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CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE


This story takes place in the mid-1960s, when Mickey Spillane began it. With a deadline looming, he put The Big Bang aside, and substituted another Mike Hammer novel, The Twisted Thing, which he’d completed, and shelved, decades before.


In 1982, on a visit to Mickey’s South Carolina home, I was handed by my host two substantial Mike Hammer manuscripts. I was flabbergasted – there hadn’t been a Hammer published since 1970! I read late into the night, which was always my practice with Spillane novels, and the next morning at breakfast offered up enthusiastic reviews.


‘Maybe we can do something with ‘em someday,’ he said casually. On a later visit, in 1989, he sent the partial manuscripts home with me ‘for safekeeping’.


Mickey’s words proved prophetic: a few weeks later, Hurricane Hugo destroyed his home, and The Big Bang would likely have been lost.


We had spoken about the novel in detail, including the ending, which Mickey said was one of his favorites. My hope is that readers will greet this tale as enthusiastically as I did back in 1982, when Mickey Spillane handed me a stack of manuscript pages for bedtime reading.




THE BIG BANG








Chapter One



THEY CUT THE KID off at the corner, driving his motor-bike into the curb and spilling him across the sidewalk into the brick wall of an apartment building. Two of them came out of the back seat of the old sedan that had skidded to a stop, their shoulder-length hair flying, bell-bottoms flopping—one in a leather vest and no shirt had a short, tape-wrapped billy and the other in a tie-dye T-shirt sported a double length of bicycle chain ready to whip into the head of the groggy short-haired kid in striped top and jeans on the sidewalk.


What they didn’t figure on was me being in the doorway and when I stepped out and smashed the tie-dye slob with the chain, his face seemed to explode into a bloody mess, and he backflipped to the pavement and slid under the car he’d just left.


The other one stopped the swing of the billy halfway down and tried to turn on me instead, and all I could think of was who the hell these chintzy little shits thought they were with their scruffy beards and spindly needle-pocked limbs, taking on an old tiger. I broke billy boy’s arm between the wrist and elbow, took half his teeth out, snapped his jaw loose from its hinges, and sent the bastard’s balls on a trip way up inside him with one beautiful place kick, landing him halfway out in the gutter.


That was when the blond-Afro-haired kid driving the heap suddenly unfroze and jammed his foot down on the gas. The car screeched forward over the one under the wheels, making a wild cracking that went squishy at the high point of its bump, and the vehicle lurched on, leaving the crumpled figure in tie-dye to die like a fish on a deck, flopping twice before becoming another statistic.


Leave it to New York, I thought.


One lousy day back in the city and the fun was starting all over again. One day away from the sun and pure white sand and back to scarlet-splashed concrete and an early fall already turning cold and a fat woman standing in a puddle of spilled groceries screaming her lungs out at the mess she’d walked onto.


A half block away, the would-be getaway car didn’t make the squeeze between a double-parked truck and an oncoming bus and accordioned into a tangle of shrieking man and metal. For only two deep breaths a stunned, hushed silence held sway while the whole city seemed to pause in shock. Then the sounds of terror ended, and all returned to noise and normal.


This was the city, after all.


This was New York.


The lanky, narrow-faced, sharp-eyed character sitting across from me in Captain Pat Chambers’ desk chair wore a lightweight blue suit and darker blue tie and might have been a young exec on Wall Street. He was instead an assistant district attorney named Vance Traynor, who had a cocky, smart-assy manner that meant we’d tangle sooner or later.


I’d gone down to Florida to recover from a knife blade that had opened my side like somebody wanted to slip in there and hide. I felt okay but not in the mood to tangle, not even with this petty bureaucrat.


The windows were black with night. I’d been cooling my heels at Central Headquarters for hours. Pat had humored me by sharing the files on the three assailants—the dead driver was one Timothy Haver, 25, the tie-dye-kid-turned-speed-bump was Herman Felton, 26, and the billy-club boy was Norman Brix, 24.


“Thought you might like to know who you killed,” Pat had said, which wasn’t fair—two had gotten themselves killed, and as far as I knew, the other one was still breathing.


Anyway, I’d given two statements already, and now I was getting my official moment with one of the big boys. Swell.


Pat was standing just behind the seated D.A.’s man, leaning against some file cabinets wearing a hooded expression that said he would rather be anywhere else. A mousy bespectacled stenog was taking everything down.


“I suppose sooner or later,” Traynor said, in a radio announcer’s voice that would serve him well in the political arena, “I had to meet up with the great Mike Hammer.”


That didn’t deserve a response so I didn’t give him one. I’d already laid the facts out for him. Now he was just fucking with me.


“I am supposed to believe that this was a mere coincidence,” Traynor said, eyes slitted to cuts, “that a man with your background, your . . . abilities . . . happened to be there. To save the day.”


“Mighty Mouse was out of town,” I said.


“So were you, till this morning. You get in slightly before noon, and without even stopping by your office, you go directly to pick something up from a client. That’s your story.”


“No.”


“It isn’t?”


“It’s not a story. I was doing business by phone while I was away. I was just following up back in Manhattan.”


The eyes fluttered wide, then slitted narrow again. “One of the two corpses had needle tracks, Mr. Hammer. So does the hospitalized assailant.”


“Junkies robbing somebody—who’da thunk it?”


He was shaking his head. “Any way you spin it, Mr. Hammer, that puts drugs on the table. And weren’t you in Florida because you got knifed when Junior Evello’s boys took you on outside Dewey Wong’s on East Fifty-eighth?”


“That’s a rumor. That’s nothing that got on any police blotter.”


Pat was staring at his file cabinets, like he was wishing he could crawl in one of the drawers.


“No,” Traynor admitted. “But for a rumor, it has a certain weight, considering that two of Evello’s top boys have not been seen since that night.”


“Maybe they went on vacation, too.”


“The permanent kind, right, Mr. Hammer? Let’s leave it a rumor. Let’s call it hypothetical—why would two of Evello’s boys jump you outside a Chinese restaurant?”


I thought about trying a fortune-cookie gag, but instead said simply, “Junior thinks I was responsible for his late uncle’s death, a lot of years ago.”


“Were you?”


“Does it matter?”


He was too young to deserve a weight-of-the-world sigh like the one he expelled. “The Evello Family still controls narcotics in this town. And you have a long history with them—didn’t you once upon a time cost them a major load of heroin?”


I shifted in the hard chair. “If you want to talk old times, buddy, send the stenog home and we’ll have a beer somewhere. But if you want something on the record, I have no knowledge that this afternoon’s incident has anything at all to do with the Evello mob or narcotics or anything except a couple of junkies needing fix money, taking down a guy who might have some cash on him.”


He sucked in air. Then he let it out, saying, “You just happened to be on the scene.”


“It’s what we call in the business a coincidence.”


“Do you believe in coincidences, Mr. Hammer?”


“Sometimes.”


His smile was thin but nasty. “Young Billy Blue was just lucky you were there.”


That was the kid on the motorbike I’d helped out.


“He was lucky,” I said. “The punks weren’t.”


Traynor tasted his tongue. He didn’t seem to like the flavor. “You happen to be there, and two guys get pulverized, and another is so badly beaten, he’s in critical condition at Bellevue. At least you didn’t shoot anybody.”


“It’s early yet.”


Traynor grunted in obvious disgust. “Judging by your attitude, I would say the things I’ve heard about you from my associates are true.”


“Probably.”


“Your luck can’t last forever, Mr. Hammer.”


“No. But I’ve outlasted five D.A.’s since I set up shop. And I don’t bother even keeping track of the assistants.”


He rose, shoving Pat’s chair back till its wheels collided with the wall. “I’m taking you at your word, Mr. Hammer, only because Captain Chambers vouches for you. But I’m going on record—if you get involved with this thing, your operating license and your gun permit will only be the first things to go. Clear?”


“It begins and ends here,” I said.


“Good. Good.”


Pat waited until the young assistant district attorney had taken his leave, then reclaimed his chair and nodded to dismiss the stenographer. She went out, and he flipped the tops off a pair of plastic coffee cups and handed me one.


He said, “You make new friends every day, don’t you, Mike?”


“Pretty much.”


He shook his head. “After all these years, and you’re still a pisser.”


Captains of Homicide Division can lay off-key intonations onto the most abrupt sentences. I couldn’t quite figure his mood, so took a taste of the coffee and shrugged. “Don’t sweat it, Pat. There were witnesses to everything.”


He turned around and gave me a long, direct stare. “Buddy . . . I’ve asked you before. Two armed guys and a getaway driver, and you’re the one standing? Where do you buy your luck?”


“Maybe theirs just ran out.”


His expression was glazed. “You were the primary cause of two kids getting killed. Doesn’t that even get to you—a little?”


I felt my face go hard and flat. “Kids, hell. They were punks—middle-twenties punks with a sweet list of arrests and convictions.”


“You could have stopped it and held them there,” he said, eyebrow arching. “You had a gun, didn’t you?”


“Yeah, my .45, which means I could have shot them, too. I wasn’t trying to kill anybody. I was just trying to stop a kid from getting hurt. Not pulling my rod, shit, I thought I was doing them a favor.” I took another pull of the coffee. “Maybe I did at that.”


“Nothing bothers you, does it?”


I shrugged a shoulder. “Not much anymore. Take a look around this town—it’s that great big handbasket you heard so much about, headed to hell.”


He grunted a laugh. “After all the bad guys you shot, you’d think it would be paradise.”


I scowled at my supposed best pal. “Jesus, I just don’t know what you’re so bugged about. Those pricks could have killed that kid, if I hadn’t stepped in.”


Pat made a wry face. “I’m not talking about what happened today. I’m talking about you, Mike. There was a time when things used to bother you. Now . . .” He shook his head glumly. “. . . there’s no reaction at all. It’s like nothing happened. What are you, dead inside?”


I frowned. Shrugged. “Okay, so it bothers me. Satisfied?”


His analytical mind bit right through my words. “Oh, you’re bothered, all right. Just not about the two young men squashed to tomato sauce, or the other you put in the hospital needing an exploratory operation so the docs can find his nuts again.”


I folded my arms. Stuck my chin out. “That’s right, chum. I am bothered, but I’m bothered about the kid on the motorbike. He was a working stiff, holding down an after-school job, right?” Pat had filled me in before the assistant D.A. took over. “No arrest record, all character references good, yet there he was, about to be ripped off by lowlifes who want the rest of the world to subsidize their drug habit.”


He held his hands up in surrender. “It’s a crazy damn world, Mike. No argument. We live in one, they live in another.”


“Or am I wrong? Was that kid Billy Blue just another user or dealer or . . . Come on, Pat, spell it out. You talked to the kid, I didn’t.”


Pat shrugged again. “Like you said, he was on a job. A messenger boy.”


“What kind?”


Now the Homicide detective had to think for a moment. Was I just curious? Or was I curious because I was going to wade into this mess? Like I wasn’t already hip deep.


Finally Pat said, “Special delivery of a certain antibiotic to a midtown doctor.” He caught the way I was looking at him and gave me a negative sign. “No narcotics. We checked it out. Nothing in the package but capsules to be taken orally.”


“Does Billy know why they attacked him?”


“No. But he has a guess.”


“Reasonable one?”


Pat sipped his coffee and put his cup down. “The young man had just been paid two weeks’ salary—a hundred and sixty bucks in cash.”


“And that’s enough for any freak to take a crack at. We have an autopsy report on the punks, or is it too early?”


Again he waited a few seconds, then gave me a tired grimace and said, “The one you left alive, and the driver of the car, were shooting H. The other had two dozen pills in his pocket.”


“Not Bufferin, I’d guess.”


“No. Speed.”


I frowned, sat forward. “How’d the creeps know the kid had that kind of dough on him?”


“All three assailants reside, or resided, within three blocks of Dorchester Medical College. Everybody at Dorchester gets paid the same day twice a month, usually right after lunch. Apparently it’s common knowledge. The Blue kid must’ve looked like an easy target.”


“What about the one in the hospital? What does he have to say for himself?”


Pat’s twisted smile had no humor in it at all. “He won’t be saying anything for a long while, Mike. You made damn sure of that. They had to wire his jaws shut, he’s in shock and going through withdrawal. The prognosis is that he’ll probably live, but the doc I spoke to wouldn’t bet on it. He’s skinny, malnourished, and has hepatitis.”


“We’ll ask Jerry Lewis to do a telethon.”


Pat didn’t laugh at that. No sense of humor tonight. He said, “The damage you did won’t kill him, but he’s liable to check out during withdrawal. See, kiddo . . . your luck is still holding.”


I felt my upper lip curl all on its own. “Screw his withdrawal. I couldn’t care less what happens to that kind of human garbage. Those fucking drugheads are all the same, scumbags, all of ‘em, and the gutter’s too good for them. Hell, if I’d known what I do now, when this went down, I’d have knocked his ass under the car, too.”


Pat’s expression had turned grim. “Mike . . .”


“What?”


“It’s a sour world. Don’t make it worse.”


I put both shoulders into a shrug. “Sure.”


“These kids aren’t born drug addicts. They’re not ‘scumbags’ when they take their first breath. They have families, mothers and fathers who love them. . . .”


“Not enough.”


“Christ, you’re self-righteous today. Listen to you!”


“I’m not saying anybody started out bad. And the predators who get these kids hooked, they’re the ones whose throats I’d really like to get my hands around. But you’ve seen the horror pictures, right, Pat? Once a vampire sticks his fangs in an innocent, that innocent turns into the next vampire, looking for a victim.”


“You really think it’s that simple, don’t you?”


“I didn’t say it was simple. I didn’t say it wasn’t tragic. But I see a vampire, buddy, I’m putting a forty-five-caliber stake through his goddamn heart.”


His eyes were like quarters. “And I’m supposed to believe you’re not getting involved in this?”


“I am involved! But . . . I made my contribution to society for today. I took two, maybe three junkie thieves off the streets, and that’s enough. For today, anyway.”


He was looking at me like I was the one out of a horror show. “Then lay off, Van Helsing. You got no counts against you right now. In fact, you come up smelling of roses for performing a public service. Even that old sedan was hot. The parents of those ‘scumbags’ aren’t preferring any charges. Hell, they’re glad to get their darlings out of their hair.”


“What happened to the mothers and fathers who loved them you were crowing about?”


Suddenly Pat looked very tired. “Mike—as a friend. I’m asking you—lay off.”


I gave him the innocent face. “Lay off from what?”


“From what you’re thinking of, damnit! You have your back up about something and I can smell it all the way across the room.”


“I wish you’d tell me what it is, then.”


His eyes narrowed, his expression grew grave. “Think about it a little bit. Maybe it will come to you.”


“Sure. I’ll do that.” I reached for my hat and eased out of the chair, stretched, yawned. Little man had a busy day. “Think our budding assistant D.A. got everything he wants?”


“He’ll be overjoyed, we’ll all be overjoyed, if you just get your ass out of here.”


“My pleasure, buddy,” I told him. “Feel like hitting the Blue Ribbon for supper?”


He gave me a “you gotta be kidding” expression, but it melted, and the cop became a friend again. “What’s the special tonight?”


“Beats me, but I could dig some of that crazy knockwurst.”


Pat leaned back in his chair. He even found a chuckle for me. “You buying?”


“Sure.”


“Then you’re on.”


And we went out for a late dinner, leaving our conversation behind.


Anybody who walked into my office would have a hard time figuring out who it belonged to. Back in the old Hackard Building, it had been a cluttered, lovely mess. But they were giving the old landmark a major overhaul, and I’d had to move to new digs, maybe temporarily, maybe not. Anyway, now the address was classy, the view scenic if you liked towering Manhattan tombstones, with a doorman who after six months still looked at me like I didn’t belong.


Velda had added decorating to her secretarial duties, keeping the place rugged enough to maintain my occupational image without scaring off the more timid clients. The outer office was inviting, furnishings modern but not metal, nice lush dark wood and a couch with dark leather padding. Wood panels bore framed newspaper stories about her boss and various sharpshooting plaques I’d racked up, and even a couple of civic awards from groups not afraid to endorse my brand of rough justice.


She was still the teaser, though. In her own area outside my private office she had installed an antique but functional desk, at which she could be seen when my inner office door was open, so I could take in both of those lovely, disconcerting legs crossing and uncrossing down in the desk’s well.


And if that wasn’t enough of an invitation, she’d smile over her Smith Corona and inhale deeply so the tight jersey tops she always wore would swell out with an open challenge to give her more breathing room.


Velda.


Wide shoulders, deep, dark tresses falling in a pageboy that fashion had long since left behind, yet still the most beautiful hair-style of all. A tall woman, with dark almond-shaped eyes, rich with mystery, and a lush red-lipsticked mouth that made a guy consider doing the kinds of things that get you arrested in some states. . . .


Morning sun was slanting through the blinds and throwing horizontal patterns on the hardwood floor as I stepped into my new, modern suite of offices, and closed the door behind me. “Hello, kitten.”


Her teeth flashed in a smile so white, the sunlight seemed to bounce off and get brighter. She stood behind her desk and reached out to take my hands in hers.


“Mike, you bastard,” she said, and held her mouth up for a fiery little office kiss. Then she tugged me back to my favorite sitting spot on the edge of her desk.


“‘Mike, you bastard’ . . . what kind of welcome is that?”


Her pout was a phony. “You could have stopped by when you got back. You didn’t even call me last night. You were home, weren’t you?”


“Not till fairly late. I got caught up in something.”


She frowned. “Yeah, I know. Pat called me. He can call me, but you couldn’t take the time?”


“Listen, last night when I got back, I hit the rack and was asleep before I could turn out the light. I’m not a kid anymore, you know. You’re up on what happened?”


She nodded crisply. “I read about it in the evening papers, and this morning the coverage was more detailed, but still with plenty of lines to read between. . . .” She tucked her lower lip between her teeth, waited a moment, and said, “Pretty nasty scene?”


“Nasty enough.” I shrugged. “Could have been worse.”


“Oh?”


“This Billy Blue—he’s apparently a nice kid, and those punks were out to tear him up.”


Her head cocked in that RCA-Victor-dog fashion, only she was no dog. “What were you doing there, Mike?”


“Hey, just delivering that report to Klein. I’d just come out of his damn building. I was on my way up here.”


She sighed, shook her head, and all that auburn hair shimmered. “Oh, Mike, how do you always manage to get involved in these crazy scrapes?”


“Like the man said—just lucky I guess.”


Velda gave that a little laugh, which was more than it deserved, then looked into my eyes. “Good vacation?”


“Plenty of sun, caught some fish, got my paperwork done, and managed to locate Klein’s missing shipment by telephone.”


“The private eye’s best weapon.” Now her eyes got narrow. “Get laid?”


“What a question.”


“So answer me.”


I shifted on my desk perch. “Number one, it’s none of your damn business.”


“And number two?”


“Number two, let’s just say I didn’t have any decent offers, and number three, maybe I didn’t feel like it.”


“I’ll ignore number two, and politely pretend number three can be taken seriously.”


“Hell,” I said, “I was saving it all up for you.”


“That I won’t ignore.” She kissed me again, lightly, then ran her hand gently down my side. “How’s the wound?”


“Healed, but still sore. Hurts like a son of a bitch when I sneeze.”


“So don’t sneeze. But I bet you feel better than the two guys who jumped you outside Dewey Wong’s.”


“I don’t know, doll. When you’re dead and buried, like those clowns, nothing much hurts. Even in a landfill.”


She was stroking my hand now. “That little brannigan yesterday, that didn’t do you any good either, did it?”


“I’ll survive.”


“That’s what some people are afraid of, I think.” She gave me an odd look of resignation. “Was that dustup the end of something, or the beginning?”


“You and Pat can throw a lot of curve balls, sugar. What’s with you two?”


She shook her head. “We’ve known you too long, maybe. Way ahead of you—like a dog who brings in the newspaper before his master even realizes he wants to read it.”


I said it before, but this time out loud: “Baby, you’re no dog.”


She smiled impishly, reached over, picked up a folder from the desk, and handed it to me.


“What’s this?”


“A rundown on those kids.”


I gaped at her. “You been working on this already?”


“Think of it as the newspaper you didn’t realize you wanted to read yet.”


“Oh yeah, where’s my pipe and slippers?”


She slapped me gently on the leg.


“Kitten, I appreciate the effort, but I went over the police reports and Pat filled me in a little. Do we really need to dig into this thing?”


“How about where Billy Blue is concerned?”


“According to Pat, he’s clean.”


Velda nodded, looking at me thoughtfully. “He seems to be, but I found a store owner in his neighborhood who had seen him talking to two of his future assailants—Felton and Brix. It looked like an argument, but he couldn’t be sure.”


“What are you, a witch? How’d you find this stuff out so fast?”


Her smile said she liked the implied compliment, witch remark or not. “I been working the phone. Private eye’s best weapon, remember?”


“Naw. A good secretary, that’s a private eye’s best weapon. Who’s the beat cop in the area?”


“Officer named Sherman—you can thank Pat for that tidbit. Sherman knew the players in your little melodrama yesterday, including Haver, the driver? But Officer Sherman never saw all four together. He gave the Blue kid a clean bill, but said the others were all just biding time before jail or an O.D. Real hardcases for their age. Haver had just beaten up his mother the day before. She doesn’t even want to go to his funeral.”


“There’s a picture Norman Rockwell could paint.”


She frowned thoughtfully. “But, Mike, it was a shop teacher in the high school Billy Blue goes to who put me onto something. Mr. Lang thinks both Brix and Felton were hustling narcotics to some of the kids. With Billy working in the hospital, they might have seen a potential source in the boy—tried to make a supplier out of him.”


I nodded. Smart cookie, my Velda. “You check at Dorchester Medical College?”


“I haven’t had time.” She nodded toward the phone and the fat directory on her blotter. “I could only let my fingers do so much walking. . . . Anyway, I thought you might like to poke around yourself.”


I flipped the folder open and gave a slow scan to the four pages inside—four life histories with pertinent remarks contained on one page apiece. Idly, I wondered how many pages it would take to summarize my own life. Of course, just the fatalities I’d racked up would rate more than four.


I said, “Now I know what Pat meant.”


“Oh?”


“Why he told me to lay off, I mean. These boys have interesting records. Interesting ties.”


She was studying me warily. “Are you going to? Lay off, I mean?”


I gave her a big ugly grin. “If you thought I would, baby, then you wouldn’t have bothered with the legwork.”


“Fingerwork,” she said, holding up pretty red-nailed digits. “All that means is, I know what you’re going to want before you do.”


“You’re a good little doggie after all, honey.”


“Then why don’t you pet me?”


She leaned toward me, half rising, and I leaned toward her, and I was half rising myself, though I was still perched there. My fingers started in the softness of her hair, touched their way down over the firm slope of her breasts and slipped lower till nestled snugly against her flat belly. In this position, that was as far as I could reach. I stopped, cupped her face in my hands, and kissed her again.


When I pushed her back, she said, “That was mean.”


“You asked me to,” I reminded her.


“I meant stopping,” she said.


I got off her desk and stood there and straightened my tie and said, “Just trying to maintain a little office decorum.”


She was laughing and pointing at me. “What’s that, our new hat rack?”


I said, “I told you I was saving it all up for you,” then I covered myself with my porkpie hat and went back out into the hall. I could still hear her laughing behind the glass of the door as I headed off to find out just what it was I’d gotten myself into, playing Mighty Mouse for a kid called Billy Blue.





Chapter Two



DORCHESTER MEDICAL COLLEGE was an old, reputable, well-funded institution that specialized in rare-disease research. It was housed in two baronial-style mansions joined by a modern white-brick structure on the upper edge of Manhattan, quietly exclusive and staffed with the finest minds available courtesy of generous endowments from several giant corporations.


The nurse at the personnel desk had received her own generous endowments, but no corporations had been involved. Her hair was red-blonde and her freckled nose was almost as cute as her long-lashed blue eyes, which she batted at me when I made my inquiries.


Seemed she didn’t usually give out information about employees, and unlike some people, she didn’t mistake the ID card and badge for a city cop’s. But the name on the ID made her eyes widen.


“I saw in the papers what happened to Billy,” she said, and the blue eyes spiked with indignation. “It’s all anybody around here is talking about today.”


“I bet.”


“It’s lucky you were there. On the scene. You’re a real hero, Mr. Hammer.”


“Maybe, maybe not, but I’m doing follow-up and wanted to get some background on Billy.”


She almost frowned. “As I said, we don’t usually give out information about employees, Mr. Hammer. . . .”


“That’s a shame.”


She fluttered some more. “But you are sort of almost a policeman, aren’t you?”


I leaned a hand on her desk. “I never heard it put better.”


Then she fetched the file on William R. Blue, age 17, and the rear view while she fished in a filing cabinet was worth the trip. She allowed me to copy down the kid’s local address with references from school, clergy, and neighborhood shopkeepers.


Billy Blue was engaged in part-time work on weekdays, with a full day on Saturday, and he always accepted overtime if it was asked of him. There were no complaints from his supervisors and in seven months he had only taken off one day, for a dental visit. He had started with light janitorial work, moved into the dietary kitchen, then got assigned to Dr. David Harrin, chief of staff at nearby Saxony Hospital, who regularly taught at Dorchester.


I asked the nurse, “What does he do for Dr. Harrin?”


“Everything from sterilizing equipment to delivering supplies. The doctor has taken a rather personal interest in Billy, after seeing how enthusiastic the young man is about his job. Billy works very hard at his studies, too.”


“But he’s not a student here at Dorchester—he’s still in high school . . . ?”


“That’s right, but Dr. Harrin took the boy under his wing. He’s a nice kid, Billy, and I think Dr. Harrin sees a lot of potential in him.”


I gave her a lopsided grin. “It’s nice to know there are still some people like that around.”


A touch of concern creased her brow. She lowered her voice as if sharing a secret: “Well, you know, the doctor lost his own son two years ago. The boy died of a heart attack a short while after a track meet.”


“Damn,” I said. “That’s rough.”


She nodded. “Especially so, what with Dr. Harrin being widowed a year earlier. His wife was killed in an automobile accident on Long Island. I imagine he feels a kinship with Billy, since the boy’s an orphan himself. Did you know Billy practically supports his grandparents?”


I handed the file back to her. “Doesn’t sound like Billy’s exactly a problem child. But I just like to check everything out.”


The blue eyes widened. “You could talk to Billy.”


“I plan to.”


“Or his friends at the high school . . .”


“Naw, that’s not worth the bother. You know how it is. They’re usually reluctant to say anything about other kids.”


“How well I know. I have a sister that age.”


“There’s more at home like you?”


She didn’t have a reply for that, just a smile. Then she glanced at her watch and said, “Billy and Dr. Harrin are quite close—you might want to speak to the doctor. You’ll probably find him in the staff cafeteria about now.” She pointed to one side. “Up those stairs and first door on the left.”


“Appreciate it,” I said.


“Any other information I can provide?”


“Nope.”


But she gave me more info just the same, by way of her phone number.


I took the slip of paper and thanked her for it, but I’d pitch it. Not that a redhead like her couldn’t soothe my pains, but if Velda ran across that scrap of paper, I’d need a doctor not a nurse.


Up in the cafeteria, a gnome-ish waitress in a hairnet who didn’t exactly spark my appetite pointed out Dr. David Harrin. Though he sat hunched over a coffee by a window, he was clearly a tall man. He had a distinguished air and a bony, Lincolnesque physique. At the moment, he was studiously going over some handwritten notes in a spiral pad.


When I approached, the white-haired, bespectacled physician looked up and I knew at once that he, too, wasn’t the kind you could fake out with a state license and a metal badge. His eyes were a washed-out blue, set in a firm, friendly face that had looked upon life and death a thousand times, searching for answers to ten thousand baffling questions.


“Dr. Harrin?”


“Yes?”


“I’m Mike Hammer.”


He stood up and held out his hand, and I took it—there was a secure, tensile strength in his grip.


His smile was quick and genuine. “Ah, yes. The celebrated Mr. Hammer. Hero of the hour, and star of a dozen tabloid tales.”


That was delivered in good humor, so I just said, “Guilty as charged.”


“Sit down, Mr. Hammer, please. Coffee?”


Before I could answer, he signaled to a perky little waitress who was filling coffee cups and water glasses, and she nodded and went off to do his bidding.


Then he pulled his chair around so he could face me.


“I’m very happy you dropped by,” he said. “It’s a pleasure and a privilege to have you where I can thank you in person for helping Billy out of that jam.”


“No trouble.”


“I would think a world of trouble. Society has a way of punishing good Samaritans.”


I’d been called a lot of things in my time, but good Samaritan wasn’t one of them.


The doc was saying, “I hope you won’t be having any difficulty yourself, with the, uh, messy aftermath.”


“No,” I assured him, “I’m clear. There were too many witnesses and, anyway, those punks had plenty of strikes against them already. How’s Billy?”


His smile was one of relief. “Strictly bruises, lacerations, and a badly sprained ankle from that fall he took when the car swiped him. I’m making him stay at Saxony another couple of days—he doesn’t relish the idea, but doctor’s orders are, as they say, doctor’s orders.”


“Rank’s got its privileges, all right.”


The coffee came and we both thanked the perky little gal. This one was cute enough that the hairnet didn’t defeat her.


As I stirred some cream and sugar in, I said offhandedly, “Billy mention why those clowns went after him?”


He looked up with a thoughtful squint. He reminded me of somebody—the actor John Carradine, maybe?


“Mr. Hammer, I’d say they were after his money. He’d just been paid, you know. Must it be anything more sinister than that?”


“No. That’s sinister enough.”


His eyebrows, which were as black as his hair was white, rose high. “The same thing happened twice last month to an orderly and a nurse. Open, daylight muggings by apparent narcotics addicts.”


“What does Billy have to say on the subject?”


“He doesn’t. He couldn’t give any reason for the attack at all.” Harrin made a wry gesture that was matched by his facial expression and said, “It doesn’t matter much now, does it? That is, thanks to your quick action, Mr. Hammer. Two are dead and the other one is under arrest, and in critical condition.”


“There are plenty more shitheels where they came from.”


His look turned grave. “And we get them at Saxony, poor wretches.”


“You feel sorry for them?”


“Not for them. For the human beings they once were.”


“You know kids—they think they’re going to live forever.”


He said nothing, and I realized what I’d said.


“Sorry, Doctor. I know you lost your son. That’s a hurt that doesn’t go away. Sometimes I’m a tactless bastard.”


He hardly seemed to be listening. But then he said, “Mr. Hammer, it’s these times, these changing times. There are things about them that are positive—freedom of expression, that’s a good thing. Certain shackles of society need to fall away.”


“I kind of dig this sexual revolution myself.”


“I would imagine. From what I understand, Mr. Hammer, you may have fired the first shot.”


We both smiled at that, but then the doc said, “It’s these narcotics that are the most troubling. A kid smokes a little marijuana, and really what’s the harm? Jazz musicians have been doing it for years.”


Couldn’t argue with that.


“But it’s a minor high, Mr. Hammer. Don’t believe this nonsense about ‘gateway’ drugs. It’s not the drug that intrinsically leads to harder stuff. It’s the urge, perhaps a natural one in a young person, to experiment, to seek a, well, higher high. And now we’re finding teenagers, teenagers, Mr. Hammer, addicted to heroin.”


“Thanks to the bastards who sell them the stuff.”


His shrug was eloquent in its sorrowful resignation. “I’m afraid it’s a vicious circle almost impossible to break. Nothing seems to deter this idiotic need for thrills that inexorably leads the immature to a slow and sure death. It becomes so important, the users will even kill to obtain it . . . or perhaps I should say, kill while it’s using them. More coffee?”


“Sure. That’s my drug of choice—caffeine.”


“And I would imagine beer is another one.”


“Guilty again.”


His smile was world-weary. “But you are an adult, Mr. Hammer. You can make these choices. Our children can’t.”


I cut my sigh off with a grunt. “Too bad somebody doesn’t wipe out all the dealers and the traffickers, way on up the ladder. But even I only have so many bullets.”


He laughed at my kidding-on-the-square, and said, “You know, Mr. Hammer . . .”


“Mike.”


“Of course . . . Mike, you did a bigger service than you knew when you stopped that attack. Greater than just removing a couple of minor drug dealers.”


“How’s that?”


“The antibiotic Billy was delivering was something we had just developed. The police car that got it to the clinic arrived with about ten minutes’ grace to save a woman’s life.”


“How did the cops know to deliver the stuff?”


“Billy remembered it when he gained consciousness in the emergency room.”


I shook my head. “He’s in a world of hurt, and his first thought is that? This is a kid I’d like to meet. I could use a boost in my opinion of the human race about now.”


His smile was wide but thin. “Good. I know Billy would like to thank you personally.” His eyes went up to the wall clock. “You know, I’m about to go over there myself, if you’d care to join me. It’s only a two-block walk to the hospital.”
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