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  Chapter One




  When you sit at home comfortably folded up in a chair beside a fire, have you ever thought what goes on outside there? Probably not. You pick up a book and read about things

  and stuff, getting a vicarious kick from people and events that never happened. You’re doing it now, getting ready to fill in a normal life with the details of someone else’s

  experiences. Fun, isn’t it? You read about life on the outside, thinking of how maybe you’d like it to happen to you, or at least how you’d like to watch it. Even the old Romans

  did it, spiced their life with action when they sat in the Colosseum and watched wild animals rip a bunch of humans apart, revelling in the sight of blood and terror. They screamed for joy and

  slapped each other on the back when murderous claws tore into the live flesh of slaves, and cheered when the kill was made. Oh, it’s great to watch, all right. Life through a keyhole. But day

  after day goes by, and nothing like that ever happens to you, so you think that it’s all in books and not in reality at all and that’s that. Still good reading, though. Tomorrow night

  you’ll find another book, forgetting what was in the last, and live some more in your imagination. But remember this: there are things happening out there. They go on every day and

  night, making Roman holidays look like school picnics. They go on right under your very nose and you never know about them. Oh, yes, you can find them all right. All you have to do is look for

  them. But I wouldn’t if I were you, because you won’t like what you’ll find. Then, again, I’m not you, and looking for these things is my job. They aren’t nice things

  to see because they show people up for what they are. There isn’t a Colosseum any more, but the city is a bigger bowl and it seats more people. The razor-sharp claws aren’t those of

  wild animals, but man’s can be just as sharp and twice as vicious. You have to be quick, and you have to be able, or you become one of the devoured, and if you can kill first, no matter how

  and no matter who, you can live and return to the comfortable chair and the comfortable fire. But you have to be quick – and able. Or you’ll be dead.




  At ten minutes after twelve I tied a knot in my case and delivered Herman Gable’s lost manuscript to his apartment. To me, it was nothing more than a sheaf of yellow

  papers covered with barely legible tracings, but to my client it was worth twenty-five hundred bucks. The old fool had wrapped it up with some old newspapers and sent it down the dumbwaiter with

  the garbage. He sure was happy to get it back. It took three days to run it down and practically snatch the stuff out of the city incinerator; but when I fingered the package of nice, crisp fifties

  he handed me I figured it was worth going without all that sleep.




  I made him out a receipt and took the elevator downstairs to my heap. As far as I was concerned the dough would live a peaceful life until I had a good, long nap. After that, maybe, I’d

  cut loose a little bit. At that hour of the night traffic was light. I cut across town, then headed north to my own private cave in the massive cliff I called home.




  But the first time I hit a red light I fell asleep across the wheel and woke up with a dozen horns blasting in my ears. A couple of cars banged bumpers backing up so they could swing around me,

  and I was too damned pooped even to swear back at some of the stuff they called me. The hell with ’em. I pulled the jalopy over to the kerb and chilled the engine. Right up the street under

  the el was an all-night hash joint, and what I needed was a couple of mugs of good java to bring me around.




  I don’t know how the place got by the health inspectors, because it stunk. There were two bums down at one end of the counter taking their time about finishing a ten-cent bowl of soup;

  making the most out of the free crackers and catsup in front of them. Half-way down, a drunk concentrated between his plate of eggs and hanging on to the stool to keep from falling off the world.

  Evidently he was down to his last buck, for all his pockets had been turned inside out to locate the lone bill that was putting a roof on his load.




  Until I sat down and looked in the mirror behind the shelves of pie segments, I didn’t notice the fluff sitting off to one side at a table. She had red hair that didn’t come out of a

  bottle, and looked pretty enough from where I was sitting.




  The counterman came up just then and asked, ‘What’ll it be?’ He had a voice like a frog’s.




  ‘Coffee – black.’




  The fluff noticed me then. She looked up, smiled, tucked her nail tools in a peeling plastic handbag and hipped it in my direction. When she sat down on the stool next to me she nodded towards

  the counterman and said. ‘Shorty’s got a heart of steel, mister. Won’t even trust me for a cup of joe until I get a job. Care to finance me to a few vitamins?’




  I was too tired to argue the point. ‘Make it two, feller.’




  He grabbed another cup disgustedly and filled it, then set the two down on the counter, slopping half of it across the wash-worn linoleum top.




  ‘Listen, Red,’ he croaked, ‘quit using this joint fer an office. First thing I get the cops on my tail. That’s all I need.’




  ‘Be good and toddle off, Shorty. All I want from the gentleman is a cup of coffee. He looks much too tired to play any games tonight.’




  ‘Yeah, scram, Shorty,’ I put in. He gave me a nasty look, but since I was as ugly as he was and twice as big, he shuffled off to keep count over the cracker bowl in front of the

  bums. Then I looked at the redhead.




  She wasn’t very pretty after all. She had been once, but there are those things that happen under the skin and are reflected in the eyes and set of the mouth that take all the beauty out

  of a woman’s face. Yeah, at one time she must have been almost beautiful. That wasn’t too long ago, either. Her clothes were last year’s old look and a little too tight. They

  showed a lot of leg and a lot of chest; nice white flesh still firm and young; but her face was old with knowledge that never came out of books. I watched her from the corner of my eye when she

  lifted her cup of coffee. She had delicate hands, long fingers tipped with deep-toned nails perfectly kept. It was the way she held the cup that annoyed me. Instead of being a thick, cracked mug,

  she gave it a touch of elegance as she balanced it in front of her lips. I thought she was wearing a wedding band until she put the cup down. Then I saw that it was just a ring with a fleur-de-lis

  design of blue enamel and diamond chips that had turned sideways slightly.




  Red turned suddenly and said, ‘Like me?’




  I grinned. ‘Uh-huh. But, like you said, much too tired to make it matter.’




  Her laugh was a tinkle of sound. ‘Rest easy, mister, I won’t give you a sales talk. There are only certain types interested in what I have to sell.’




  ‘Amateur psychologist?’




  ‘I have to be.’




  ‘And I don’t look the type?’




  Red’s eyes danced. ‘Big mugs like you never have to pay, mister. With you it’s the woman who pays.’




  I pulled out a deck of Luckies and offered her one. When we lit up I said, ‘I wish all the babies I met thought that way.’




  She blew a stream of smoke towards the ceiling and looked at me as if she were going back a long way. ‘They do, mister. Maybe you don’t know it, but they do.’




  I don’t know why I liked the kid. Maybe it was because she had eyes that were hard, but could still cry a little. Maybe it was because she handed me some words that were nice to listen to.

  Maybe it was because I was tired and my cave was a cold empty place, while here I had a redhead to talk to. Whatever it was, I liked her and she knew it and smiled at me in a way I knew she

  hadn’t smiled in a long time. Like I was her friend.




  ‘What’s your name, mister?’




  ‘Mike. Mike Hammer. Native-born son of ye old city, presently at loose ends and dead tired. Free, white and over twenty-one. That do it?’




  ‘Well, what do you know! Here I’ve been thinking all males were named Smith or Jones. What happened?’




  ‘No wife to report to, kid,’ I grinned. ‘The tag’s my own. What do they call you besides Red?’




  ‘They don’t.’




  I saw her eyes crinkle a little as she sipped the last of her coffee. Shorty was casting nervous glances between us and the steamed-up window, probably hoping a cop wouldn’t pass by and

  nail a hustler trying to make time. He gave me a pain.




  ‘Want more coffee?’




  She shook her head. ‘No, that did it fine. If Shorty wasn’t so touchy about extending a little credit I wouldn’t have to be smiling for my midnight snacks.’




  From the way I turned and looked at her, Red knew there was more than casual curiosity back of the remark when I asked, ‘I didn’t think your line of business could ever be that

  slow.’




  For a brief second she glared into the mirror. ‘It isn’t.’ She was plenty mad about something.




  I threw a buck on the counter and Shorty rang it up, then passed the change back. When I pocketed it I said to Red, ‘Did you ever stop to think that you’re a pretty nice girl?

  I’ve met all kinds, but I think you could get along pretty well . . . any way you tried.’




  Her smile even brought out a dimple that had been buried a long while ago. She kissed her finger, then touched the finger to my cheek. ‘I like you, Mike. There are times when I think

  I’ve lost the power to like anyone, but I like you.’




  An el went by overhead just then and muffled the sound of the door opening. I felt the guy standing behind us before I saw him in the mirror. He was tall, dark and greasy looking, with a

  built-in sneer that passed for know-how, and he smelled of cheap hair oil. His suit would have been snappy in Harlem, edged with sharp pleats and creases.




  He wasn’t speaking to me when he said, ‘Hullo, kid!’




  The redhead half turned and her lips went tight. ‘What do you want?’ Her tone was dull, flat. The skin across her cheeks was drawn taut.




  ‘Are you kidding?’




  ‘I’m busy. Get lost.’




  The guy’s hand shot out and grabbed her arm, swinging her around on the stool to face him. ‘I don’t like them snotty remarks, Red.’




  As soon as I slid off the stool Shorty hustled down to our end, his hand reaching for something under the counter. When he saw my face he put it back and stopped short. The guy saw the same

  thing, but he was wise about it. His lip curled up and he snarled, ‘Get the hell out of here before I bust ya one.’




  He was going to make a pass at me, but I jammed four big, stiff fingers into his gut right above the navel and he snapped shut like a jack-knife. I opened him up again with an openhanded slap

  that left a blush across his mouth that was going to stay for a while.




  Usually a guy will let it go right there. This one didn’t. He could hardly breathe, but he was cursing me with his lips and his hand reached for his armpit in uncontrollable jerks. Red

  stood with her hand pressed against her mouth, while Shorty was croaking for us to cut it out, but too scared to move.




  I let him almost reach it, then I slid my own .45 out where everybody could get a look at it. Just for effect I stuck it up against his forehead and thumbed back the hammer. It made a sharp

  click in the silence. ‘Just touch that rod you got and I’ll blow your damn greasy head off. Go ahead, just make one lousy move towards it,’ I said.




  He moved, all right. He fainted. Red was looking down at him, still too terrified to say anything. Shorty had a twitch in his shoulder. Finally she said, ‘You . . . didn’t have to do

  that for me. Please, get out of here before he wakes up. He’ll . . . kill you!’




  I touched her arm gently. ‘Tell me something, Red. Do you really think he could?’




  She bit her lip and her eyes searched my face. Something made her shudder violently. ‘No. No, I don’t think so. But please go. For me.’ There was urgent appeal in her

  voice.




  I grinned at her again. She was scared, in trouble, but still my friend. I took out my wallet. ‘Do something for me, will you, Red?’ I shoved three fifties in her hand. ‘Get

  off this street. Tomorrow you go uptown and buy some decent clothes. Then get a morning paper and hunt up a job. This kind of stuff is murder.’




  I don’t ever want anybody to look at me the way she did then. A look that belongs in church when you’re praying or getting married or something.




  The greaseball on the floor was awake now, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at my wallet that I held open in my hand. His eyes were glued to the badge that was pinned there, and

  if I still didn’t have my rod dangling by the trigger guard he would have gone for his. I reached down and pulled it out of the shoulder holster, then grabbed his collar and dragged him out

  the door.




  Down on the corner was a police call-box and I used it. In two minutes a squad car pulled up to the kerb and a pair of harness bulls jumped out. I nodded to the driver. ‘Hullo,

  Jake.’




  He said, ‘Hi ya, Mike. What gives?’




  I hoisted the greaseball to his feet. ‘Laughing boy tried to pull a gun on me.’ I handed over the rod, a short-barrelled .32. ‘I don’t think he has a licence for it, so

  you can lock him up on a Sullivan charge. I’ll press charges in the morning. You know where to reach me.’




  The cop took the gun and prodded the guy into the car. He was still cursing when I walked up to my heap.




  It was early morning when I woke up to stay. Those forty-eight hours were what I needed. I took a hot and cold shower to shake the sleep out of my eyes, then stood in front of

  the mirror and shaved. I certainly was a mess. My eyes were still red and bleary and I felt like I was ploughing my whiskers under instead of shaving them off. At least I felt better. A big plate

  of bacon and eggs made my stomach behave to the point where I could get dressed and start the rest of the day off with a decent meal.




  Jimmy had a steak in the broiler as soon as I entered the door of his snack bar. Luckily, I liked it rare and it was on deck before it was fully warmed through. While I was shovelling it down

  Jimmy said, ‘That dame in your office has been on the phone all day. Maybe you better call her back.’




  ‘What’d she want?’




  ‘Wondered where you were. Guess she thinks you were out with a broad somewhere.’




  ‘Nuts! She’s always thinking something.’ I finished my dessert and threw a bill down. ‘If she calls up again, tell her I’m on my way up to the office, will

  you?’




  ‘Sure, Mr Hammer, glad to.’




  I patted my meal in place, lit up a smoke and hopped into my car. The trip downtown didn’t take long, but I was a half-hour finding a parking place. When I finally barged into the office,

  Velda looked up with those big brown eyes starting to give me hell before she even opened her mouth. When I got a girl to hold down the office I figured I might as well get a good-looking one as a

  bean head, and I sure skimmed the cream off the top. Only, I didn’t figure she’d turn out to be so smart. Good-looking ones seldom are. She’s big and she’s beautiful, and

  she’s got a brain that can figure angles while mine only figures the curves.




  ‘About time you got in.’ She looked me over carefully for lipstick stains or whatever those tip-offs are that spell trouble for a guy. I could tell by the way she let a slow grin

  play around with her mouth that she decided that my time was on the job and not on the town.




  When I shucked out of my coat I tossed most of the package of fifties on her desk. ‘Meal money, kiddo. Take expenses out of that and bank the rest. Any callers?’




  She tucked the cabbage in a file and locked it. ‘A couple. One wanted a divorce set-up and the other wanted himself a bodyguard. Seems like his girlfriend’s husband is promising to

  chill him on sight. I sent both of them over to Ellison’s where they’d get proper treatment.’




  ‘I wish you’d quit making-up my mind for me. That bodyguard job might have been all right.’




  ‘Uh-uh. I saw a picture of the girlfriend. She’s the bosomy kind you go for.’




  ‘Ah, buys! You know how I hate women.’




  I squeezed into the reception chair and picked up the paper from the table. I ruffled through it from back to front, and as I was going to lay it down I caught the picture on the front page. It

  was down there on the corner, bordered by some shots of the heavyweight fights from the night before. It was a picture of the redhead lying cuddled up and against the kerb-stone. She was dead. The

  caption read, HIT-AND-RUN DRIVER KILLS, ESCAPES.




  ‘The poor kid! Of all the rotten luck!’




  ‘Who’s that?’ Velda asked me.




  I shoved the paper over to her. ‘I was with that kid the other night. She was a street-walker and I bought her a coffee in a hash joint. Before I left I gave her some dough to get out of

  the business, and look what happened to her.’




  ‘Fine company you keep.’ Her tone was sarcastic.




  I got sore. ‘Damn it, she was all right. She wasn’t after me. I did her a favour and she was more grateful than most of the trash that call themselves people. The first time in a

  month of Sundays I’ve done anything half-way decent and this is the way it winds up.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Mike. I’m really sorry, honest.’ It was funny how she could spot it when I was telling the truth. She opened the paper and read the news item, frowning when

  she finished. ‘She wasn’t identified. Did you know her name?’




  ‘Hell, no. She was a redhead, so I called her Red. Let’s see that.’ I went over the item myself. She was found in the street at half-past two. Apparently she had been there for

  some time before someone had sense enough to call the cop on the beat. A guy who had passed her twice as she lay there told the cop that he thought she was a drunk who had passed out. It was

  reasonable enough. Over there you find enough of them doing just that. But the curious part was the complete lack of identification on her.




  When I folded the paper up I said, ‘Look, stick around a while; I have a little walking to do.’




  ‘That girl?’




  ‘Yeah. Maybe I can help identify her some way. I don’t know. Call Pat and tell him I’m on my way down.’




  ‘O.K., Mike.’




  I left the car where it was and took a cab over to the redbrick building where Pat Chambers held down his office. You want to see that guy. He’s a Captain of Homicide and all cop, but you

  couldn’t tell it to look at him. He was young and charged with knowledge and the ambition to go with it, the best example of efficiency I could think of. It isn’t often that you see

  cops hobnobbing with private dicks, but Pat had the sense to know that I could touch a lot of places outside the reach of the law, and he could do plenty for me that I couldn’t do for myself.

  What started out as a modest business arrangement turned into a solid friendship.




  He met me over in the lab where he was running a ballistics test. ‘Hullo, Mike, what brings you around so early?’




  ‘A problem, chum.’ I flipped the paper open in front of him and pointed to the picture. ‘This. Have you found out about her?’




  Pat shook his head. ‘No . . . but I will. Come on in the office.’ He led me into the cubbyhole off the lab and nodded to a chair. While I fired a cig he called an extension number

  and was connected. He said. ‘This is Chambers. I want to find out if that girl who was killed by a hit-and-run driver last night has been identified.’ He listened a little bit, then

  frowned.




  I waited until he hung up, then: ‘Anything?’




  ‘Something unusual – dead of a broken neck. One of the boys didn’t like the looks of it and they’re holding the cause of death until a further exam is made. What have

  you?’




  ‘Nothing. But I was with her the night before she was found dead.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘So she was a tramp. I bought her a coffee in a hash house and we had a talk.’




  ‘Did she mention her name?’




  ‘Nope, all I got out of her was “Red.” It was appropriate enough.’




  Pat leaned back in his chair. ‘Well, we don’t know who she is. She had on all new clothes, a new handbag with six dollars and change in it, and not a scar on her body to identify

  her, Not a single laundry mark either.’




  ‘I know. I gave her a hundred and fifty bucks to get dressed up and look for a decent job. Evidently she did.’




  ‘Getting big-hearted, aren’t you?’ He sounded like Velda, and I got mad.




  ‘Damn it, Pat, don’t you give me that stuff, too! Can’t I play saint for five minutes without everyone getting smart about it? I’ve seen kids down on their luck before,

  probably a damn sight more than you have. You think anyone would give them a break? Like hell! They play ’em for all they can get and beat it. I liked the kid; does that make me a jerk? All

  right, she was a hustler, but she wasn’t hustling for me and I did her a favour. Maybe she gets all wrapped up in a new dream and forgets to open her eyes when she’s crossing the

  street, and look what happens. Any time I touch anything it gets killed!’




  ‘Hey, wait up, Mike, don’t jump me on it. I know how you feel . . . it’s just that you seemed to be stepping out of character.’




  ‘Aw, I’m sorry, Pat. It’s kind of got me loused up.’




  ‘At least you’ve given me something to go on. If she bought all new clothes we can trace them. If we’re lucky we can pick up the old stuff and check them for laundry

  marks.’




  He told me to wait for him and took off down the corridor. I sat there for five minutes and fidgeted, and cursed people who let their kids run loose. A hell of a way to die. They just lower you

  into a hole and cover you up, with nobody around but the worms, and the worms don’t cry. But Pat would find out who she was. He’d put a little effort behind the search and a pair of

  parents would turn up and wring themselves dry with grief. Not that it would do much good but at least I’d feel better.




  Pat came back looking sour. I guess I knew what was coming when he said, ‘They covered that angle downstairs. The sales clerks in the stores all said the same thing . . . she took her old

  clothes with her and wore the new ones.’




  ‘Then she must have left them at home.’




  ‘Uh-huh. She wasn’t carrying them with her when she was found.’




  ‘Nope, I don’t like that, either, Pat. When a girl buys a new outfit, she won’t look at the old one, and what she had on when I met her was a year out of date. She probably

  chucked them somewhere.’




  Pat reached into his desk and came up with a notepad: ‘I think the best we can do is publish her picture and hope someone steps up with an identification. At the same time we’ll get

  the bureau checking up in the neighbourhood where you met her. Does that suit you?’




  ‘Yeah. Can’t do more than that, I guess.’




  He flipped the pages over but, before I could tell him where the hash house was, a lab technician in a white smock came in and handed over a report sheet. Pat glanced at it, then his eyes

  squinted and he looked at me strangely.




  I didn’t get it, so I stared back. Without a word he handed me the sheet and nodded to dismiss the technician. It was a report on Red. The information was the same that Pat had given me,

  but down at the bottom was somebody’s scrawled notation. It said very clearly that although there was a good chance that death could have been accidental, the chance was just as good that she

  had been murdered. Her neck had been broken in a manner that could have been caused only by the most freakish accident.




  For the first time since I’d known him, Pat took a typical cop’s attitude. ‘A nice story you gave me, Mike. How much of it am I supposed to believe?’ His voice was

  dripping with sarcasm.




  ‘Go to hell, Pat!’ I said it coldly, burning up inside.




  I knew damn well what was going on in that official mind. Just because we had tangled tails on a couple of cases before, he thought I was pitching him a fast one. I got it off my chest in a

  hurry. ‘You used to be a nice guy, Pat,’ I said. ‘There was a time when we did each other favours and no questions asked. Did I ever dummy up a deal on you?’




  He started to answer, but I cut him off. ‘Yeah, sure, we’ve crossed once or twice, but you always have the bull on me before we start. That’s because you’re a cop. I

  can’t withhold information . . . all I can do is protect a client. Since when do you figure me to be putting the snear on you?’




  This time Pat grinned. ‘O.K., that makes me sorry twice today. Do me another favour and admit I had a half-way decent reason to be suspicious. You’re usually in something up to your

  neck, and you aren’t above getting a little free info even from me, and I can’t blame you. It’s just that I have to look out for my own neck once in a while. You know the pressure

  that’s being put on our department. If we get caught short we have a lot of people to answer to.’




  He kept talking, but I wasn’t listening to him. My eyes kept drifting back to that report sheet until that one word, MURDERED, kept jumping at me like it was alive. I was seeing Red

  standing there with the dimples in her cheeks, kissing her finger and smiling a smile that was for me alone. Just a two-bit tramp who could have been a lady, and who was, for a few short minutes, a

  damn decent friend.




  And I had jinxed her.




  My guts were a tight little ball under my belt, because Red wasn’t the only one I remembered. There was the greaseball with the rod and the dirty sneer. There was the way Red had looked at

  him with terror in her eyes, and I felt my fingernails bite into my palms, and I started cursing under my breath. It always starts that way, the crazy mad feeling that makes me want to choke the

  life out of some son of a bitch, and there’s nothing to grab but air. I knew damn well what it was then. They could cross all the probable words off in front of murder and let it stand

  alone.




  Pat said, ‘Give, Mike.’




  ‘There’s nothing to give,’ I told him. ‘I’m teed off. Things like this give me the pip. I might as well have killed her myself.’




  ‘What makes you think it’s murder?’ He was watching me closely again.’




  I flipped the sheet to his desk. ‘I don’t know, but she’s dead and what difference does it make how she died. When you’re dead you’re dead and it doesn’t

  matter much to you any more how you got that way.’




  ‘Let’s not have any tangents, Mike. What do you know that I don’t?’




  ‘What she looked like when she was alive. She was a nice kid.’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘Nuts! There isn’t any place to go. If she was killed accidentally, I feel like hell. If she was murdered . . .’




  ‘Yeah, Mike, I’ve heard it before . . . if she was killed you’re going to go out all by yourself and catch the bastard and rub his nose in the dirt. Maybe so hard that you

  break his neck, too.’




  ‘Yeah,’ I said. Then I said it again.




  ‘Mike.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Look, if it’s a kill it belongs to my department. It probably isn’t, but you get me so damn excited I’m getting positive that it is, and I’m getting mad, too,

  because you have thoughts in that scrambled brain of yours that will make the track nice and muddy if it’s another race. Let’s not have any more of that, Mike. Once was enough. I

  didn’t mind so much then, but no more of it. We’ve always played it square, though only God knows why I set myself up to be knocked down. Maybe I’m the jerk. Are you levelling

  with me on what you know?’




  ‘I’m levelling, Pat.’ I wasn’t lying. What I had told him was the truth. I just hadn’t told him the rest. It’s awfully nice to get so goddamn mad at something

  you want to bust wide open, and it’s a lot better to take that goddamn something you’re mad at and smash it against the wall and do all the things to it you wanted to do, wishing it

  could have been done before it was too late.




  Pat was playing cop with his notebook again. ‘Where did you meet her?’ he asked me.




  ‘A joint under the el on Third Avenue. I came off the bridge and ran down Third and stopped at this joint along the way. I don’t remember the street because I was too tired to look,

  but I’ll go back and check up again and find it. There’s probably a thousand places like it, but I’ll find it.’




  This isn’t a stall, is it?’




  ‘Yeah, it’s a stall. Lock me up for interfering with the process of the law. I should have remembered every detail that happened that night.’




  ‘Can it, Mike.’




  ‘I told you I’d find it again, didn’t I?’




  ‘Good enough. Meanwhile, we’ll pull an autopsy on her and try to locate the old clothes. Remember, when you find the place, let me know. I’ll probably find it without you

  anyway, but you can make it quicker . . . if you want to.’




  ‘Sure,’ I said. I was grinning, but nothing was funny. It was a way I could hold my mouth and be polite without letting him know that I felt as if ants were crawling all over me. We

  shook hands and said civilized ‘so longs’ when I wanted to curse and swing at something instead.




  I don’t like to get mad like that. But I couldn’t help it. Murder is an ugly word.




  When I got downstairs I asked the desk sergeant where I could get in touch with Jake Larue. He gave me his home number and I went into a pay station just off the main corridor and dialled the

  number. Jake’s wife answered, and she had to wake him up to put him on, and his voice wasn’t too friendly when he said hullo.




  I said, ‘This is Mike Hammer, Jake. What happened to that punk I gave you the other night?’




  Jake said something indecent. Then, ‘That was some deal you handed us, Mike.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘He had a licence for that gun, that’s why. You trying to get me in a jam or something?’




  ‘What are they doing, giving licences away in New York State, now?’




  ‘Nuts! His name is Feeney Last and he’s a combination chauffeur and bodyguard for that Berin-Grotin guy out on the Island.’




  I whistled through my teeth and hung up. Now they were giving out licences to guys who wanted to kill people. Oh, great! Just fine!




  





  Chapter Two




  It was a little after four when I got back to the office. Velda was licking envelopes in an unladylike manner and glad of an excuse to stop. She said, ‘Pat called me a

  little while ago.’




  ‘And told you to tell me to behave myself like a good boy, I suppose.’




  ‘Or words to that effect. Who was she, Mike?’




  ‘I didn’t find out. I will though.’




  ‘Mike, being as how you’re the boss, I hate to say this, but there are a few prosperous clients knocking on the door and you’re fooling around where there isn’t any cash

  in sight.’




  I threw my hat on the desk. ‘Wherever there’s murder there’s money, chick.’




  ‘Murder?’




  ‘I have that idea in mind.’




  It was nice sitting there in the easy chair, stretched out in comfort. Velda let me yawn, then: ‘But what are you after, Mike?’




  ‘A name,’ I said. ‘Just a name for a kid who died without one. Morbid curiosity, isn’t it? But I can’t send flowers with just “Red” on them. What do you

  know about a guy called Berin-Grotin, Velda?’ I watched a fly run across the ceiling upside down, making it sound casual.




  After a moment she told me: ‘That must be Arthur Berin-Grotin. He’s an old society gent about eighty, supposedly one of the original Four Hundred. At one time he was the biggest

  sport on the Stem, but he got tangled with old age and became almighty pious trying to make up for all his youthful escapades.’




  I remember him then, mostly from stories the old-timers like to pass out when they corner you in a bar for a hatful of free drinks. ‘Why would a guy like that need a bodyguard?’ I

  asked her.




  Velda dug back into her memory. ‘If I remember correctly, his estate out on the Island was robbed several times. An old man would be inclined to be squeamish, and I can’t say that I

  blame him. I’d hire a bodyguard, too. The funny part is that the burglar could have had what he wanted for the asking by simply knocking on the door. Arthur Berin-Grotin is a sucker for

  hard-up stories . . . besides being one of the city’s biggest philanthropists.’




  ‘Lots of money, hey?’




  ‘Umm.’




  ‘Where did you get the dope on him?’




  ‘If you’d read anything but the funnies, you’d know. He’s in the news as often as a movie star. Apparently he has a fierce sense of pride, and if he isn’t suing

  somebody for libel, he’s disinheriting some distant relative for besmirching the fair name of Berin-Grotin. A month ago he financed a million-dollar cat and dog hospital or something. Oh,

  wait a minute . . .’




  She got up and began ruffling through a heap of newspapers on top of the file. After a brief search she pulled out a rotogravure section, a few weeks old, and folded it back. ‘Here’s

  something about him.’




  It was a picture taken in a cemetery. Amid a background of tombstones and monuments was the half-built form of a mausoleum. There were two workers on the scaffolding laying marble slabs in

  place, and from the looks of it money was being poured into the job. Next to it was the artist’s conception of the finished job, a classic Greek-temple arrangement. Arthur Berin-Grotin was

  playing it safe. He was making sure he’d have a roof over his head after he died.




  Velda put the paper back on the pile. ‘Is he a client, Mike?’




  ‘Nope. I happened to run across his name and was interested.’




  ‘You’re lying.’




  ‘And you’re getting fresh with the boss,’ I grinned at her. She stuck out her tongue and went back to her desk. I got up and told her to knock off early, then jammed on my hat.

  There were a few things that I had in mind, but I needed a little time to pass before I could get started.




  Downstairs I found a bar and called for a beer. I was on my third when the paper boy came in with the evening edition. I flipped him a dime and spread it on the bar. Pat had done a good job. Her

  picture was on the front page. Under it was the question, ‘Do you know this girl?’ Sure, I knew her. Red. I couldn’t forget her. I was wondering if anybody else was having trouble

  forgetting her, too.




  I tucked the paper in my pocket and walked down to my car. The taxis and commuters were jamming traffic all the way downtown, and by the time I had crossed over to Third Avenue it was nearly six

  o’clock. I didn’t have a bit of trouble finding that hash house again. There was even a place to park right outside it. I went in and climbed on a stool and laid the paper down in front

  of me with the picture up. Down at the end Shorty was pushing crackers and soup over to another bum. He hadn’t seen me yet.




  When he did he went a little white around the nostrils and he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off my face. He said, ‘Whatta ya want?’




  ‘Eggs. Bacon and eggs . . . over light. And coffee.’




  He sort of sidled down the counter and fished in a basket for the eggs. One dropped and splattered all over the floor. Shorty didn’t even seem to notice it. The bum was making a slobbering

  noise with his soup and the bacon on the griddle started to drown him out. Behind the grill was a stainless steel reflector, and twice I caught Shorty looking in it at me. The spatula was big

  enough to handle a cake, yet he couldn’t balance an egg on it. He made each on the third try.




  Shorty was suffering badly from the shakes. It didn’t help any when he had to push the paper away to set the plate down and saw Red’s picture staring at him.




  I said, ‘One thing about eggs: you can’t spoil them with bum cooking. No matter what you do they still taste like eggs.’ Shorty just stared at me. ‘Yeah, eggs are eggs.

  Once in a while you get a bad one, though. Makes me mad as hell to get hold of one. Did you ever smash a bad egg wide open? They make a noisy pop and stink like hell. Bad eggs can be poison,

  too.’




  I was half-way done before Shorty said, ‘What are you after, mister?’




  ‘You tell me.’




  Both of us looked down at the paper at the same time.




  ‘You’re a copper, ain’t’cha?’




  ‘I carry a badge . . . and a rod.’




  ‘A private snooper, eh?’ He was going tough on me.




  I laid my fork down and looked at him. I can make pretty nasty faces when I have to. ‘Shorty, maybe just for the hell of it I’ll take you apart. You may be a rough apple, but I can

  make your face look like it’s been run through a grinder, and the more I think of the idea the more I like it. The name is Mike Hammer, chum . . . you ought to know it down here. I like to

  play games with wise guys.’




  He was white around the nostrils again.




  I tapped the picture, then let my finger stay on the question underneath. Shorty knew damn well I wasn’t fooling around any more. I was getting mad and he knew it, and he was scared. But

  just the same he shrugged. ‘Hell, I don’t know who she is.’




  ‘It wasn’t the first time she had been in here. Quit holding out.’




  ‘Ah, she came in for about a week. Sometimes she tried to make pick-ups in here and I threw her out. She was Red to me and everybody else. That’s all I knew about her.’




  ‘You got a record, haven’t you, Shorty?’




  His lips drew back over his teeth. ‘You bastard!’




  I reached out and grabbed his shirt and held him against the counter. ‘When a guy gets out of stir he goes straight sometimes. Sometimes he don’t. I’m betting that if the cops

  decided to look around a little bit they could find you had a finger in some crooked pie, and it wouldn’t take them a week to put you back up the river.’




  ‘H-honest, Mac, I don’t know nothing about the dame. Look, I’d tell you if I did. I ain’t no trouble-maker and I don’t want no trouble around here! Why

  don’t’cha lemme alone?’




  There was a greaseball in here that night. His name is Feeney Last. How often has he been in?’




  Shorty licked his thick lips nervously. ‘Hell, maybe twice. I dunno. He went for the redhead, that’s all. He never even ate in here. Lay off, will ya.’




  I dropped the handful of shirt. ‘Sure, pal, I’ll lay off.’ I threw a half buck on the counter and he was glad to grab it and get over to the register away from me. I swung off

  the stool and stood up. ‘If I find out you know any more than you told me, there’s going to be a visitor in here looking for you. A guy in a pretty blue uniform. Only when he finds you

  he’s going to have a tough time making any sense out of what you tell him. It’s not easy to talk when you’ve just choked on your own teeth.’




  Just before I reached the door he called, ‘Hey, Mac.’




  I turned around.




  ‘I – I think she had a room some place around the corner. Next block north.’




  He didn’t wait for an answer. He got real busy swabbing the broken egg off the floor.




  Outside I started the car, changed my mind, then walked up Third to the street corner. It would have taken a week to comb the dingy apartments that sprawled along the sidewalks and I

  wasn’t in the mood for any leg work.




  On one corner was a run-down candy store whose interior was obscured by flyspecked signs, but for all its dirt it served as a neighbourhood hangout. In front of the paper stand were three young

  punks in sharp two-tone sports outfits making dirty cracks at the girls passing by. A husky blonde turned and slapped one across the jaw and got a boot in the tail for her trouble. This time she

  kept on going.




  I angled across the street and walked up to the kid holding his jaw, trying to rub out the red blotch. I opened the button on my jacket and reached back for a handkerchief, just enough so the

  sling on the shoulder holster was visible across my shirt for a second. They knew I was carrying a rod and looked at me as if I were a tin god. The kid even forgot to rub his face any more. Nice

  place to live.




  ‘There’s a cute little redhead who has a room around here, Buster. Know where I can find her?’




  The kid got real important with the man-to-man line I was handing him and gave me a wink. ‘Yeah, she had a place upstairs in old-lady Porter’s joint.’ He jerked his head down

  the street. ‘Won’t do ya no good to go there. That little bitch got herself killed last night. All the papers got her pitcher on the front page.’




  ‘You don’t say! Too bad.’




  He edged me with his elbow and slipped me a knowing look. ‘She wasn’t no good anyway, buddy. Now, if you want a real woman, you go up to Twenty-third Street and . . .’




  ‘Some other day, feller. While I’m here I’ll look around this end of town.’ I slipped him a fin. ‘Go buy a beer for the boys.’




  I walked away hoping they’d choke on it.




  Martha Porter was an oversize female in her late fifties. She wore a size dress that matched her age and still she peeked out in places. What hair wasn’t yanked back in a knot straggled

  across her face and down, the nape of her neck, and she was holding the broom ready to use it as a utensil or a club.




  ‘You looking for a room or a girl?’ she said.




  I let a ten-spot talk for me. ‘I saw the girl. Now I want to see the room.’




  She grabbed the bill first. ‘What for?’




  ‘Because she copped a wad of dough and some important papers from the last place she worked and I have to find it.’
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