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  Chapter One




  THE PHONE RANG.




  It was a thing that had been sitting here, black and quiet like a holstered gun, unlisted, unknown to anybody, used only for local outgoing calls, and when it was triggered it had the soft,

  muted sound of a silenced automatic. The first ring was a warning round. The second time would be death calling.




  Eight months ago I had come to Florida to die. The two bullets I had caught in the firefight under the West Side Drive had churned into bodily areas that weren’t made to be violated like

  that and the blood that had spilled out of me was just too much, so the others, the walking wounded and the repairable, were taken care of first by the few medics who got to the battleground early.

  The dead and dying were pushed aside or isolated in the section of no return.




  The temperature was six below zero and it kept me from dying on the spot because the blood coagulated and clotted in ugly smears of cloth and skin and the pain hadn’t started yet, so when

  the little fat guy who saw my eyes open and still bright pulled me away from the carnage he was almost in the shock I was going into. Nobody would listen to him. He was a drunk. I was nearly

  dead.




  Sometimes the body responds to a stimulus that can’t be explained. He got me upright. I walked woodenly, dyingly. I was sat in an old car. The fat man rolled down the windows. The blood

  stayed frozen. My hands were numb and I couldn’t feel my feet. Idly, I wondered what frostbite was like. Breathing was a thing that was happening, but at a pace that said it could slow, then

  stop at any time. A dull, squeezing sensation of pain was beginning to gnaw on my insides and I knew that eventually, and very soon, it would grow into a terrible, devastating animal with an awful

  hunger and I would be eaten alive by it.




  I wanted to scream, but nothing would come out.




  Every minute it got worse.




  Then there was nothing, but I didn’t know that.




  When the light came back it was soft and the things in it were a little blurry, fuzzy and shadowy, so I closed my eyes and opened them again after a few moments and the things began to take

  recognizable shape. There were hands and arms, then a face I didn’t know, an old face with white hair whose countenance was frowning and concerned, whose hands were busy doing things to my

  body and by the feel and the smell I knew were changing the bandages.




  He saw me looking at him and said, “Don’t talk.”




  I had been around too long to be overly curious about this BIG NOW that had happened to me. I knew it was bad. I didn’t talk. He read my answer in my eyes and nodded.




  When he finished with the bandage he pulled the sheet up over my chest and fingered his glasses down on his nose so that our eyes met directly. “I’ll ask you questions,” he

  said. “Don’t try to answer them. Just blink once for yes and twice for no. Can you do that?”




  For a moment I let it sink in, then I blinked once.




  “Do you know what happened to you?”




  I blinked again.




  He pinched his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “You should be dead, you know.” There was no answer to that.




  The eerie swirling in my eyesight cleared up, and I saw the little fat man, only he wasn’t the same little fat man that had dragged me from dull red-smeared concrete where sirens and

  screams blended into a death opera beyond imagination.




  “For the past fifteen days you’ve been here.”




  I just looked at him. He was in white now, jacket, pants, and he had a stethoscope hung from his neck. He knew what I was thinking.




  “I used to be a doctor.” He frowned again and pinched his nose tighter. “Wrong word,” he said. “I still am a doctor. I was never kicked out of the

  profession. I just left. I got drunk and left. Period. I couldn’t stand the crap.”




  There were no blinks to tell him what I wanted to know. Yes and No just wouldn’t do it so all I could do was stare and hope he could read what was back there.




  He did.




  “Where I was, nobody cared. The ideals of youth went down the drain during internship. Man, did they go down the drain.” He took a deep breath and grimaced. “For thirty years I

  went into the system. Man, I got rich.” He leaned forward, closer to my face. “Do I look rich to you?”




  This time I blinked twice. No.




  Somehow, the circuitry of my mind began functioning and I was hoping that I wasn’t being smothered by some kind of a nutcase who wanted to play a game of you die on his own

  fiddle. I tried to move my arms and they moved. My fingers wiggled, my shoulders were free. There were no restraints. But the bonds were still there. Total weakness still had me; restraints or not,

  there was little I could do.




  Very professionally, he reached down, wrapped his fingers around my wrist and took my pulse. He didn’t look at his watch. He didn’t have any. “Before you get too choked up,

  kiddo, I can do this by heart. I hocked the Rolex years ago,” he told me.




  I blinked four times to show that I understood.




  “You hurt?” he asked.




  I tried a shrug with my face.




  “At least you don’t feel anything too bad, right?”




  I blinked.




  “Good. So I’ll talk and you listen. Maybe I can make a story out of this. It’s got a great beginning. I wish I knew the ending. You ready?”




  For a long second I wondered, then knew it was a must. I was alive. Why? Once more I blinked.




  He ran his hands across his face, gathering his thoughts. They weren’t just idle bits and pieces he was trying to put into place. It was like the closing of a bridge across a great river;

  he was putting the roadway back in line and was about to drive his car across it. What he was about to say was scaring him, but it had to be said or he’d never cross the bridge.




  “I walked out of a hospital here in New York and right into a saloon. In less than a month a fine surgeon disintegrated into a total alcoholic with no regrets, no remorse, no aches and

  pains. My money-hungry family just let me go, took all the assets and never even bothered to report me to the Missing Persons Bureau. After seven years I was declared legally dead, my wife got a

  young stud to take her to bed, my kids went to pot, to coke and to poverty and all this I found out in the newspapers. Great system, isn’t it?”




  I didn’t blink this time either. He wasn’t done with the story.




  “You feel tired, blink three times and I’ll shut up,” he said.




  I blinked yes.




  “The night of the shooting,” he told me, “I was in Casey’s saloon. A dive. I had been there plenty of times. It was all I could afford. I had one buck and a dime left and

  was half drunk. That’s when the shooting began. You know, I don’t even remember running outside. All of a sudden I was there. Hell, I didn’t know what was going on, all those cars

  and the sirens. Everybody was yelling and every place people were making the dead sounds and I started to get sick to my stomach. When I saw that guy drag you off that wooden case and just drop you

  there . . . well, whatever I had been came back to me and I pulled you over to my car.”




  My eyes squinted at him and he nodded. “That buggy was twelve years old. It was all I had left. I stole license plates to keep it current. I took you back here.”




  This time I let my eyes pass around the room. I was able to see more clearly now.




  Understanding, he said: “Tools of my trade. Some things you can never get rid of.” He grinned and looked around the room himself. “Man, this is right out of Gunsmoke.

  You and old doc, no modern goodies, no big antibiotics, just a booze tranquilizer, a few instruments and a lot of hope.” Once more, he got that furrow between his brows. “You should be

  dead, you know that?”




  One quick blink. Yes, I know that. Maybe I still will be.




  Almost apologetically, he said, “Everything I could do, I did.”




  This time I didn’t blink at all. I was waiting.




  “I was drunk and I had the shakes.” He watched me closely, but I didn’t respond. No blinks. “It was like something dropped you right into my lap. I was being

  given another chance. What I did was totally unethical, completely unwise. When I should have taken you to a hospital to receive proper care, I took the responsibility upon myself like a complete

  fool, and by some happy circumstance, you survived all the indignities of a medical idiot and stayed alive in spite of what he did.”




  That stupid blinking was beginning to bother me. It hurt, but I breathed in a little deeper and said in a strange voice, “Would I have lived otherwise?”




  His lips pursed and his eyes grew oddly serious. “No,” he said. Then added, “You almost went down the black alley. Nobody comes back from there.”




  I remembered it then. The street I was on was strange, yet one I knew. A dim light was on either end, but I was in the middle, and something was there in front and behind that I didn’t

  want to face. Right beside me was an opening. It went somewhere. No . . . it went nowhere, but it was a way to escape the street. It looked cool and comfortable, an alley I could be safe in. It was

  black.




  And black had a meaning. It wasn’t death. Black didn’t represent death no matter what they told you. Grey represented death. Black was the color of ignorance.




  So I stood there and looked down the black alley and didn’t step into it. I just melted back into a bubbly froth of anesthesia make-believe and awoke to a blurry fat man’s face.




  I said, “Am I . . . dying?” My voice was cobwebby, shaky.




  Finally, he told me, “That’s up to you now.” I saw a small smile touch his mouth and he added, “Just don’t do it. If you die, you kill me, too. Lousy choice for

  both of us.”




  He saw the question in my eyes.




  “Why? Man, if you kick it over in my home-made laboratory here I’m right down the drain. A month ago I wouldn’t have given a hoot. Hell, I would have welcomed the big

  out. Then you go and show up all blown to pieces and I take the challenge and make it real again, suddenly turning into a doctor who pulled off some kind of a modern miracle . . . and if you

  go, I’m right behind you.”




  I had to force the words out. “Now you’re . . . sober?”




  “Permanently.”




  I was trying to verbalize another thought, but he held up his hand and shook his head at the same time. “No more talking.” He reached over to the table beside the bed and picked up a

  hypodermic needle. He shook some alcohol on a cotton swab, dabbed my arm and gave me a jab. “Just some sleep, no black alley this time.”




  Somehow my mind had kept a count and I knew four more days had passed. In a way I had been fed with the life-sustaining solutions that pass through tubes into your veins and

  nourish the body, and the same body had been moved and massaged so that no muscular deterioration would set in and wet cloths had kept the skin clean.




  Then I woke up and there was no fuzziness at all. The soft light of dawn made everything a dull cream color and I was able to breathe without it hurting at all. The door opened and the little

  fat man was there again. He didn’t seem so fat now. There was a drawn look to his face that was an improvement.




  I think I grinned at him.




  “You feel better?” he asked me.




  I made the okay sign with my fingers and blinked yes.




  “Cut out the blinking, friend. I think you can try speaking to me. What do you want to know?”




  “How much do I owe you?” I said. My voice was there, but deep and raspy.




  He dropped his head and let out a grunt. His eyes lifted to mine. “Joking?”




  “Sure.”




  “Otherwise I’d have to tell you that I owed you,” he said. After a moment he added, “I still might. If you want to take me to court you’d own my hide.”




  “Knock it off,” I let out softly. “I’m alive.”




  “I think that was your doing, not mine.”




  “Don’t give me that.”




  “I have to. Right now you’re on the upswing. There’s no way you’re going to come out of this like you had a broken leg or the mumps or something. You are in a very

  trepidatious situation.” He squinted and ran his hand across his face. “Damn, what a bedside manner I have. I shouldn’t even be talking to you like this.”




  “Hey . . .”




  “You like the rough news?”




  I nodded.




  “There’s nothing I can do for you anymore. If you want to keep functioning you are going to have to get rest so damn complete it will drive you crazy.” He stopped, wiped his

  mouth, then continued. “And I mean rest. Doing nothing. Taking it easy. Getting up, napping, going to bed early, just like some little preschool kid. That’s the only way your

  insides are ever going to come together and start working again.”




  “For how long?”




  He let a few seconds pass, then said, “You’ll know.”




  “Will I ever be the same?”




  “You’ll know that too when the time comes.”




  He kept looking at me, not wanting to put his thoughts into words. I got tired of waiting and asked, “What’s missing, doc?”




  “You just sounded like Bugs Bunny.”




  “Cut the comedy.”




  “Sure.” He licked his lips and a darkness came into his eyes. “I just found out who you are.”




  I waited.




  “A private investigator.” I didn’t have to blink on that one. He knew. “Mike Hammer.”




  “Right. Is that bad?”




  “No. Just trouble.”




  “Why?”




  “You are supposed to be dead.” He read the expression on my face and said, “Witnesses saw you shot. You were right near the pilings on the wharf. They said you were trying to

  get up and assumed you did and fell into the river.”




  He was trying to get his composure so I kept quiet. When he could speak again he said, “It was a full moon, the tide was going out fast and anything or anybody in the river at the time

  would have been swept out to sea. There was a search off the docks and at the mouth of the Hudson but nothing was recovered.”




  “Naturally,” I told him.




  “Don’t get smart, Mr. Hammer.”




  “Sorry.”




  “Until now I didn’t know the attention you’d get from the press. They don’t know whether to treat your demise as a loss or a gain to society.”




  “What do you think?”




  He picked up my arm and felt my pulse again, a medical pause for thought. When a full minute had passed he let my hand drop and said, “As a doctor, I’m only concerned about your

  getting better.”




  “That’s not what you’re thinking.”




  “You really a killer, Mike?” he asked suddenly and bluntly.




  “Not the kind you have in mind.”




  “What kind are there?”




  “Legal,” I said. “Illegal.”




  “Explain.”




  “Kill your enemy on the street, the chair. The rope. The lethal injection. Kill your enemy in war, the medal, the honor, the reward.”




  “Which were you, Mike?”




  I grinned at him. I let him see my teeth in the grin because I had been there and he hadn’t. He never knew the necessity of inflicting death or the pain that it caused. He never knew who

  it hurt the most or what he would have done in the same circumstances.




  No blinking at all now. I said, “As a doctor, does it really matter to you?” He scowled at me. “Would you keep a patient healthy so he could be executed?”




  “Tough question, kid.”




  “Would you?”




  “Yes.”




  “Why?”




  “I took an oath.”




  “Horse manure.” I started to breathe a little hard and let myself fall back on the pillow. He just let me lie there until I had settled down, then wiped my face with a wet towel.

  There was a hotness under my skin and a tingling sensation was beginning to run up my arms. Suddenly I could feel the sweat starting and there was that short prick in my upper arm from a needle and

  I relaxed into another sleep.




  I was his project. There was nothing I could do on my own except stay alive and let all the pieces come back together. If it happened, then he would become whole again.




  Years ago he had bought a place on the Florida Keys, a little south of Marathon on the west side, a concrete block building on a peninsula of land fronting on the Gulf with a thirty-foot-deep

  channel running along one side, a relic from when the state had needed the coquina to lay a roadbed to Key West.




  It was quiet. I was alone. I had the papers, a TV, a radio with AM and FM, and if I wanted to listen to the boat traffic, a VHF because we bordered on the Gulf and it was allowed. There was a

  base station for CB traffic if I wanted to hear the truckers on Route 1 or the kids making dates for some key-hopping.




  The papers were delivered every morning with the daily groceries and each day I faded from the news until I disappeared altogether. The doctor’s name was Ralph Morgan and I wondered how he

  was handling all the details of the situation until I realized that death was a complete wipe-out and there was nothing to consider anymore.




  Wednesday he drove up to the door. He was even thinner now, a new seriousness to him. He sat down and had a cold Miller Lite beer before he leaned back in the old chair and stared at me hard.

  “How do you feel?”




  “I phone you the details every day.”




  “That’s crap. How do you feel?”




  “Physically?”




  “Yes.”




  “I’ll make it,” I said.




  “Don’t give me that.”




  “You mean how is my psychological makeup?”




  “Something like that.”




  “Lousy.”




  “Why?”




  “Doctor,” I said, “I’m alive, but out of life. It’s something I have to get back into.”




  “Why?”




  “How long can a person stay dead?” I asked him.




  “If you go back, they’ll kill you,” he told me.




  “You’ve been doing research, doctor.”




  “Not only on you, kiddo, but on me, too. I went down just as deep as you did. I’m absolutely scared out of my head. I’m a doctor, I want to be a doctor, and for the

  first time in years I know I can be a doctor. I pulled off the big surgical plus on you, but nobody will ever hear about it and if they do I’m a real shot-down MD.”




  “So what happens to me, doc?”




  “You read the papers, didn’t you?”




  “Sure. It was one hell of a shootout. Two of the New York families decided to gun it when the big don was coming off the ship from a trip to the old country. It was completely idiotic.

  Everything was going smooth, no heat was on, the politicians were all in their pockets with the judges and the DA’s, the press was quiet, then everything blew up in their faces.”




  “Why, Mike? You knew. You were there.”




  “My squeal was nothing. He heard the word and knew that I had that run-in with the don two months ago. Somebody was getting ready to knock him off as soon as he got back into this country

  and I was going to be set up for it.”




  “Then what were you doing there anyway?”




  “It may sound pretty stupid, but I wanted to let the old man know he was going to be hit. I didn’t want any contracts going out on me. That damn mob might be going nice and

  legitimate, but they have a long memory and longer arms. They got contacts and a communications web almost as good as the feds.”




  “What happened?”




  “Don’t ask me. Something went all out of focus. That old cargo ship was four hours late getting into port and the Gaetano bunch was waiting for them. When I drove up I didn’t

  see any sign of an ambush at all and when it happened it was like they came out of the woodwork. Or the concrete. Very professional. Damn near military style.”




  “It was over in three minutes,” Dr. Morgan blurted. “Both sides started shooting at the same time.”




  “You can bet the don kept himself covered. He would have his own guys on board and some others meeting the ship, too. He probably had them in place even before the others showed

  up.”




  “Come on, Mike, can you pull off a situation like that in a public place?”




  I shook my head at his naïveté. “Two a.m. at the piers in New York City isn’t exactly a public place these days. The don still has a heavy hand in union affairs around

  there and handpicking his guys for work duty as a cover would be no trouble at all.”




  “This . . . this squeal of yours say the don was coming out the office door instead of the main exit?”




  “A few would come out first, then the don, and they’d hop into a car that was waiting for them. I had pulled up behind their limo and was getting out when the first shots went off.

  As far as I could tell, they came from the other area.”




  The doctor took a long pull of the beer and set the empty can down. For a few seconds he squinted, then ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “Did the Ponti kid see you . . . or

  recognize you before you shot him?”




  “Are you kidding, doc? Sure he saw me, he was looking straight at me then he shot me. Oh, he knew what he was doing, all right. He caught me coming head-on and nailed me with that

  .357 he always packs. I went down on my back and half rolled over when he came up and pointed that rod right at my face, hating me so much he never saw the .45 I had in my fist and that was the end

  of Azi Ponti right there. I remembered hearing some of the firefight and being dragged along the street, but that was all.”




  Idly, Dr. Morgan reached over for the beer can and squashed it with his fingertips. “They used to make them stronger,” he said.




  “They were steel then. They didn’t pollute. They’d rust away to nothing.”




  “Why do they use aluminum, then?”




  “Because it’s scarcer, it costs more and pollutes better.”




  “You can recycle aluminum.”




  “Only a fraction goes in the collection bins. Who wants to kill me?”




  “I understand the don made several hard remarks about you. Trouble is, he’d have a hard time proving it.” He saw the puzzled look on my face. “You never dropped your gun,

  Mike. You held onto it until I forced it out of your grasp while you were unconscious.”




  “Forget it, doc,” I said. “Ballistics have matching slugs from my piece on file.”




  He shook his head slowly. “To match with what? The bullets that hit the Ponti kid penetrated and were never found. The police assume he was shot in the general fighting.”




  “That kind of information wasn’t in the papers, doc.”




  “I know,” he agreed. “I pulled a few medical strings that led to the autopsy report and there it is. I may have been a drunk, but that knowledge was only for the few intimate

  cronies I had in the saloon circle. They figured I was a drunk remittance man being paid to stay away from home. Or on social security. It bought them drinks so they couldn’t care

  less.”




  “So I can go back then,” I stated.




  “Not yet.” His tone was solemn. I waited a few seconds, knowing he’d start again. “Your prognosis is acceptable. In other words, you will live . . . IF.”




  A little of that cold fear touched my belly again. “Great,” I said.




  “Three months from now I may be able to give you a definite statement.”




  “You haven’t said what the IF was.”




  He got up, walked to the cooler and slid another Miller Lite out of the ice. My mouth went dry and I could almost taste the brew, but any alcoholic beverage was on my forbidden list. He took a

  good taste, watching me, enjoying my discomfort. “It’s pretty damn hot down here in Florida, kid.”




  “Come on, it’s summertime, man.”




  He tilted the can again for a big swallow, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You stay exactly on the schedule I set for you. The prescribed regimen of diet is not to be

  changed. The exercise will take place as detailed, the medication as specified. If the routine is followed to its minutest specification, there is a good possibility that you will survive. Mess

  around with what I’ve laid out and you look smack at the big IF. You buy the farm. It’s dead time.”




  “Your bedside manner gets worse all the time. You talk like me now.”




  “I just don’t want to upset you,” he told me with a sour grin. “Your only big point is your psychological outlook, Mike. Nothing seems to put a dent in that.”




  “How do you know so much about me?”




  “You were big news.”




  “Were?”




  He sat down and inched his chair forward, his arms propped on his knees. “You are presumed dead. Your good friend in the police department, Patrick Chambers, had a memorial service for

  you. The place was pretty well packed with an odd assortment of mourners.”




  “At least I didn’t leave any clients hanging,” I said. “My work file was pretty well cleaned up.”




  “Well, your secretary . . .”




  “Velda?”




  “Yes. She’s going to keep your office open for now.”




  “She’s got her own PI ticket. She can handle it.”




  Then, suddenly, I wasn’t feeling good at all. I had a weightlessness, empty sensation and an odd faraway buzzing in my ears. I could feel an involuntary relaxation of my muscles, as if I

  were melting, and the doctor came out of his chair, felt my pulse and muttered something unintelligible and stretched me out on the floor.




  I opened my eyes and he looked at me. “I was wrong, Mike. Something did put a dent in that mental outlook of yours.”




  My eyes closed and I lay there, trying to see what it was like to be dead.




  It was lousy.




  Cold wet towels wiped the sweat away from me and blew the life spark into a small flame, and when it was big enough the doctor asked, “You ready to sit up?”




  One blink. Yes. Talking was a little too much trouble.




  Between the two of us I got back to a seated position and took deliberate breaths until I was normal again. “Was that episode bad, doc?”




  “Not good, but not threatening. You feel okay?”




  “Like a million,” I told him.




  “Sure.”




  I took a sip of ice water from the glass beside my chair. Just one small sip, that’s all I was allowed. “I think we’re both in the same boat, doc.”




  “Which one is that?”




  “The one going up crap creek without a paddle.”




  “Oh?”




  “We’re both supposed to be dead. How do we go back?”




  The first few weeks drifted by like some casual dream. The lethargy was chemically induced to make any physical action too difficult to bother with, and although my mind could

  register sight and sound and smells, it did it with an attitude of mild complacency, hardly attempting to record it on a memory circuit.




  Some of it made humorous impressions . . . the doctor speaking to someone in banking and arranging for a money transfer. His buddies, the drunks, would really enjoy that one. A little part of me

  wanted to ask him how he squirreled money away when he left home. Those things could be done, but how? One time there was the gibberish of medical talk I couldn’t understand. A box of

  pharmaceutical supplies came in the mail.




  I woke up before the sun rose, the salt air of the Gulf blowing in the window smelling warm and lazy, with a slight fishy touch. This wasn’t one of those unreal days at all. This was alive

  and had a texture to it. Then there was another familiar smell that came with a special appreciation because there was more to it than an aroma.




  Dr. Morgan came in with a pot of steaming coffee and a fat white mug. “How do you like it?”




  “Two Sweet ’N Lows. No milk.”




  “I had you figured for straight black.”




  “That’s only for tough guys,” I told him.




  He opened his hand and had a few pink packets of the sweetener, dirty and wrinkled lying there. They looked like they had come out of the garbage pail. “Know where I got them?” I

  didn’t bother to answer him. “They were in your coat pocket.”




  “Why’d you figure me black then?”




  “Bad diagnosis. You want them?”




  “Certainly.”




  The paper might have been messy, but the coffee tasted just right. It was the first cup I had had in a long time and I thought I’d be able to finish the whole pot, but halfway through the

  mug I put it down and looked dubiously at Dr. Morgan.




  “No sweat,” he said. “Your body’s talking to you. Don’t force yourself to take more than you need. Hungry?”




  “Not really. That half cup of coffee filled me up.”




  “Later I’ll get you into some normal groceries.”




  “How come you’re being so nice to me?” I asked him.




  Once more I got one of his concerned doctor frowns and he said, “You’ve turned a corner. Now you’re entering a new phase.”




  “I didn’t mean it that way,” I said.




  The frown turned into an embarrassed grin. “Well . . . no sense lying to you.”




  “So?”




  “I need your expertise.” He saw the expression on my face. “Your advice,” he added.




  “On what?”




  “On how not to go to jail. I’m running around in the old jalopy with stolen New York plates and sure as hell I’m going to get stopped because the wreck is smoking, the tires

  are bad and the muffler is making a racket.”




  It was nice to be needed. I didn’t even have to think hard on that one. “You got any money, doc?”




  “Yeah, I was never that much of a dummy.”




  “Got your old papers?”




  “Whatever was in my wallet. Driver’s license, an old voter registration, medical ID from the hospital, stuff like that.”




  “Great. Then go buy a car, get it legally registered in your right name, then get licensed in the state. You can prove your identity and just tell them that total retirement didn’t

  suit you and you want back into the action if they ask you any questions.”




  “Mike, I am supposed to be legally dead!”




  “Look, doc,” I told him roughly, “who’s going to remember a stupid action that took place so many years ago? Besides, you don’t look dead at all. Believe

  me, nobody’s going to bother you. Only first get yourself some decent clothes to make it all believable. Plaid pants, maybe, and a golf shirt with a lizard on it.”




  “I don’t play golf.”




  “So get a fishing shirt.”




  He stood there looking down at me. Then he let out a big smile and said, “Man, I didn’t enjoy being dead at all.”




  The phone rang. The doctor wasn’t here to answer it. Whenever he did there was something of importance to be said, medical or household needs to be discussed.




  I picked the receiver off the cradle and in as growling voice as I could put on, said, “Yes?”




  When I heard his first word I felt a chill work its way across my shoulders. He said, “Hi, Mike, feeling better?” His tone was as pleasant as could be, as though there had been no

  break at all in our relationship, no firefight on the dockside.




  For a second I paused, took a breath, then said normally, “How’d you know where to find me, Pat?”




  “I’m a cop, remember. Captains have a little clout.”




  “Where you calling from?”




  “A safe phone in a closed booth in a department store.”




  “Then how’d you locate me?”




  “It wasn’t easy,” he told me.




  “Since you found me, somebody else can.”




  “Not unless they have the manpower and electronics we have,” Pat said.




  I took another deep, easy breath. “Then tell me this, pal. Why?”




  This time he paused a moment. “Somebody shot Marcos Dooley.”




  Softly, I muttered, “Damn.”




  Pat knew what I was thinking and let me take my time. Old buddy Marcos Dooley had brought Pat and me into the intelligence end of the military before the war ended and steered us to where we

  were today. Only Pat could still wear the uniform, an NYPD blue. I carried a New York State PI ticket and a permit to keep a concealed weapon on my person. Marcos Dooley had become a wild-ass bum,

  and now he was dead. But we had backed each other up during the raging times of hot shrapnel and bullets that sang high-pitched songs of destruction, and we had beaten the death game because

  we’d done it right and covered each other’s tails until our hearts stopped pounding and breathing became easier.




  “What happened, Pat?”




  “Somebody broke into the house and shot him in the guts.”




  “You know who?”




  “Not yet. We may have a suspect.”




  “Anyone I know?”




  “Sure. You shot his brother. Ugo Ponti.”




  I said something unintelligible. “How is he?”




  “Dying. Do you think you can make it up here? He wants to see you.”




  “I’ll be there.” Then I added, “How’s Velda, Pat?”




  I knew he was grinning into the phone. “Waiting,” he told me. “She never could see you dying.”




  The doctor had gotten me an early flight into New York and had sprung for a first-class ticket to give me plenty of room to stretch out and rest. I told the stewardess not to

  awaken me until we were in the traffic pattern, then kicked off my loafers and went to sleep. There were no narcotics this time. It was pure, natural sleep with unnatural dreams so disturbingly

  real they twisted me back to wakefulness just to get rid of them. Faces were distorted, yet ones I knew, and the dream sounds made banging noises that came out of a past I didn’t want to

  remember. Somehow time compacted itself and before I could swing at the thing that had grabbed me I opened my eyes and saw the pretty stewardess shaking me awake very gently and made myself

  smile.




  But she knew. “Bad dreams?”




  “Terrible,” I told her.




  “You wanted to clobber me, didn’t you?”




  “Not you.”




  “Who then?”




  “The bad guys,” I said.




  “You military?”




  “A long time ago.”




  “Now you’re a cop.” The tiny frown between her eyes had a smile to it.




  “Of a sort,” I said.




  The frown went away but the smile stayed. “Ohooo,” she said, “one of those.” She saw that I was wondering what she was getting at and added, “A terrorist,

  like.”




  This time I grinned and straightened up, bringing the seat back to an upright position as the PA directed. I said, “You might say that.”




  The smile I got back said she didn’t believe me at all.




  It was off season for the return of the snowbirds to the big city so there weren’t many there to meet the passengers. I slung the single piece of luggage over my shoulder and ambled slowly

  down the corridor, walking too slowly to be a native New Yorker. Everybody else from the plane passed me by before I reached the gate and that strange thrill of anticipation ran up my spine before

  I ever spotted Pat Chambers and Velda watching me, not really knowing what to expect, a walking dead man, a ghost from the past, or somebody with a crazy, writhing anger bottled up, not knowing

  where to spill it.




  But something came across that said everything was all right. I saw it in Pat’s expression and in the sparkle of Velda’s eyes. My buddy could read me the way old buddies can, but

  with Velda there was knowledge that saw other things on the inside and her eyes told me that the many past months were just that . . . past. There was no need for excuses, no need for stories to be

  told if I didn’t want to tell them. Just that wonderful glad you’re back look that said everything without saying anything at all.




  If you didn’t look closely, our greeting would have seemed perfunctory. When I shook hands with Pat, we both wanted to do it harder, but knew it wasn’t time yet, and when Velda and I

  hugged, there was a gentle intensity we both felt. It was only a hello kiss to whoever saw it, but to us it was a silent explosion of flaming emotion that was almost frightening. Velda

  drew back modestly, and when she looked at my eyes, knew that I had felt it too.




  There was a time when I would have questioned the feeling, wondering what it was. But not now. This time I knew. Very quietly, so that even Pat couldn’t hear me, I said, “I love you,

  Velda.”




  And just as quickly she answered, “Yes, I know.”




  I waited. She smiled. Finally she said, “You know how I feel, don’t you?” Then I waited, grinned a little bit and said, “Now I know, kitten.”




  





  Chapter Two




  MY APARTMENT HAD CHANGED. There was a different smell to it. The furniture was the same, but seemed brighter. The window curtains weren’t the same ones I had a girl from

  Third Avenue put up. Velda caught me looking at them and said, “They needed changing.”
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