of the details.”


Once more, like puppets on a string, they all turned and looked at me.


I said, “That’s only eight.”


Silence hung in the air.


The general frowned. “What?”


“General,” I said, pointing to his scribbled-on pad, “you have numbers one to ten there. That’s only eight. Or maybe nine. Depends on whether you consider my escape and flight one ‘detail’ or two.”


Senator Asnet took his glasses off in that same deliberate motion he used when his committees were in session and he was about to chastise an underling or challenge a recalcitrant witness.


He said, “The point is, Mr. Hammer, that in the course of your escape, you killed forty-five men. Two were members of the Politburo, one was the warden of the prison, three were high-ranking officers of the Soviet military intelligence service, the others all officially detailed to either maintain your captivity or expedite your capture. Forty-five men, Mr. Hammer!”


“Sorry, Willy,” I said with a shrug. “It was the best I could manage.”


The senator looked as if he might choke, then recovered himself and glared at me. “Mr. Hammer, you will remember that you are addressing a United States—”


I didn’t let him finish. I got up with enough melodrama and floor scraping by my wooden chair to make them all jump. Then I stood there looking down at them one and all, with that seasoned M.P. still grinning at me with his eyes. So there was one guy around, anyway, who would understand what I was saying. Him and the little gray man who wasn’t there...


I made it damn deliberate.


“Willy boy,” I told him, “I’m not addressing anybody. Not anybody at all. Try to keep in your superannuated mind that I am not under oath or subpoena and as far as I’m concerned, this is damn near a kidnapping. You yanked me off an airplane in my own country, and if you want to charge me with anything, try a hitchhiking rap... or using military transport for personal purposes, maybe. Think up any damn thing you like. You should be smart enough for that, or am I giving you too much credit?”


I leaned both hands on the table. I could see all of them and they could see all of me.


“At least somebody has finally asked me what the hell happened over there,” I said. “My own government grabs hold of whatever details the Soviets are willing to hand out, accepts those as facts, and now I’m elected sacrificial lamb.”


Tony Wale wasn’t looking at me. He couldn’t meet my eyes.


“Well, I don’t play patsy for anybody, gents, not even Uncle Sam. I’m not holding still for a public whipping and if you want to try it, then go ahead and take a running jump at it. I’ll bust this story wide open to the press and let them have a field day at your expense. Without any compunction at all.”


I straightened, then grinned at them again. The silence itself was audible as these self-appointed Knights of this not-so-Round Table held their collective breath. You could almost hear capillaries popping under the skin.


The M.P. at the door couldn’t hold back that grin any longer.


Something had gone through them, like a sudden attack of the flu. They all wanted to speak, yet didn’t know what to say. Their eyes were bright little things focused on my face, then they stopped looking and started watching because the contempt I felt showed so plainly I could feel it in the way my mouth was pulled back tight over my teeth.


I was back in the middle of that incredible jungle of stupidity and self-serving calculation that was the political establishment, served by military minds who had never set foot on a battlefield.


These bastards needed a civics lesson.


“American citizens have certain rights, even in Russia,” I said. “I wasn’t given an opportunity to contact my consulate or Senator Jasper, either. Hell, it felt like I was in the middle of a one-man purge. And I wasn’t about to sit in a prison cell learning to love cockroach-laced borscht waiting for diplomatic efforts to spring me. So I did it on my own.”


Senator Willy Asnet seemed to be crouching in his chair, as if ready to pounce. “Mr. Hammer... your reckless actions have created an international incident.”


“Screw it. That was my neck on the line.”


Asnet came to his feet slowly, his face a barely controlled mask of anger. “You, Mr. Hammer, have put this country in an untenably dangerous position. Right now, thanks to you, we are teetering on the precarious edge of hostilities with the only other nuclear superpower on this planet.”


“How about that,” I said.


This time all it took was my tone to make them jump.


There was no respect in it, no remorse for what I had done, and no fear of any reprisals that might hit me. They looked at each other with a peculiar frustration because I was standing right there yet they couldn’t quite reach me.


But they sure were going to try.


Asnet unclenched his fists and rested his hands on the table top, fingers splayed. “Your arrogance is appalling, Mister Hammer. And believe me, it will not be tolerated. This country is not going to be put on the brink of war because of the irresponsible actions of a single person.”


“Really? What exactly are you going to do about it, Senator?”


His eyes slanted in an expression grim with the memory of the destruction of others who had dared oppose him.


He said, “You are correct to say you are entitled to provide an explanation. We will hear you out. Meanwhile, there are numerous technical charges we can hold you on until a decision is reached.”


“Nice of you, Willy, to recall that Freedom of Speech bit that seemed to have slipped your mind. Oh, but I wouldn’t try holding me incommunicado like they did.”


“Is that a threat, Mr. Hammer?”


“You bet your ass, Willy.”


He reacted as if I’d slapped him. “We may have to hold you for your own good.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


His smug smile did not detract from that grim expression. “That will be explained to you later, Mr. Hammer. Since you are well aware of the legal rights you enjoy, I won’t press the point.”


“No, I don’t imagine you will. Not in front of this many witnesses. What’s the next step?”


“Your explanation, Mr. Hammer. Your... story. We would very much like to know the circumstances surrounding your escape... and the details of how you managed to kill forty-five people.”


With the deliberate pace of someone about to enjoy an execution, Senator Asnet sat down, his opinion already formed, the skepticism for anything I might say apparent on his face.


I wasn’t letting him off the hook that easily.


I said, “After you, Willy.”


He blinked at me. Like a half-asleep frog noticing a fly flying past his lily pad, sticking its tongue out at him.


I said, “You go first.”


“What...?”


“I read some of the papers while I was stuck over there, and heard some of the Voice of America and BBC broadcasts... but let’s hear your version of it... since you seem so damn certain of being in total possession of the facts.”


A murmur started around the table that the senator stopped with a Pope-like raise of his hand. Over by the door, the big Negro M.P. was enjoying the show for all it was worth.


All those eyes were watching Willy now. His notes were beside him, but he didn’t have to consult them at all.


“We’ll start with the fifth day of November, of this year,” he said.


I nodded.


“You and Senator Jasper checked into the National Hotel at three-thirty p.m., Moscow time. For the next two days, you performed routine bodyguard services, accompanying the senator to one plant, two museums, three restaurants, and the GUM department store. You accompanied him to Red Square to watch the November seventh festivities, and a Kremlin visit was scheduled for the fourth day. But on the evening of day three, at the senator’s orders, you were to stay in your suite until he returned from a meeting at the American embassy.”


“Suggestion,” I cut in, “not orders.”


He went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “However, you saw fit to disobey his instructions and went out into the streets alone. One hour and thirty minutes later you made contact with someone the Soviet government was keeping under close surveillance.”


I asked, “Why was this someone under surveillance exactly?”


“That particular individual was suspected of representing a foreign power.”


“No kidding.”


“There was an exchange of money and documents, and at that point you were taken into custody, and removed to a police prison and held for interrogation. Before that could even take place, you broke out, killing anyone who blocked your path. In the weeks to come you hopscotched across Central Europe spreading mayhem until you were discovered onboard a military transport en route to the United States where you had smuggled yourself.”


He looked up then, a bland smile tugging at one corner of his mouth, defying me to deny it.


“Whose version was that, Senator?” I asked him.


“Our people have been on this since the day of your arrest. It’s the result of an intensive international investigation.”


“Balls,” I said. “Your people never knew what the hell was going on. They were always two steps behind me, and were never there when they were needed.”


A bland, quiet voice from the other end of the table said, “Tell it your way, Mr. Hammer.”


It was that little gray man, eyes placid behind rimless eyeglasses.


Asnet let his gaze flick toward this unassuming figure, annoyed, then sent his eyes my way again. “Certainly you can tell it your way, Mr. Hammer. No one’s stopping you.”


I grinned at him.


I grinned at them all for being such idiots.


The nasty grin with all the teeth.


“No,” I said.


Both Asnet and the general blurted, “No?”


It was funny. Damn funny.


I got up. “I’m walking out of here. I have a business to get back to back in Manhattan. There’s a man at the door who might be able to stop me, but he’ll have to kill me to do it. And in that case, there’s sure to be. what’s the term the spooks use?” I let my eyes glide over all their faces. “Collateral damage.”


Nobody said anything for a second, then the quiet voice from down the table cut into the silence. “Mr. Hammer?”


I turned and looked at him. Like me, he was a pro in the business, this small, quiet, nondescript-looking individual. You would never suspect the underlying toughness in him unless you were in the business yourself.


With studied casualness, he said, “Will you consent to a voluntary interrogation?”


He knew what I’d say. He could read the signs, too.


“With you,” I said, “yes. These others, no way in hell.”


Senator Asnet made a noise in his throat, as if clearing it to start yet another speech. But the little man got to his feet and gave the general a look, and the show was over. Some at the table were confused at the power this little man could obviously wield; others were in the know, the ones who shared a status classified at a level to recognize that nonexistent agency he represented at this table.


I pushed it a little bit. I pointed toward the battle-scarred M.P. “He can be in on it.”


The little gray man named Arthur Rickerby nodded. “Agreed. But we won’t need all this space, will we, Mike?”


All those eyes popped now. Mike, not Mr. Hammer.


After all, Art Rickerby was the guy who had got me my shiny government I.D. with its blue-and-gold card and embossed seal. The man who had once told a very pissed-off D.A. that Michael Hammer’s gun permit would be reinstated, no questions answered or asked.


And I was the guy who had delivered to Rickerby the Soviet assassin called the Dragon, killer of the valued agent who’d been like a son to this quiet little espionage expert.


Rickerby looked not to the general or any of these senators for permission to take over, but leveled his gaze at our putative host, Tony Wale.


“With your permission, Mr. Wale?”


Tony’s gesture said, By all means. And he gave me the slightest smile. Had he and Rickerby been in this together, all along?


When I walked out of that chamber, it was a hell of a lot different from walking in. Some of those eighteen eyes hated me even more now, but in a few there was a burning curiosity and in others a little grudging admiration because I hadn’t been willing to be the main course at this banquet table.


Nor had I been willing to chow down on their garbage.


* * *


This room was smaller with a little square table and four chairs. I took one of them.


“Good to see you, Rickety,” I said.


“That’s Rickerby.” He took a seat opposite me and smiled the way a dentist does, right before he fires up the drill. “But you know that, don’t you, Mike? Just can’t help yourself. Just gotta rattle authority’s cage, don’t you?”


“Everybody needs a hobby.”


Rickerby was a guy with unparalleled training in his background who had seen the tough stuff, and plenty of it, even though he didn’t look the part. He had the M.P. sergeant introduce himself to me.


“Desmond Casey, Mr. Hammer,” the Negro said, and offered his hand, which I took. His grip was firm but he didn’t show off. “Call me Des.”


“And I’m Mike. Too young for my war. Korea?”


He nodded. His manner was calm, and in this parade-rest environment, he seemed easy-going. But no question about it— this was a deadly man.


The other M.P. was still with us, his back to the still open doorway. I tried to keep a straight face and it wasn’t easy when I asked him, “Am I in your custody, son?”


He came on strong, frowning, squaring off at the shoulders while his one hand inadvertently drifted toward the holstered gun.


“Affirmative,” he said brusquely.


But the scarred-face sergeant said, “We’re here to protect Mr. Hammer, soldier,” chopping his subordinate up with his eyes.


Rickerby told the kid to go get us some Cokes from the vending machine, then to wait outside and guard our locked door, all of which put a perplexed look on the junior M.P.’s face. He was just not able to comprehend the sudden switch in attitudes—how had I managed to go from some kind of political prisoner to a VIP?


When the young man had gone out, looking none too happy with his lot in military life, Sergeant Des Casey grinned at me again and shook his head.


“Sorry, Mike.”


“Kids today,” I said.


Soon Rickerby, Des Casey, and I were alone in the small space, sitting at the little table with our Cokes. I let Rickerby use a handheld tape recorder to take it all down for later analysis.


Rickerby sighed. “Like the man said, there’s no better place to start than the beginning. Do you know why Senator Jasper took this little Moscow excursion?”


“Don’t you know?”


“Actually, no. I saw to it that you were given clearance, when the senator’s request came through, seeking to take you to Russia as his bodyguard. But that was the start and finish of my involvement.”


“Till now.”


“Till now. And you didn’t utilize any of our people during your escape or the chase that followed. Over two months behind the Iron Curtain, Mike. How did you manage it?”


I gave him my most eloquent shrug. “I have my own contacts. I’ve done international work, and we have affiliations with private investigative agencies worldwide. And I have my friends in the press. You think my buddy Hy Gardner isn’t hooked up?”


Rickerby’s sigh seemed small but it spoke volumes. “The beginning, Mike. Why did the senator go to Moscow?”


“Nothing surprising. He wanted a firsthand look at the Russian economy. He paid for the trip out of his own pocket— he wanted to make a personal evaluation of how much their military expenditures were affecting consumption of civilian goods and the public morale. But, Art... this thing didn’t start in Moscow.”


“Where did it start, Mike?”


“Where it always starts for me.”


Rickerby smiled a little. He knew.


“New York,” he said.


“New York,” I said.






CHAPTER TWO


The day had been sunny and bright, laying bare the dirt and wear of buildings, the age of this city as apparent as a fading beauty queen’s morning face before make-up. But this was night and filth became subtle tones under artificial light and decay disappeared as if airbrushed away. Through the wall-size window, the glass and steel and concrete structures formed a geometric study with only occasional winking lights to indicate this view was of life going on in the city.


I was in the penthouse of the Wentworth Hotel just off Broadway in the upper fifties, attending a politician’s idea of an intimate cocktail party, meaning there were over one hundred guests, with invitations required at the door. Senator Allen Jasper and his wife Emily had a chalet-like home in the Catskills, but because the senator’s law offices were in Manhattan, they maintained this cozy apartment that took up the Wentworth’s top floor. Just for convenience and entertaining.


Tonight was the latter.


No tuxes or gowns, just the kind of evening attire that few could afford outside the social register. I was circulating, avoiding prolonged conversations and the proffered trays of hors d’oeuvres and glasses of champagne. Every pop of a champagne cork, rising over the clink of glasses and the tinkle of Cole Porter from the guy at the baby grand, got my attention.


I was working security, of course, in a charcoal suit that might have been off the rack but was as expensive as some of the Italian tailored suits and Paris designer evening dresses around me, cut as it was to conceal the .45 Colt Auto in the shoulder sling.


A guy of my notoriety can have trouble going undercover, but tonight nobody had recognized me. Or at least nobody made a point of it. Anyway, I wasn’t attracting as much attention these days. Just a middle-aged P.I. who used to make headlines, reduced to taking on jobs where he could find them. Like this one.


Normally I steered a wide path of political types. But I got a kick out of Senator Jasper—he was a conservative, a rare one from this part of the world, and he spoke his mind, which made him a natural target for the far left crowd and Commie front groups. He’d been attracting a lot of attention lately, not only in his native New York but all across the country.


Crowds cheered him, other crowds razzed him. But pundits right and left considered him a straight-shooter and a rare no-b.s. politico. He’d had plenty of literal eggs tossed his way, but never got any of the figurative stuff on his face.


The guy had humble beginnings and had worked his way through law school working construction in the summer. He was a self-made man, at least before he married money, one of that breed called rugged individualist that refused to go out of style but never would. With that chiseled movie-star handsome mug of his on that lanky Lincoln-esque frame, Jasper had no trouble attracting TV time. This was a guy in a position to influence public thinking—so much so that he might pop up on the ballot during a national election one of these days.


In the last election, I’d done a job for the senator, pulling the rug out from under an opponent whose people had gone for a smear job. I’d been backing up another P.I., Ralph Marley, who worked out of Los Angeles. Jasper had met him out there doing publicity and fundraising, and Marley had been on retainer for two years doing what might be termed bodyguard work.


I knew Marley going back ten years. We threw each other jobs that were out of our respective licensed jurisdictions. Whenever he was traveling with the senator to New York, Marley would call me in as necessary.


Like tonight.


Marley ambled up. He was in a sharp brown suit, the jacket just loose enough to hide the holstered .38 on his hip. He reminded me of Bogart in his heyday, if Bogie had been bigger and left his toupe at home.


“Pretty easy gig,” Marley said in a wry near whisper. He also lacked Bogie’s lisp. “Lots of good-looking ladies on hand. A hound like you ought to be in heaven.”


“People have tried to put me there using a less pleasant approach.”


“There, or the other place.”


I let my eyes stroll around taking in all the smiling faces, the lightweight summer suits, the low-cut dresses, heads back in laughter or bobbing forward to make a conversational point.


“Don’t think we’re gonna get any clowns with placards in here tonight,” I allowed. “But with a guy like the senator, an assassination play is always possible.”


“What, some Lee Harvey crashing the party? Not with that aide of the senator’s on the door, checking invites.”


“Still. You never know.”


“No. You don’t.” Marley smiled, then leaned in. “It’s not violence that keeps guys like us in business, Mike. It’s the threat of it.”


I raised a shush finger. “Don’t tell anybody.”


We exchanged grins and he drifted off. We needed to work different sides of the room. Earlier he had pointed out and identified key guests—two army generals involved with procurement, Senator Parker from New Jersey, the president of Allied Servo-Electronics, all with their wives. Also, Warren Bentley, socialite and Wall Street genius, who was waiting for his date to arrive, Irene Carroll, the latest Washington “hostess with the mostess,” who was fashionably late.


“The two have been making the social columns lately,” Marley had said.


“If she’s his date, why is Bentley by himself?”


“She lives here in the hotel, when she’s not in D.C. Probably takes her an hour to layer on all that ice.”


The Carroll dame’s propensity for displays of Gabor-like jewelry was part of why we were on guard duty tonight.


Other guests on hand were typical New York partygoers, well-known but out of work actors, fashion models, bestselling writers, newspaper columnists, and society page escapees. Marley was right that there was a plentitude of pulchritude on parade, but the actresses were too obvious with their breastworks and the models too subtle with their lack of same.


One young woman—I made her for late twenties—stood out from the crowd. Marley hadn’t identified her for me, so I had no idea who she was.


She was under-dressed for the affair and by that I don’t mean her goodies were hanging out. She wore a simple light blue satin blouse and a navy pencil skirt to her dimpled knees and you could see that her legs were as bare as they were pale. None of this summer sun for her—she was as ghostly as that dame in the Charles Addams cartoons but not so tall and much more curvy. Her hair was carefully arranged to look careless, a startling mass of Carmen-esque black curls, her eyebrows heavy and unplucked, her eyes dark, her lips full and moist with blood-red lipstick punctuated by a nearby beauty mark.


She might have been Liz Taylor’s younger, better-looking sister.


One of the temptations of a dull security gig is to glom onto a dish like this and spend all your time eyeballing her. I managed not to do that, but I did notice that she seemed to talk only to a handful of the others present—an older gent in his distinguished sixties with wireframe glasses, a mustache, and gray, thinning hair, who smoked a pipe; our congressional host and his wife Emily; and a gawky kid in an ill-fitting seersucker suit with a weak chin, eyeglasses with tortoiseshell frames, and a pronounced overbite.


That sorry specimen appeared to have accompanied this doll to the do. Was she blind? Did she have a nebbish fetish? If they ever brought back “Henry Aldrich,” he was their man.


“Mr. Hammer?” The voice was male and resonant.


I turned and smiled at my host and his wife. She was a very pretty woman in her fifties who probably once had a great figure, but five kids later was plump enough that “matronly” was a compliment. It didn’t help she was in a pink satin example of those nightmarish sack dresses the swishy French designers had foisted on American womanhood.
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