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FOR MICKEY


happy birthday, buddy






MEET MIKE HAMMER


AN INTRODUCTION
BY MAX ALLAN COLLINS


I have told the story numerous times since Mickey Spillane’s passing in 2006. If you’ve heard this before, perhaps more than once, skip ahead as much as you like… but be careful. There are surprises coming. This is a book with Mickey Spillane’s name on it, after all.


In the final week of his life, Mike Hammer’s creator said to his wife Jane, “When I’m gone, there’ll be a treasure hunt around here. Take everything you find and give it to Max. He’ll know what to do.”


Mickey had already called me, a week before, asking me to finish the Mike Hammer novel, The Goliath Bone, if he was unable to.


I had been Mickey’s fan since the early sixties, when as an adolescent I’d discovered his fever-dream prose. I was led there by the Darren McGavin TV series (Mickey Spillane’s Mike Hammer, 1958–1959). The late fifties and early sixties saw a wave of private eye TV shows, with the Hammer imitation Peter Gunn leading the pack, its creator Blake Edwards having written and directed a failed Hammer TV pilot.


I became a fanatic about Spillane, whose noir poetry mingled with a level of sex and violence unavailable in other mysteries of the day, exploding my thirteen-year-old skull into fragments as if by Hammer’s .45 automatic. Within a year I was writing Spillane-style stories and sending them in the mail to publishers, none of whom seemed to be looking for teenaged mystery writers.


But I began publishing by the early 1970s and, along the way, became known as Spillane’s defender—though he was the most popular American mystery writer of the twentieth century, Mickey’s work has been attacked with a fervor unparalleled in American letters. He was blamed for juvenile delinquency and for ruining the reading habits of adults, too. The Atlantic eviscerated him and so did Parents’ Magazine; self-righteous shrink Dr. Frederic Wertham singled out Spillane in his anti-comic book screed, Seduction of the Innocent (1954), the only writer of prose fiction to be so vilified.


Because I’d written articles defending and praising Spillane, I was invited to be the liaison between him and the 1981 Bouchercon (the major mystery fan convention, named for New York Times critic Anthony Boucher, who was among the first wave of Spillane’s attackers). Held in Milwaukee, the con was tying into that city’s beer persona by having Spillane, then starring in very clever and successful TV commercials for Miller Lite, as a guest of honor.


I had written Mickey perhaps one-hundred fan letters, but the only one he answered was in 1973, when I sent him my first published novel (Bait Money), and he welcomed me to the professional community of writers. So when I was introduced to Mickey, he said, “Oh, I know Max! We’ve been corresponding for years.” And I said, “That’s right, Mickey—one-hundred letters from me, one letter from you.”


And we became fast friends.


This led to me visiting him, from time to time, in his home at Murrells Inlet, South Carolina. I was there when he met Jane Rogers, who would become his wife (well, he’d first known her when she was a little kid before she moved away). He accepted when I asked him to be my son Nathan’s godfather. We collaborated on numerous projects together, including anthologies, an early 1990s comic book series (Mike Danger, a science-fiction private eye), and a biographical documentary (Mike Hammer’s Mickey Spillane, 1999, featured on the Criterion DVD/Blu-ray of the great Hammer noir, Kiss Me Deadly).


During my visits to South Carolina, we would talk writing. He had many friends in that part of the world, but no writer friends. He liked to talk shop. Deep into the night, he would share with me his plans for various Mike Hammer novels, often acting out the wild endings that were his trademark. On one visit, he sent two one-hundred-page-plus unfinished Hammer manuscripts home with me for safekeeping, as if prescient about Hurricane Hugo, which would soon destroy his home.


With my wife Barb—she and I write the “Antiques” mystery series together, as “Barbara Allan” (Antiques Wanted)—I went down to Murrells Inlet for a special post-funeral celebration of Mickey’s life. We stayed on to go through the many stacks of unpublished material that Mickey had left behind. For days, Barb, Jane, and I sat around the big Spillane dining-room table—piled with stacks of manuscript pages—and would sort through. Now and then someone would shout, “I’ve got a Hammer!”


Why Mickey left behind so many unfinished works— particularly since his prose was so valuable commercially— cannot be answered simply. Part of it had to do with his religious conversion to the conservative Jehovah’s Witnesses, who at least twice disenfranchised him due to the level of sex and violence in his work. In other words, Mickey Spillane’s church told him to quit writing like Mickey Spillane. They did not, however, ask him to quit tithing.


But there were other factors. Mickey often had more than one novel going—he would get “stuck” on one, and turn to another. Also, he loved doing beginnings and endings—and no one in the genre was ever better at either—but sometimes got bored in the middle. His favorite form was the 20,000-word novelette, and he spent almost a decade at the height of his fame writing them for low-end men’s magazines that paid him a pittance. His fertile imagination sometimes worked against him—he’d get a new idea, and set aside a manuscript to pursue it.


Unlike Agatha Christie, Rex Stout, and Erle Stanley Gardner— his contemporaries—Mickey did not write scores of novels about his famous character. There are around one-hundred Perry Mason novels, but Mickey published only thirteen Mike Hammer novels. This made the half-dozen significant Hammer manuscripts—again, usually in the one-hundred-page range— such an exhilarating find.


One particularly brittle, discolored manuscript—in the treasure hunt Jane, Barb, and I conducted (beautiful women are always around when Mike Hammer is involved)—stirred my memory. Mickey had shown this one to me! It had been special to him.


On my visits to his Murrells Inlet home, late at night, we would repair to his third-floor office—he had two others on the now rebuilt property—and we would talk writing. In particular, he would regale me with ideas he had for future Mike Hammer novels. The subdued lighting invoked the beachfront campfires where young lifeguard Frank Morrison Spillane would “scare hell out” of his friends with spooky stories; but that lighting also had an appropriately noir flavor.


After all, we were talking Mike Hammer.


It was in that office, during one bull session, that he shared with me the endings for King of the Weeds, The Big Bang, and Kiss Her Goodbye—novels in progress that I would have been astonished to learn would eventually be completed by me… including putting Mickey’s mesmerizing endings into prose.


On one such occasion, he withdrew from somewhere—like Bugs Bunny summoning a carrot or a machine gun—a browning, crumble-edged, fairly lengthy manuscript. It ran about thirty dense single-spaced pages, the equivalent of sixty-some double-spaced pages. I began reading.


“You wrote this a long time ago,” I said.


He had pulled up a chair, turned it backward and sat, studying me, wearing a devilish, little-kid smile that threatened to turn to laughter at any moment. He nodded.


I kept reading. “This is good.”


Soft chuckle. “I know.” That laugh-threatening smile.


“Is this what I think it is?”


A sly nod. The smile continued.


For half an hour, he sat enjoying me enjoy what was clearly an early appearance of Mike Hammer. But it was different from anything else about Hammer I’d read—he was even more of a lone wolf. Velda wasn’t his secretary yet. He was doing an undercover job in a small, corrupt town. Some of the flavor of the famous early non-Hammer, The Long Wait, permeated the ancient pages.


“This is terrific,” I said, when I’d breathlessly raced through the chapters. “Where does it go from here?”


He shrugged, collected the pages, stowed them somewhere, and we moved on to other subjects.


In the surprising wealth of unfinished Hammer novels and short stories we discovered, two stood out as something really special. All were interesting, and several were recent, including his final Hammer, The Goliath Bone, and the penultimate King of the Weeds. Several others were clearly “comeback” books—novels that would reintroduce the famous detective after a sustained absence, as in the disco-era Kiss Her Goodbye.


But these other two manuscripts were really, really old, interior evidence dating them to early in the post-World War II period— around 1945. Lady, Go Die! had revealed itself as the second Mike Hammer story, the unfinished sequel to I, the Jury. Yet this other manuscript indicated I, the Jury itself was the second Mike Hammer story.


Killing Town (as I have called it—Mickey’s pages bore no title) indeed appeared to be the first Mike Hammer novel.


To me, it seemed exceptionally strong, but the absence of Manhattan, Velda and Pat Chambers made it somewhat atypical, and Hammer himself was not as vengeance-driven as in the later novels, though he was as hardboiled as ever. What to do with this special tough-guy pulp jewel?


As it happened, Mickey’s last completed novel, The Last Stand, was also not a typical work—for one thing, it was a modern-day western that didn’t feature Hammer at all. I found it quite wonderful. But in 2006, preparing a program of Spillane novels developed from his files required (it seemed to me) starting with full-blown Mike Hammer stories. And he had left something like a dozen of those, six substantial, six more, shorter but significant, not to mention even shorter fragments that became the short stories collected in A Long Time Dead.


What to do with these two very special works?


That’s when it occurred to me that saving both of them for the centenary of Mickey’s 1918 birth would be perfect timing. Fortunately, Titan Books agreed with me. They, and their associate publisher, Hard Case Crime, were keen to celebrate Mickey’s day (a day of the guns, as it were) with the publication of the last solo Spillane novel, and the very first Mike Hammer story.


Which you hold in your hands.


For purposes of continuity, we will assume this tale takes place in 1946 or ’47, around a year before the events of I, the Jury. This is a Mike Hammer younger than we’ve seen, a recent veteran of combat in the Pacific, a raw, aggressive roughneck, minus the somewhat civilizing influence of his secretary/partner Velda, the strong female equal he has not yet met. You are cautioned to keep in mind that this is a story begun and conceived over seventy years ago by a writer who was about to rock the conventions of popular culture with a new level of violence and sexual content. You are advised to drop all notions of political correctness in the basket at the door before entering the Mickey Spillane Theater.


And don’t worry. There will be at least two more Mike Hammer mysteries… but they will have to wait for the next hundred years.


Max Allan Collins
September 9, 2017






CHAPTER ONE


The blonde dame in the sleeper car window was damn near naked in front of the mirror on the back of her closed door, and ready to finish the job. She hadn’t bothered to pull down the shade, maybe because her train was in the yards backed up on a curve of track against a stalled freight.


And she didn’t know she had company, by way of somebody stealing a ride under that freight.


I didn’t catch what she was changing out of—she was stark naked soon enough, and not a natural blonde but nobody’s perfect. Right now she was climbing into some black lacy stuff, several pieces of it, including the sheer black nylons she was hooking to the garter belt, shapely right leg lifted with the toes stretching out. Then this very grown woman with baby-doll features stood there pirouetting around while she brushed out her hair, making love to her reflection but good.


For once I wasn’t in the mood to enjoy a candid strip act, and anyway I was no peeping Tom—just a tag-along passenger working the cricks out of a back stiff from accommodations under the box car, aching all over from where sharp-edged pebbles had bounced off. A hunk of baling wire between the tracks had ripped a furrow down my pant leg, and the cloth flapped around the gash until I got in my battered overnight case and got a safety pin to clip the tears together. At least the gash wasn’t in me.


And maybe, doing that, I caught a few more glimpses of the babe in the window. Just maybe.


There was dirt caked in the stubble of my beard and ground into my scalp. My hands and face must have been as black as the night itself, its sultry heat sending down rivulets of sweat that turned it into pure muck. Travel under a train does not come with shower facilities. My preening beauty wouldn’t have found much to look at where I was concerned.


Somebody else would find me worth looking at, though. Down the line I could hear the yard cops flushing out the bums, nightsticks making dull, soggy noises where they landed. Sometimes sharper, cracking sounds were followed by hoarse screams and a torrent of curses, mixed in with the rumbles and bangs and whines of trains moving and braking and bumping.


Then they were closing in from both ends and I was ready to kick the first guy in the chops who stuck his face in between the cars where I was standing. For a minute there was a lull, and I was just about to make a break for it when the beam of a flash split the night in half and light bounced off from somewhere, catching brass buttons not twenty feet away.


The big tough bull in blue looked like he was frozen there, staring straight at me.


I pressed back into the shadows trying to hug the rear of the car. I was jammed up against the steel ladder that ran to the top, wishing I dared move and get the overnight case in my hand turned around so it wouldn’t make such a conspicuous bulge. Same went for the packet tucked in the front of my shirt under my old field jacket.


Damn it to hell— he was waiting for me to come out so he could get a clear swing at me! It hadn’t taken me long to regret leaving my .45 behind.


Behind me I could half-sense the dame snugging into her undies, but I would have liked it better if she had switched out the light. It was turning me into a silhouette that couldn’t be missed unless that guy had left some thick glasses at home.


I was all set to pitch out that bag in the railroad cop’s kisser, to take some teeth and make a break for it, when I realized the copper wasn’t in the same mood as me—not by a long shot. More lights came by, hitting his face, and this time I saw his eyes. No, they weren’t looking at me at all. They went right by me to the dame in the sleeper-car window, and I could have lit a butt without him seeing the match. Could have started in blowing smoke rings, too.


What the hell? The curve of track gave me a vantage point, so I took one last look at her myself.


She was working on the other nylon now, toes stretched out ballet-style, and then her feet found the floor and she had a look at herself too, probably thinking Gypsy Rose Lee had nothing on her. Her red-nailed hands cupped this and that and her chin lifted, her mouth all white teeth and crimson lipstick and pure confidence. She was having a hell of a good time in front of that mirror. Hell of a good time.


But I needed to get out of there while the railroad officer was still getting his fill.


I slid off into the alley between the freight and the sleeper, ducked under the light and walked to the end of the string of cars. I didn’t have a bit of trouble after that. Just strolled out of the yards into the passenger station, cleaned up in the restroom, dumping the torn trousers and glad I’d brought a few changes along.


Then I went down a dingy, ill-lit, worse-smelling street to a sloppy hash house crowded with a section gang going on late shift. I ate at the counter and a cute waitress with black streaks in her blonde hair and pretty green eyes flirted with me as she took my order for bacon and eggs.


“You just roll into town, mister?”


She didn’t know how right she was.


“Yeah. My first trip to Rhode Island. What do I need to know about this burg?”


“Killington? More like Killing Town—it’ll kill your dreams deader than a mackerel. And does this burg know about dead mackerels!”


Her joke missed me, but I gave her a grin anyway.


She went over to the kitchen window. She had a nice shape and when she stepped on her tiptoes to shout the order in, her fanny said hello. Five minutes later she was back with my food and a refill of my coffee.


“Where you from?” she asked.


“New York.”


“The big town! Man, would I like to get there some time.”


“Not that far away, sugar.”


“A world away from here.”


I threw down the plate of bacon and eggs, left her a buck tip, then went out and roamed around until I found a hotel one step up from a flophouse.


The bleary-eyed night clerk, looking forty and probably not thirty, was smoking a cigarette that didn’t have tobacco in it. His shirt had been white once and his bow tie was half off, hanging like a carelessly picked scab. He shoved the register at me without really looking. I wrote “Hammer, Mike,” and passed over my buck. For that I got a key to a closet masquerading as a room where I dumped my bag before I came downstairs again.


When the clerk saw me, he did his best to place me, then made me as his new arrival and reluctantly let go of the smoke he was holding in his lungs, also letting out a few words: “Want a whore?”


Full service, this place.


I said no thanks and pitched my key on the desk.


Some town, Killington.


Two doors down from the hotel, through the rank-smelling night, waited a cellar bar that hadn’t done anything to itself since Prohibition except get a license. The walls were bare brick with only a couple inches of clearance over my head. An old scarred mahogany bar ran along one side while a few tables were spaced around the rest of the room, wearing so many scratches they at first seemed covered with patterned cloths.


A pair of sharp articles played blackjack at one table; two frowsy, blousy women with shrill voices and ugly print dresses had another; and over in the corner a kid about twenty sat at one having a quiet argument with his girl. Neither of them belonged in the place. They had good manners and good clothes, and from the flush on the girl’s face and the excitement that showed in her eyes, it was a slumming party with the skirt doing the picking.


Probably this was her way of telling her boy friend she was up for anything—get it? Anything. Psychology, it’s called.


Over the bar was a clock that said it was a quarter after one. Two and a half hours since the naked babe on the train. In the upper corner of the mirror over the back bar was a bullet hole spider-webbed with cracks. Place had character, all right.


I sat there and filled up on beer. I was dry right down to my shoes from the trip from Manhattan to Rhode Island on the rods, and until I had three brews under my belt, I didn’t get anything but wet. But don’t let anybody tell you that you can’t get drunk on beer. On six I was mellow, and one later I was there.


The street door opened and let in some more of the humid night. For a minute the brunette just looked the place over, her almond-shaped brown eyes taking everything in, her full mouth wearing lipstick so red it was almost black. She nearly changed her mind about coming in, then shrugged and walked over on her black high-heeled strappy pumps to the bar.


It wasn’t exactly a walk—there should have been an orchestra, a stage and wings for her to come out of. She was nicely stacked, shades of blue-and-pink jersey dress clinging as if she were facing a headwind. All that brown hair bounced off her shoulders while she held her stomach in to keep her breasts high and breathed through a faint smile that might have been real if it weren’t so damned professional.


Sure, she picked me. Maybe she could sense class when she saw it. Or maybe she liked the color of my dough on the bar. The other two drunks were showing nickels and dimes while I sported change of a twenty.


The greasy, glassy-eyed bartender, two parts pockmark and one part skimpy mustache, swabbed down the bar in front of her with a wet rag, looking like he could use a swabbing himself. “What’ll it be, honey?” he gruffed.


Her eyes passed over the Scotch bottles, but she said tiredly, “Whiskey and ginger.”


I kicked a buck forward. “Make it Scotch. Best you got. Soda on the side.”


Hell, why waste time.


The brunette raised her eyebrows and smiled at me. “Well… thank you. You know, I don’t usually…”


“Skip it, sis,” I said. “I was already in the mood for company.” I finished my current beer, watching her over the rim of the glass.


She shrugged and the smile looked a little tired, too. “Does it show on me that much?”


I put the glass down and let the bartender fill it up again. “Not really,” I lied.


“Couldn’t I just be some lonely girl looking for a nice guy?”


“Maybe, but you didn’t find one.” I shrugged. “You look just fine. I’m just used to spotting the symptoms.”


Her sigh was abrupt and so were the words that followed: “Someday I’m going to get out of this town and get a real job.”


“What’s the matter with the one you got?”


If I had been leering, she would have given me the glass of booze right in the face. But I wasn’t leering, so she studied me curiously a moment. “Don’t see a ring. You married?”


“Nope.”


“Got any kids?”


I grinned. “Not that I know of.”


She swirled the ice around in her glass. “Want to hear something funny?”


“Sure.”


She looked in the mirror behind the bar, past her reflection. “I want both. A ring and kids. Together and legitimately.”


“So what are you doing about it?”


Her shoulders made that resigned motion again. “Not much. Anyway, men like nice girls, don’t they?”


“Like women like nice guys? That one was started by an old maid who died a virgin. You can have your nice girls. They’re all a pack of phonies.”


The sleepy, one-hiked-eyebrow glance she gave me was deliberately sarcastic. “Really?”


“I mean it,” I said. “They’re phonies because they’re all liars. Everyone wants the same things and the good girls are afraid to go after ’em.”


“Which is what?”


“Sex. Money. Not necessarily in that order. So they think up lies to excuse themselves, get loaded down with frustrations that turn into inhibitions, and when they finally do get married and give it up? The first thing you know, the Holy Union is on the rocks.”


“That right?”


“That’s right. Hell, give me a dame that knows her way around every time. When they settle down, they’re really settled and know how to treat a guy. Like I said, the nice girls you can have.”


“Thanks.” Her eyes were laughing at me. I ordered her another drink. “You go to college or something?”


“A few semesters in the Pacific.”


The door opened again and foul muggy air and a sallow-faced kid in work clothes came in. He wandered to the cigarette machine, put a quarter in, and pulled out his butts. He stood there fiddling with the pack until the bartender yelled, “ Hey! Close that damn door!”


The kid said something dirty, finished opening the pack, lit a butt and walked out, leaving the bartender to go over and shut the damn door himself.


I said, “What’s that smell?”


I’d noticed it before, but now it seemed worse than ever.


“Fish,” she said, like she was tasting some that had gone off. “Tons of it. Also clams, crabs, and anything else that comes out of the ocean, all getting chopped, cooked and canned.”


I shook my head. “Fish, my eye. If it is, that catch’s been dead a long time.”


She shook her head and the brunette hair bounced on her shoulders some more. “No, it’s fish, all right. Until the war, it wasn’t bad at all. But the factory took a contract to turn out glue and put up the new addition where they make it and that’s what smells. Fish glue.” She shuddered. “They say it makes more money than the cannery.”


“Oh.”


And so now I knew all about fish glue. Just plain glue, and the horses they made it from, wasn’t bad enough. Now they made it out of fishes. Dead mackerel.


“I heard better fish stories,” I said.


She shrugged. “It’s the biggest industry in town. Senator Charles owns it.” She took a long pull on the drink and set the glass down empty. “I used to work there, y’know. At the cannery. I had a pretty good job, too.” Her hand made a wave at the room and herself. “That was before… this.”


“What happened?”


“My boss had busy hands. I slapped him.”


I grinned. “With a fish, I hope.”


She grinned. “No. I had to make do with an ashtray.”


“Well played,” I said.


Another shrug, too small to make her hair dance. “One way to get fired.”


The door opened again and more of the smell seeped in. Only this time it closed and stayed closed, after a wide, dish-faced blue-uniformed cop with a big belly held it open for a younger partner to come down the three steps from the street. They both looked around the room. You’d think there was something to see.


Everything got quiet awfully fast and one of the drunks at the bar turned around and lost his balance. He went flat on his face and the big cop stepped over him, barely noticing. The slick pair at the card table stopped playing and stared. Were these two after them?


I stared too because the big cop wasn’t looking at the blackjack-playing pair but instead right at me, and the way he held that club meant he aimed to use it before asking any questions. He played it tough, the way nearly every stupid cop does, thinking that a uniform made him a superman and forgetting that other guys are just as big and maybe even tougher. With or without a billy.


He reached for me with one hand to hold on while he swung, and as soon as he had his fingers planted in my coat front, I pulled a nasty little trick that broke his arm above the elbow and he dropped to the floor screaming. The other cop was pulling his gun as he ran for me.


This one was stupid too. If I had gone the other way he would have had time to jerk the rod free, but I came in on him and split his face six ways to Sunday with a straight right and while he lay there, I put a foot on his belly and brought it down hard. Like I was stomping on a particularly ugly bug.


He turned blue for a while, then started breathing again.


The cop with the broken wing had fainted.


The bartender was wide-eyed over his open mouth.


Over in the corner, the slumming party looked sick to their stomachs, then got up and scrambled out.


The brunette hadn’t reacted at all.


I said to the barkeep, “I’d like to know how goons like this pair got on the force.”


There was a wheeze in the bartender’s throat when he told me. “For three hunnert bucks, you get put on the list.” His eyes still seemed a little glassy. He looked at me, the phone on the wall, then toward the door, wondering what to do next.


“I don’t know what the hell this is all about,” I said, “but I don’t like to get pushed. Not even a little bit.”


He swallowed and nodded. No argument.


One of the drunks decided it was time for another drink and pounded on the bar to get it. I raked in my change, stuck the bills in my wallet and put the silver in my pocket.


The brunette smiled wistfully. “Another time, another place?”


“A better time,” I said, “a better place.”


I pulled out a ten and shoved it over to her. “Till then,” I said. “Sorry to drink and run.”


“Good luck,” she said and smiled. She meant it too.


I had to step over the big-belly cop with the busted arm. I opened the door and stood sniffing the air. It stunk. Everything stunk about this burg.


But it went right with how I was feeling, so I didn’t give a damn. I went up the few steps to the street, saw the empty squad car at the curb and got too damned cocky for my own good. Cops drive in pairs and I didn’t expect any others to be hanging around.
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