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For Mickey’s friend.


DAVID GUNDLING –


“He gives lawyers a good name!”




CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE


Once upon a time a thirteen-year-old Mickey Spillane fanatic grew up to be not just a friend of the great mystery writer, but a collaborator.


We worked together on comic books, anthologies, short stories, and a documentary. But novels were a form Mickey had no inclination to share with anybody—that was where he had made his fame and fortune, and that venue was his alone.


This changed in 2006 when, faced with rapidly failing health, he called to ask if I would finish his current Mike Hammer novel, The Goliath Bone—“if necessary.” He also instructed his wife Jane to turn over his work files to me, including incomplete novels, several unproduced screenplays, and fragments that could be developed into short stories. Being so entrusted by the writer who had inspired me to become a writer myself was the greatest honor of my career.


The main task was finishing the Mike Hammer novels in progress. Hammer—“my bread and butter boy” as Mickey called him—had only appeared in thirteen novels published during Mickey’s lifetime. Most fictional detectives of Mike Hammer’s fame—Nero Wolfe, Perry Mason, Hercule Poirot—appeared in scores of novels. So expanding the Hammer canon using Mickey’s own material became my first priority.


Six substantial manuscripts—of 100 pages or more, often with notes, sometimes with roughed-out endings—were my first order of business. These have all been completed. A number of shorter but significant Hammer manuscripts—again, sometimes with notes and rough endings—were also worthy of completion. The Will to Kill is the third of these.


This time I had only thirty pages or so from Mickey from which to develop the novel. But, as you will see, Mickey set everything nicely in motion in an unusual Mike Hammer mystery, the premise of which invokes none other than those of that other very tough-minded mystery writer, Agatha Christie.


Or maybe it’s not so unusual. One of the characteristics of the Hammer novels, rarely commented upon, is that—sex and violence not withstanding—they are rather traditional mysteries at heart, tricky tales with clues fairly placed and unlikely villains who are hard to spot. Almost every Hammer novel includes a final chapter in which the detective faces down the murderer and explains every twist and turn of the plot.


One of the challenges of completing these novels is to figure out when Mickey began them, so I can keep them consistent with what he intended—Hammer and Spillane are ever-changing with the times and with age. A few of the manuscripts had dates on them, but most didn’t. Some had pop-cultural references that helped fix the time frame or references to New York newspapers or restaurants having gone out of business.


This manuscript was tricky, with Mike and Pat clearly older (referring to each other as “old buddy”) but World War II still a reference point (the first murder victim once worked in a defense plant). I have settled on around 1965 as my best guess.


M.A.C.




CHAPTER ONE


They came for the body at a quarter to four in the morning.


I had been looking at it for over an hour but hadn’t bothered to call it in till not long ago. Some guys might have gone running into the night, looking for help or somewhere to puke. Me, I’d seen too much in my time to be shaken.


Anyway, there isn’t much you can do for a man whose top half is lying on a jagged slab of ice that broke off from the main floe coming down the Hudson River to wedge itself against the pier.


And whose lower half isn’t around.


Sometimes an oddity like that is a good point of focus when you have other things to think about and you can stare at such things for a long time while you clear away the roadblocks the world insinuates into your mind.


Like what was it about me that attracted death? What turned a reflective moment at the waterfront into a damn crime scene? And what put an ivory-washed half a corpse on a slab colder than the morgue tray awaiting it?


Behind me, the flashing red light of a squad car kept interrupting the brilliance of the full moon that had staged the little scene so well. One of the uniformed cops had already secured the chunk of ice while the other radioed in the situation before he walked back to me again.


He was blond and lanky, one of the new ones, still young enough to be dedicated, but experienced enough to be touched with that subtle cynicism that marks all the pros. When he flipped his book over to take down my story, his voice had that odd flat, casual tone ready to take note of everything, but disbelieve anything.


“Your name?”


“Mike Hammer.”


“Full name Michael?”


“Right.”


“Address?”


I gave it to him.


“You found the body?” he asked me.


I nodded.


“When?”


“Two-forty. I checked my watch.”


He checked his. “It’s now… ten after four.”


“How about that.”


His eyes flicked at me curiously. People don’t find a body and act that blasé about it. People don’t lean up against a crate thinking about something else when a torso spilling out its contents is only a few feet away. Not people in a new suit and a raincoat carelessly slung over their shoulder, even when it’s cold as hell out.


“Mind telling me what you were doing here, Mr. Hammer?”


“I’m a night walker,” I said.


He wrote it down. More to be polite than anything else.


“Occupation?”


I grinned at him. “Buddy, if you don’t know by now…”


But I didn’t have to tell him. The other cop came out of the shadows with his hands buried under his overcoat armpits to warm them, saw me plainly for the first time and said, “Hi, Mike. I thought they said it was gonna warm up tonight.”


“It did for a while,” I said.


He was one of the old ones—bucket head, jug ears, sharp eyes. The dedication was still there, but the years of experience had turned the cynicism into resigned acceptance. He looked at his partner and said, “Meet yourself a celebrated public figure, Frank. The tabloids’ favorite private dick.”


Frank squinted at his partner as if the older man were nuts.


The old harness bull nodded my way, a smile tickling his thin lips. “He doesn’t make the headlines he used to, but he’s got more kills on him than a Bengal tiger, and yet he still keeps his P.I. ticket. Don’t ask me how. Better you call Captain Chambers and tell him his boy’s laying off another stiff on us.”


“Look, Hal…”


He shook a forefinger at his young cohort. “Just can it and do what I told you, Frank. Even without that stiff on ice, the water could get choppy.”


Frank sighed and went off to do as he’d been told.


Hal said, “How’s it going, Mike?”


“Smoke’s still coming out the chimney.”


“Must be. You didn’t always look this prosperous. Brooks Brothers? Burberry? Who says crime don’t pay.” He gestured toward the half body on its slab. “What’s this bit?”


“You got me, friend,” I said. “I’m standing here, catching a smoke, and enjoying the moon on the Hudson, when that ice slab moves in and, being a trained detective, I notice it has half a body on it.”


He wasn’t sure he was buying it, but he also wasn’t sure he cared. “Anybody you know?”


I shrugged. “It’s getting so I know more dead ones than I do live ones. But I don’t think so.”


“Want to take a closer look?”


“Why not?”


Half a person isn’t a pleasant thing to see. There’s something obscene about a foreshortened human who is only a head and shoulders, arms and belly. We looked down from the pier at the expressionless face turned sideways against the ice, one arm folded under his chest, the other sprawled out awkwardly in front of his head. The way the water lapped around the edges of the grotesque raft made it sound like the river was bored.


“No blood on the ice,” the cop stated.


“Water probably washed it off.”


“Wonder why there’s only half of him.”


I squatted down on the pier and had a look at the corpse. To make it easier, the cop turned his flashlight on the mess so I could see it better. There was a peculiar configuration to the lower part of the torso.


When I stood up, I said, “Looks like it was pinched. That ice is twelve inches thick, easy, and if a couple of floes came together, they could have snipped him in half like a paper cutter.”


He winced but nodded. “They’re going to have a hell of a time determining time of death in this weather,” he said. “Recognize him or not?”


“Not.”


He let the light play over the body again. “Looks pretty well-dressed. Decent suit on him and his clothes, what’s left of ’em, don’t seem messed up very much. He’s taken a bash on the side of the head but that could have come from anything. Blood’s been washed off there too. Screwy. Suppose he was a leaper?”


I answered him with a question. “How old do you figure him?”


“About sixty-some. Why?”


I shrugged, looking at the body again. “Somebody that age would have been wearing an overcoat. You’d hate to catch cold on your way to pull the Dutch act.”


He’d been around enough to see the absurd truth of that. “So maybe it was an accident. There’s still ice on the roads and bridges upstate, and if he got flipped out of a car and landed on that ice…” He saw me smirking at him and stopped. “What’s so funny?”


“You.”


“Me?”


“Sure. You’re still making excuses for the world. You’ve seen so much dirt, you’ve started hiding it under the rug.”


He frowned just a little. “Just because Mike Hammer found him doesn’t make this guy a murder victim.”


“No. There are various possibilities.”


This time the cop’s face twisted into a puzzled frown. “Such as?”


“You know how a magician saws somebody in half?”


“Sure.”


I grinned at him. “Maybe this guy was working with a beginner.”


“Oh, hell, Mike,” he said, grinning back.


* * *


By the time the lab crew had finished, the sun had eased up over the apartment houses and draped the area in a baleful gray. The two reporters on the night beat had shrugged the thing off pending investigation when they found out I was only a disinterested spectator and left me alone with Pat Chambers.


Pat didn’t arrive till they were carting the body away in the morgue wagon. He was a big, rangy guy in a trenchcoat, blond with gray-blue eyes and in his late thirties like me. The only reason he was giving this his personal attention was because I was involved—that, and guys who make captain in the Homicide Division seem to have a perverted sense of curiosity.


When he was satisfied with the investigating officer’s report, he walked back to me, stuck a cigarette in his mouth and let me light it. “Why the hell don’t you go to bed at night like everybody else?”


“Somebody’s got to check the debris in this river,” I told him.


He looked at me over the flickering match. “Not at this hour.” He blew a cloud of smoke past me, his face expressionless. In the east the dawn was coming up, outlining the irregular skyline. “You got anything going, Mike?”


I shrugged and lit myself up. “Just petty stuff. Nothing rating a half a corpse. What did you get on the guy?”


Pat shrugged and took another drag on the butt. “Accident or suicide,” he said. “There was no wallet in his coat, but he may have carried it in his pants. No attempt was made to rip out any labels in his clothes. If we can’t make him from his prints or photo, we can check through the laundry marks. He’s got plenty of those, including two dry cleaner tags still on his jacket.”


“Any money?”


“Some change in a side suitcoat pocket. But, like the wallet, he could have carried it in his pants pocket.”


“So put out an APB for the other half of him.”


“Very funny.” He took a last pull on the cigarette and flipped it into the river. “Any opinion, Mike?”


“Probably an accident. He could have stalled his car up where there’s snow and started walking. He’s old enough to’ve had a heart attack and tumbled into the river. The ice could’ve done the rest. Why make a federal case out of it?”


Pat shrugged and glanced at me. “Because nature has given you a freak propensity for tripping over things that aren’t just accidents.”


“Not this time, old buddy,” I said.


“That blow to the head—you aren’t thinking blunt instrument?”


“Why should I think anything? You’re the cop.”


“You got no ideas at all?”


“Sure. Let’s go have some breakfast.”


“You can eat after finding that?”


“Why, you aren’t hungry?”


We grabbed some bacon and eggs in Riker’s on Sixth Avenue.


* * *


At NYPD HQ on Centre Street, I lounged with my milk-and-sugared coffee in the visitor’s chair while Pat sat behind his desk checking through the missing persons sheets without finding anything tallying with the description of the half-body. Then he took my statement for the files.


Just as I finished signing the report, McGee—a dumpy veteran detective who was better than he looked—knocked once and came in. He was in his shirtsleeves. With a nod to me, he laid a paper on Pat’s desk.


“We have a make on the body in the river, Captain,” McGee said, his voice a chesty rumble that seemed to come out of a well. “Guy’s prints were on file from a defense job during the war. Harry’s checking Social Security in Washington to see if they have a current address on him. Last one was in a building they tore down ten years ago.”


Pat scanned the report quickly and nodded, and McGee went out. Then the Homicide captain looked at me with narrowed eyes. “Jamison Elder. Age would be sixty-four this year. Born in London, took out naturalization papers eighteen years ago. Former occupation, domestic and chauffeur. Prior to the defense job, he worked for Condon Hale out on the Island.”


“Condon Hale—the moneybags inventor?”


“That’s him,” Pat said, nodding. “Out on Long Island.”


“He’s a crazy old coot, I hear.”


“We should all be so crazy,” he said. The phone rang and he reached for it.


The Medical Examiner had finished the preliminary autopsy and was ready to state (as I already speculated) that the body had been pinched in half by an ice floe. There was a contusion on the head that could have rendered him unconscious, a result of a fall or (as Pat already speculated) the usual blunt instrument, but wasn’t the primary cause of death.


“Death came from either exposure or being cut in half about the same time,” Pat said, reporting what the M.E. had told him. “Frozen condition of the body makes it difficult to pinpoint an exact time of death, but a little speculation could narrow it down.”


“So speculate.”


“It’s improbable that the body would have gone unseen all the previous day because of the constant traffic on and along the river. And if you factor in the tidal flow, it couldn’t have been much more than twenty miles from the farthest point upriver.”


I gave him a doubtful look. “It could have hugged the banks where nobody spotted it.”


“Possibly. Anyway, give the M.E. a little time and he’ll lay a time period on it. These odd kinds of deaths always fascinate the guy. Besides, what are you so interested for?”


“They fascinate me too,” I said.


“Stick to live females, pal, with both their top and bottom halves.”


“Reminds me of the joke about the two mermaids—”


Before I could finish, McGee again knocked at the open door and bulled in. He pulled an unlit cigar from his mouth and handed Pat another sheet.


“An easy one, Captain. Jamison Elder was employed as a butler on the Dunbar estate outside Monticello.”


Pat’s face furrowed. “Not Chester Dunbar?”


Where had I heard that name?


The detective nodded. “That’s the one. Elder left yesterday, right after dinner, for a week’s vacation… to go see a relative in Delaware. This morning the State Police found his car jammed into a snowbank at the east end of a covered bridge over a stream feeding into the Hudson. The family’s pretty shook up about it. Elder had been with them a long time.”


“Were the keys in the car?”


“Nope. It was locked tight. The state cop I talked to said it looked like Elder skidded in and got stuck, couldn’t back out. The nearest phone is a place near the entrance to Bear Mountain Bridge, and he could have been heading there to get a wrecker.” He paused and stuck the cigar back in his mouth. “That road runs along the embankment. He could have been flipped over by a passing car.”


Pat was frowning. “Hit-and-run?”


“Could be,” McGee said, with a who-gives-a-damn shrug. “A fender could have lifted him from below the waist.”


I said, “I don’t think so.”


They both looked at me.


“He would have been wearing an overcoat,” I said.


The dick shook his head. “Not necessarily. I checked that out. The temperature got up over forty last night, and walking like that? Could’ve warmed him up, and he carried it.”


I said, “Then you should advise the state boys to look around the area to find any coat Elder might’ve worn.”


McGee glanced at Pat, who nodded his agreement.


“Will do,” the dick said. “You need anything else, Captain?”


Pat shook his head. “No. Good job.”


When the detective left, Pat was staring past me into nothing. Something was really eating him. He just sat there muttering, “Damn,” again and again.


I looked at him sideways. “Okay, ‘damn.’ What’s that supposed to mean?”


His eyes rolled. “Brother, you really know how to make waves.”


“I didn’t make the waves, that half a corpse did.”


“Don’t you remember Chester Dunbar?” he asked, sitting forward. “The millionaire who took on the black market trade during the war, and had enough dough and influence to get half a dozen crooked politicians bounced out on their butts into jail cells?”


“I missed the papers when I was in the Pacific.”


“Well, right after the war, Dunbar’s money backed that independent investigation of that kid… Christie? The young officer they accused of excessive force after he shot that guy during a hold-up?”


“Yeah—I do remember that. Vaguely.”


“Hell, they would have nailed Christie to the wall to please the bleeding hearts and the local politicians, if Dunbar hadn’t forced the issue.”


I shifted in my hard chair. “So he was a good citizen. Sounds like he could afford to be. What are you all worked up about?”


Pat’s eyes were distant, his expression somber. “Because Dunbar used to be a cop, Mike. A damn good one. Back when you and I first got out of the academy, he was my precinct captain. That initial year, he guided me through some rough patches, really put me on the right path.”


I was nodding. “Right. I remember now. I met Dunbar a few times. But didn’t he quit the force in the late ’40s?”


Pat nodded. “Dunbar was one of these home-grown inventors, ever since he was a kid—always experimenting and fooling around in his basement workshop. That Condon Hale character was a kind of mentor. Well, believe it or not, he invented an electronic gizmo that modulated radio frequencies to control torpedoes. During the war, he let the government have the rights for the duration. But after that, he cleaned up on it. Invented lots of other profitable stuff, too. Like the pacemaker, which would come in handy for you if you had a heart.”


So that was how an ex-cop became a millionaire.


“For a while,” Pat said, “he worked with that Hale character, but it didn’t last long. Bad blood over an invention both men claimed as theirs. But that must be how Chet met Jamison Elder… when Elder was Hale’s butler.”


I said, “I’m sure your pal Chet’ll be sorry to see his butler go. But otherwise, how’s a probable accidental death going to bother him?”


Pat leaned across the desk, his face serious, his eyes intense. “It won’t bother him one small bit, old buddy. Chester Dunbar’s been dead three years. Had a heart attack one night and couldn’t get to his nitro capsules in time. He was on the floor, where he’d been crawling toward the bathroom and the pills. The coroner up there ruled that accidental death too.”


“So?”


Pat’s mouth was a thin, hard line. “Chet never took a chance like that in his life! He used to keep two spare pills on him at all times, in case the bottle was out of reach.”


“Even in his pajamas?”


“Even there. They weren’t on him that night.”


I sat forward. “Wasn’t that enough to prompt an investigation?”


His mouth twisted in a scornful grimace. “Yes, but there was enough to stop it before it began. Chet complained of chest pains that afternoon, and had his medicine brought to him, and retired to his room to rest and get feeling better. The next time he was seen… he was dead. There were still traces of nitro in his body, so it was assumed that he’d had another attack, used the spares and lay down, then had another, more serious, attack later. Apparently couldn’t make it to the bottle on a table by where he’d been reading earlier. And that was all she wrote.”


“Sounds possible.”


“Not when you knew Chet.” He rocked back in his swivel chair, staring past me at the wall. “The books are closed on it, Mike… but the smell’s still there.”


“It’s out of your jurisdiction, Pat.”


“You’re telling me.”


“I get it. I do get it. You see a second accidental death and the accidental part starts to bug you.”


“It does.”


“So what else is bugging you about it?”


“I don’t know, Mike. Chet’s kids, maybe.”


“Somebody got anxious to inherit, you think? Sounds like he had plenty of loot.”


“Oh, he did, but my understanding is that everybody’s taken care of. Equal shares.”


“Equal suspects. You know these kids?”


“Somewhat.”


“So what’s the rundown, Pat?”


He grunted something like a laugh. “Two are bums, one’s beautiful, and one’s a congenital idiot.”


I almost laughed myself. “That’s a hell of a summary. How about a little more?”


With a look of disgust, he elaborated: “Dexter and Wake were his late wife’s kids by a previous marriage. Their own father was already dead, and Chet adopted them legally after he and their mother got married. Those two are in their mid-thirties and have lived off their father’s wealth forever. Lovely Dorena was the Dunbar couple’s first natural child. Three years later they had Charles, ‘Chickie,’ they call him. His wife died having the boy. Chet was never the same.”


“Tough.”


“Damn right,” Pat said. He sighed. “The law firm of Hines & Carroll has been taking care of the estate since Chet died. The mansion is, well, it’s a damn mansion, and they all live there, the kids—adult children, I should say, and you can take that any way you like. Until now, though, everything’s been going along pretty well.” He sighed heavily. “I would hate like hell to see the papers make anything of Elder’s death.”


“What difference does it make?”


Pat shrugged. “I just know Chet wouldn’t have wanted the publicity. He turned reclusive after the retarded boy was born. They’ve been protecting Chickie since they found out he was… special. Kind of keeping the lid on. You see, the other Dunbars are still in the social swing, and I doubt if more than half a dozen people know about there being the likes of Chickie in the family.”


“Not an easy secret to keep.”


“Maybe so, but they pretty much kept it. You know what really used to bother Chet? Ever since she was very small, Dorena has been scared to death of marriage… for fear of adding another subnormal member to the family. That could be a rough damn prospect to live with—not just for Dorena, but Chet, who would dearly have loved to have grandchildren.”


“Hell, Pat, didn’t Dunbar check this slow kid out with the medical people?”


“Oh, he had Chickie thoroughly checked out, as much as possible. But it’s still uncertain whether it’s a congenital condition or one of those things that happened with a difficult labor. One doctor even suggested possible brain damage from improper use of forceps during the delivery, but refused to be quoted on it.”


I said, “The possibility of malpractice probably had the medics covering each other’s tails.”


Pat didn’t contradict that. “Funny thing is, Chet’s hope was that it was accidental.” He fired up another cigarette and took a deep pull on it. “And now here we are… with another goddamn accident.”


I was shaking my head. “Pat, these things don’t have anything to do with each other—a possible accident at birth in delivery, a heart patient who didn’t take his medicine, a family retainer who likely had an automobile accident?”


But I was remembering what I’d said to that cop at the scene: You’re still making excuses for the world. You’ve seen so much dirt, you’ve started hiding it under the rug.


“If nothing else,” Pat said, “I ought to express my condolences as a friend of the family… You doing anything today?”


“Lunch date with Velda,” I said.


Velda was my secretary, a P.I. herself, and my partner in several ways.


“Cancel it,” he said, “and let’s take a run up there.”


“I thought you wanted me to stick with live females.”


“Both halves of her will still be intact,” he said, “when we get back.”




CHAPTER TWO


You came over the crest of the hill and saw the Dunbar estate snowbound in all its formal elegance like something on a Christmas card. Winter ivy relieved the stark gray stones of the outer wall and buildings, the pines towering past the roof peaks, the only motion the thin wisps of wood smoke that rose wraith-like from two of the massive chimneys.


Overhead the sun made the snow sparkle with a weird brilliance, burning it from the roadbeds to run bubbling into drainage ditches. A mile away a horseshoe bend in the Hudson River was a jigsaw puzzle of broken ice flowing toward the Atlantic from the spring thaw that had hit farther upstate.


We drove up to the wrought-iron gates and waited while a slight figure in his fifties in a black-and-white-and-red plaid hunter’s jacket and a matching cap with ear flaps came crunching in galoshes through the snow out of the fieldstone guardhouse on the left and inspected us both through the bars.


Leaning on the wheel, Pat said, “That’s Willie Walters. He used to be a jailer in the Tombs. Got retired out early and was having a hard time of it till Chet put him back on his feet with a caretaker job here.”


I took in the looming gates. “He must like being behind bars.”


Pat grinned at me. “Hell, man, that’s the ultimate in socialism. They tell you where and when to go, what to do and how to do it. You’re clothed, fed, numbered, and protected behind a wall. What a feeling of security. It’s a wonder you haven’t tried it yet.”


“Drop dead,” I said pleasantly.


Pat got out and spoke to the slender caretaker, getting a watery look of recognition in sky-blue eyes and an enthusiastic handclasp through the gate. Willie Walters had a face wrinkled beyond his years and a pointed chin that gave him a Punch-and-Judy look. He waved Pat and me through the gates, leaving them ajar with the car still outside. Just inside, my friend introduced me to Walters before asking him, “Anything new on Elder?”


“Naw. Got the body in New York yet, ain’t they?”


What was left of it.


“In the morgue,” Pat said.


The caretaker’s voice was high-pitched and raspy, like a table saw. “Heard them two boys arguing about which one has to go down there to identify him. Guess Wake’s goin’ in to do that later.”


I said, “‘Boys?’ Aren’t the Dunbar brothers both in their thirties?”


“That they are,” Walters said. “But they’re still a couple of kids, you ask me. About a year apart, Dex the older. Them two are pissers! Wake fancies himself as some kinda artist, and Dex goes into town now and then to a little office, tendin’ his investments. Really, neither one wants to do nothin’ but drink and spend money and chase tail—even Wake, the married one!”


“Everybody needs a hobby,” I said.


“What gets me is that Jamie’s been here almost twenty years, like a part of the family, and them punks don’t even give a rat’s ass that he’s dead!”


Pat asked, “How about Dorena?”


“Oh, she’s the best of a bad lot. You can tell she really cares—her and Jamison was friendly, in a servant and master kinda way.” He shook his head and the ear flaps flapped. “But it’s Chickie what’s really shook up about it. Jamie like to raise him from a pup. Mr. Dunbar just let Jamie take charge of the boy… even fixed up the old carriage house so they could live there together. I’m up there, too.”


“You said ‘boy’ again,” I said. “How old is Chickie, anyway?”


“Twenty. But he’s half that in his mind.” Walters sighed, staring at his toes. “Don’t know what that kid’s gonna do now. Dorena, she’s good with him, really loves the boy, but she’s got her own life to live… the others? They don’t even make out like he’s alive.”


Pat nodded toward the mansion-like structure. “Everybody up at the house?”


“Sure are—at each other, like usual. Them lawyers are comin’ out later. Mr. Dunbar had us all in the will, you know—me and Jamie, I mean. We were the only full-time live-in staff, but there’s a cook, a maid, and some cleaning gals from town. All colored.”


I asked, “What are the ‘kids’ at each other about?”


He sighed again but there was a weary laugh in it. “Hell’s bells, they fight about everything! I think they’re mostly scared somebody’s gonna poke their noses in here ’cause of Jamie buying it. You’d think he done it on purpose! But what I think is they’re afraid somebody’s gonna open up Mr. Dunbar’s death for another look-see.”


Pat asked, “Why, Willie—do you suspect foul play where Chester Dunbar is concerned?”


He held up mittened hands of surrender. “I said too much already. I’m just a hired hand—what the hell do I know? But what a bunch those kids is! Good thing Chet left a will they couldn’t break, or they’d have tangled asses all over the place, scratchin’ after his dough.”


Pat threw me a glance, then said to the caretaker, “What about Jamie Elder, Willie? You think that was an accident?”


The caretaker snorted. “Well, he sure didn’t take himself out! Jamie liked it here; pay was good, room and board was free, and Chickie was like his own kid. He woulda never took a week of vacation if his sister wasn’t sick. He kinda got it in his head that she was on her last legs, and there was no stopping him.”
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