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Another one for
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“One thing about truth…
let it shine and you were all right.
It was the lies that could hurt you.”
Mickey Spillane
“Before you embark
on a journey of revenge,
dig two graves.”
Confucius



CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE
Shortly before his death in 2006, Mickey Spillane gave me an assignment—shepherd decades’ worth of various uncompleted manuscripts and synopses of his into a completed form for publication.
Dig Two Graves is the fourteenth Mike Hammer novel I’ve developed from unfinished, previously unpublished Spillane material found in the files of his three offices at his South Carolina home. This one is a combination of two manuscripts we—my wife Barb, Mickey’s widow Jane Spillane and I—discovered in those files: one, a potential Hammer novella; another, an early, very different take on his non-Hammer novel Dead Street, completed in 2007 by me from a nearly finished Spillane draft and published by Hard Case Crime in that year.
As I’ve done a few times in the past—notably with The Big Bang (2010) and Kiss Her Goodbye (2011)—I have shuffled the deck and turned these similar continuities into one novel.
Continuity is always an issue in Spillane’s Hammer, because the writer (never “author”—he wanted nothing to do with such pretensions) had a tendency to play fast and loose with it. On the other hand—unusual for a detective series—the impact of events from previous novels is often felt in subsequent ones. Deep into Spillane’s series, for example, Hammer still feels guilt and loss over the femme fatale he dispatches at the end of I, the Jury (1947). So, in that sense, continuity was important to Spillane.
Dig Two
Graves— somewhat fittingly, since the previous novel (Kill Me If You Can) dealt with the aftermath of Mike’s secretary/partner Velda’s disappearance—takes place not long after Velda’s return in The Snake (1964). We can, then, place the time frame here as the very early ’60s. Like Mickey, I’ll be a little vague about exactly when…
Max Allan Collins
February 2023



CHAPTER ONE
The car came out of nowhere.
Later, no one remembered spotting the nondescript Chevy Nova as it rounded the corner, though it had to’ve been going at a considerable speed for midtown, traffic-clogged Manhattan. And nobody had noticed the vehicle pulling out of a parking place or from the mouth of a parking garage, either.
Yet there it was, bearing down, weaving around other cars, unseen until it was too late and not seen at all by the person in its path. Snow coming down, sidewalks slushy, the street icy, but somehow nothing deterred it.
Five minutes earlier, Velda and I had been waiting out front of the Blue Ribbon Restaurant. The restaurant, in business since 1914, occupied a building that was one of many stretching from the Hudson Theater to Times Square and from 44th to 45th Street. I found the dark-paneled place comforting, the food hearty and the German beer the best. Right now we were under the awning to one side of the entry, getting no guff from the doorman, who knew us well.
Or anyway he used to—though I never left the city, I’d been away for almost seven years. Time was when the name Mike Hammer regularly made the front pages of Manhattan newspapers, particularly tabloids like the News. I was the rogue private cop who preferred settling grudges to taking client money, or so the newshounds claimed. In reality, my reputation had attracted plenty of clients who liked having somebody working for them who was not inclined to be intimidated by rules.
And the news rags just loved running pictures of Velda Sterling, the other private eye in Michael Hammer Investigations, a tall curvy number who packed a .32 in her purse and thirty-eights elsewhere, with a raven-wing page boy on loan from Bettie Page. We were the hottest team in the private security game, my “secretary” and me, till one night when Velda didn’t return from a routine assignment I’d sent her out on.
Then Michael Hammer fell out of the headlines and into the gutter, and his best friend, Captain Pat Chambers of Homicide, suddenly became his worst enemy. How the hell was I to know Pat had carried a torch for Velda? And that he’d blame me for her disappearance and apparent death? Of course, I’d agreed with him, and swapped my office and livelihood for the hobby of puking into sawdust-covered barroom floors.
Now, I’d known Velda was a tough cookie, as hardboiled as those soft curves of hers were not. She’d been a vice cop before I hired her on. What I hadn’t known was the extent of her youthful wartime service with the OSS—and could not have guessed that when I sent her out on that milk run, she would get pulled back in for a long impromptu tour of dangerous duty behind the Iron Curtain.
That duty did not include explaining to me what had become of her. Nor had she informed her mother in Brooklyn. Mildred Sterling, somewhere in her early seventies now, was your Standard Issue little old lady, the widow of a police officer killed in the line of duty whose pension kept her going while she did sewing jobs at home. She was about as sophisticated as a bottle of milk and had been crushed by her daughter’s disappearance.
Oh, Mrs. Sterling didn’t tumble into the gutter, but it hit her hard, and when my secretary/partner showed up alive and in Manhattan a month ago, after I got rid of the Russian team chasing her, Velda had not received a warm welcome from Mom. In fact, this rounded replica of her daughter, a homebody but one with as much spine as her offspring, was furious.
How could Velda have put her through such hell? Yes, the old gal was glad Vel was alive, but now claimed to want nothing to do with her. Her daughter’s behavior had been unforgivable! What did Mrs. Sterling know from Iron Curtains and KGB hit teams and state secrets being smuggled out by hand?
“Mike,” Velda said, her arm in mine, snow drifting across our vision, “I don’t know what to expect. My mother may look sweet as sugar, but she has a temper that doesn’t quit.”
“It’s gonna be fine, doll. You gotta trust me on this one.”
You would not expect it of me, but I have certain diplomatic talents. You have to be able to talk clients out of stupid tasks they want you to perform, particularly if you are a P.I. with the rep of Mike Hammer. I didn’t kill for hire—that was more a sideline with me, no fee attached. So I had to learn to handle people. Convince them, say, that me finding a bunch of dirt on a cheating business partner and sending them to stir would be enough to scratch the get-even itch.
That’s how I ended up making several phone calls and finally a trip to the little bungalow in Brooklyn to convince Mrs. Sterling that her daughter had no choice—Uncle Sam had wanted her, and the young woman’s wartime training and experience got her called back to service.
“When they draft you,” I told her (over tea and cookies), “you go.”
Mrs. Sterling had a soft spot for me, anyway, so we set up this Summit Meeting at the Blue Ribbon for mother and daughter to smoke the peace pipe. Or anyway eat some knockwurst.
Velda and I had done a little Christmas shopping and planned to watch them light the Rockefeller Tree this evening and maybe take in the Christmas Spectacular at Radio City Music Hall. We set our high-level talk for four p.m., when things would be slow at the restaurant and most pedestrians were either where they were going or hadn’t left to go elsewhere yet. We spotted her right across the street, at the mouth of the crosswalk, Mrs. Sterling, wrapped up in a cloth coat and out-of-date chapeau, lugging an armful of packages. She managed to wave a little gloved hand and her Velda-ish features worked up a slightly embarrassed smile.
Of course I already knew we’d be able to get these two girls back together. Velda wanted nothing more than to return to her mother’s good graces, and what mom doesn’t want her daughter back in her life?
Mrs. Sterling crossed with the light. She was halfway to us when the Chevy hit her. Her packages flew high, like squared-off giant snowflakes, and the nose of the vehicle had caught her in the hip and sent her flying toward us.
Now she was where not long ago I’d been: the gutter.
A sad shapeless shape, unconscious, her face a stunned, slack thing, a silly flowered hat crunched under the front tire of the speeding Chevy, no blood on the cloth coat, just a human being discarded like a crushed paper cup.
“See to her,” I said, but Velda was already on her way to her mother in that cement cradle between curb and street, just a few steps to our left.
Me, I had the .45 automatic out from under my left arm and was on the run, heading after that vehicle with my trench coat flapping and my porkpie fedora flying, charging like a ball carrier with the whole damn opposing team on his tail. I knew it was hopeless, trying to catch a speeding car on foot, but I tried it anyway. At least I could get close enough to read the damn license plate number before he sped out of sight.
But Kismet or God or, shit, maybe just the laws of physics had their way with the son of a bitch. Because he was only half a block away when his ride hit that patch of ice and spun him just enough for his front grille to kiss that lamppost goodbye and he made a pretty good argument for seat belts when he went crashing through his windshield and flying out onto the street so fast he skidded on his face.
When I got to him, I used the toe of my shoe to turn him over. That ride on the cement, puss-down, had turned his features into a shredded scarlet dripping mask with two wide hysterical eyes in it, golf-balling in pain.
I already knew the only accident that had taken place here was him hitting the ice and making an art sculpture out of that lamppost and his vehicle. That car had been aimed at Mrs. Sterling like an arrow.
The shattered glass around him might have been ice if it hadn’t been the bastard’s blood decorating it like Christmas.
I kicked him in the side and he felt it, all right, crying out for the first time, a banshee wail of pain that maybe morphine might’ve cut—but none was handy.
“Who hired this?”
Another kick.
More screaming.
A discordant near harmony of banshee wail from an approaching siren added to the grotesque chorus. Somebody at the Blue Ribbon had called it in immediately, owner George himself probably, and a squad had been close enough to make the call quick.
I kicked the prick again. “Are you Russian, comrade?”
White teeth in the red mask pulled back from damaged lips. “Fuck you!”
Not Russian, then.
I leaned down and shook him by the lapels. “Who sent you, slob? Who the hell sent you?”
But the eyes closed. Funny—only the lids were free from the skidding wounds, pale little pink flesh window shades, but blood from his forehead dripping down soon made the coloration complete.
I checked his neck and his wrist. No pulse. I wiped his blood off my hands onto his shirt—it had been a festive blue and was now more in the holiday spirit with streaks of red—and hurried over to check on Velda and her mom.
Velda was holding back any emotion. She was a pro. The time for tears could come later. Right now this was a situation that needed assessing.
“She’s breathing, Mike. No blood to speak of. But she’s got to have severe internal injuries.”
She had her mom’s head in her lap but otherwise wasn’t touching her. She knew not to—this old gal, alive or dead, was evidence of a crime. The forensics lads would have work to do with her clothes. Not that identifying the murder weapon would be at all tricky—she’d have paint fragments from that twisted wreck of a Chevy down the street.
I collected Mrs. Sterling’s packages from the street and piled them on the sidewalk. Nice to be of some damn use.
The cop car came and the usual older officer and younger companion arrived. The older one knew me and I filled him in.
“Call Captain Chambers,” I said. “This was no accident.”
The seasoned cop merely nodded and went to his dash radio to do that. Meanwhile, an ambulance rolled up and two attendants quickly got Mrs. Sterling onto a gurney and into the back of their vehicle. Then the two started trotting down to the other victim, sprawled in the street.
I ran after them.
They were having a look at him.
I said, “What’s the idea?”
“We have room for him, too,” the attendant said. He was young, younger even than the harness bull’s backup.
“Let him get his own ride,” I said.
“But, Mister…”
I took the kid by the arm and headed him toward his ambulance. His partner gave me a look that had a question in it, going from me to the corpse and back again.
“He’s in no hurry,” I said.
***
At Bellevue, they allowed Velda in her mother’s room in Intensive Care despite the older woman’s condition. Velda sat close at the bedside and had her mother’s hand in hers—the hand without the IV needle taped to it. A monitor did the beeping bit and Mrs. Sterling was drifting in and out of consciousness while the low-key fluorescent lighting made everything and everybody look sick.
When the old gal was awake, though, she was shockingly alert. She had to be, the world of pain she was in, stridently insisting on assuring her daughter that everything was fine between them, that she loved her little girl, loved her to death.
Loved her to death was an uncomfortable phrase in this instance.
At least Mrs. Sterling had a good physician—I knew Dr. Lawrence Snyder from earlier this year. He’d supervised my recovery not long ago, when I went from a shambling alky to an upright biped in record time. News of Velda being alive—and pursued by a KGB team on U.S. soil—had been shock therapy enough to shake me back to life. But Larry Snyder had helped knock the acute alcoholism diagnosis.
In the corridor outside Mrs. Sterling’s room, the compact medic in the white coat and black-rimmed glasses had a concerned, somewhat confused look.
“Velda’s mother is not cooperating,” he said, clearly frustrated. “She refuses to be sedated or indeed put on any kind of painkiller. The discomfort she’s enduring is almost unimaginable. We have a battery of tests she needs to be undergoing, and medication will necessarily accompany them… and she’s facing imminent surgery. But she’s refusing anything we attempt to administer.”
“She took a hell of a hit.”
You don’t see a veteran surgeon shudder very often, but he did.
He said solemnly, “Her left hip shattered like window glass. She needs a hip replacement, like now.”
“What are you telling me for? You’re the doctor.”
He put a hand on my shoulder. We’d been through quite a lot together. “She insists on you and Velda being left alone with her. Not me, no nurse, and nothing traveling through that IV. She has something to tell Velda… and you.”
I shrugged. “Probably just wants to make sure she and her daughter are back on track.”
He shook his head. “They’re already past that. This is… something else.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the closed hospital-room door. “Mike, get your ass in there and let that old girl get whatever it is off her chest. Then maybe we can go to work.”
“Okay, Doc. If that’s your prescription, I’ll fill it.”
He gripped my suitcoat sleeve. “Get her to allow us to pump some painkiller in. Assure her it won’t knock her out. But with no help from us, she can’t take this level of discomfort much longer before going down for a very long count.”
I did that. I got Mrs. Sterling to settle down long enough to allow some drugs into that IV of hers, and pulled up a chair next to Velda.
“Now,” I said. “What’s this about? Haven’t you heard? These doctors are the latest thing.”
“I know I’m hurt pretty bad,” Velda’s mom said. Her voice was soft but firm. “They’ll put me under and the Lord knows if I’ll ever come back.”
“Now, Mrs. Sterling,” I began, “I’m sure—”
“You just be quiet, young man. This is my show.”
“Okay,” I said, smiling a little. I don’t get called “young man” every day. “Spotlight’s yours.”
Her eyes landed on her daughter’s face. They were a reflection of each other—where one had been in her younger days, where the other would go when the years had gone.
“Darling girl,” she said. She was gripping her daughter’s hand hard. You could see Velda’s flesh whitening around the grip. “We’ve lived a lie, you and I. My fault. My doing, entirely. But it’s time… time you knew.”
“Knew what, Mother?”
Velda sounded so young. So defenseless. Not at all the strong woman I knew so well. But then each of us has a child that lives deep within us, don’t we? That other person we once were?
Mrs. Sterling continued: “You never knew your father.”
Velda shook her head, the dark arcs of it swinging. “No, Mama. I remember him… I was very small, but—”
“No.” A mother saying don’t touch that burner on the stove. “Roger Sterling was a wonderful man. But he wasn’t… wasn’t your father.”
“I… I don’t understand…”
Now a smile traced itself on the elderly face. “Roger Sterling was a heroic officer of the law. That much is true. But he stepped up to save me, and to save you, when your real father abandoned us.”
“My… real father?”
Her eyes looked past Velda now, into yesterday. No, yesteryear.
“I grew up in New Jersey… you know that. What you don’t know is… is how wild I was. You look at me and see a woman of seventy-some and you can’t imagine I was young, much less… a bad girl.” A tiny embarrassed smile. “Oh, not evil. Just wild. Dance. Drink. One boy after another. Your real father was handsome, like George Raft come down off the screen. He was a dancer, too, like George Raft. Only he was a big man. One of those big men who are oddly graceful. Heavy, some would say fat, particularly as time passed… but powerful.”
I was looking at this beat-up old gal and if she had been on a morphine drip, I’d have figured this was an hallucination—an old movie she saw on the tube that she dreamed herself into. But something very real was in her eyes. You don’t experience regret from something you’re imagining.
And that was regret, all right. “I didn’t know Rhinegold Massey was a mobster. I just thought he was a smooth, suave mister with a flashy car and a bankroll that… well, it just never seemed to get smaller. Of course, neither did he. And he married me, too. I held out for that. I told you I was bad but not evil.”
Velda leaned in. I could tell she was worried that this confession might turn into a death-bed one, not just shared info about her mother’s distant past that might otherwise never be known to her.
“So you were married before Daddy,” Velda said gently. “That’s okay, Mama. Nobody cares. I don’t care.”
The old woman sat up a little. How the hell she managed that I will never know. “Velda… Rhino
Massey was your father. It’s his evil blood in your veins, not Roger Sterling’s. When I told him I was expecting, he ran out on me, Rhino did, with a showgirl who, unbeknownst to me, had been his mistress.”
That old-time usage told the tale, in a way, didn’t it? Unbeknownst …
Her smile was back, just another wrinkle in her face. “The ‘father’ who raised you, he and I grew up in the same patch. He always had a yen for me, Roger did. And when I turned up crying on his doorstep, pregnant, abandoned, he took me in. I never divorced Rhino, of course.” Bitterness edged her voice now. “Not a good Catholic girl like me… But we lived together, Roger and I, and we gave you his name, and raised you till that terrible night when he was shot on the job.”
Velda sat forward. “Rhino’s doing?”
“No, no. I think Rhino Massey was dead by then. No, it was a liquor store robbery by some lowlife drug addict. I raised you to admire that father… and it took root. You became a policewoman, and then a… a patriot, and finally a detective with Mike here. You help people. You put bad ones away… and down. I’m proud of you. You… you had a right to know the truth. But I have to ask you something, dear…”
Velda, whose dark eyes told me she was reeling, nonetheless said, “Of course, Mama.”
“Can you forgive me?”
Velda came out of the chair and leaned over the woman. “Of course, Mama!”
Mrs. Sterling’s eyes closed and she was under, no sedative needed. I rushed out and found Dr. Larry Snyder waiting.
“All yours, buddy,” I told him.
We were sent to a waiting room while various tests were undergone, surgery imminent.
“This Rhino Massey revelation,” Velda said, “is it somehow the ‘why’ of this? Could something from some… some long-ago yesterday be the reason for running Mama down today?”
“We’ve seen it before,” I said, “the past coming back to bite the present.”
The Sonny Motley case was a fresh memory—a crime that took thirty years to resolve.
Her words came brittle but unbreakable. “We have to look into it.”
“Goes without saying, baby. But right now the focus is on getting your mom the best care.”
While we were there, Pat Chambers came in, topcoat brushed with snow, hat in hand, blond hair tousled and those gray-blue eyes troubled. He had the expression of the concerned, disappointed suitor that he was. He sat on the other side of Velda.
“How are you holding up, kid?” he asked her.
“Okay,” she said with a nod. “My mother’s alive and getting the help she needs.”
“We’ve already identified the late driver. Eddie ‘Carboy’ Carbo. Suspected in several vehicular homicides—apparently a hitman whose specialty was turning two tons of steel and a steering wheel into a murder weapon. Pulled in several times for questioning but never charged, much less convicted.”
I frowned. “No record at all?”
“He was a getaway driver on a couple of robberies and did time on both. Hasn’t been out long. Not tied to any specific crew—appears to have been freelance.”
Velda’s frown had helplessness in it. “Why would anyone hire this?”
“We’ll find out,” Pat said.
I’ll find out, I thought.
Velda mulled Pat’s comment for a moment, then said, “Mike, why don’t you go down to the cafeteria and grab me a cup of coffee and yourself a bite. It’s not the Blue Ribbon, but…”
Her expression told me, somehow, I had permission to share the Rhino Massey revelation with Pat. I gave her a look that said I understood.
I gave her nearest shoulder a squeeze, kissed her cheek, and went off with Pat.



CHAPTER TWO
The stolen van had been hoisted from the waters of the Hudson River on May 12, 1950, the impaled body of getaway driver Leon Basker detached from the steering column and the severed right arm of strongarm thug Norman Shore recovered from under the seat. The rest of Shore’s body was never found, identification made from the fingerprints of the remaining hand. Both Shore’s and Basker’s prints were on file in several states and Washington, D.C.
Nor was the body of the mastermind of the armored car robbery ever found, but upon removal from the wrecked vehicle and after drying out, a blood-soaked coat in the back was identified through papers in a pocket as that of Rhinegold Tyrone Massey, as well as a blood match made through Massey’s doctor, one Ira Isaac of Manhattan, New York.
On that same day in 1950, NYPD Detective Anthony Bell was called to an East Side apartment by a suspicious neighbor who heard strange noises including what might be a gunshot. The neighbor had heard right—the living room of the apartment was a bloody mess and a nine-millimeter bullet, mashed from body penetration, was retrieved. Tissue remains on the slug, as well as blood recovered at the scene, matched the blood samples in the van. The death of Judy Sullivan, the tenant, was considered a fait accompli.
The Hudson’s murky waters never gave up the body of the former showgirl, as was the case with Massey. In his Fifth Avenue quarters, Francisco Banco, a new generation mob boss, could rest easy. There was no one who could testify against him now. Judy Sullivan alone had witnessed him knifing her roommate to death a month earlier, though despite death threats and two attempts on her life, she had been determined to point the finger at Banco.
But now she was dead… wasn’t she? In March 1952, on various charges including the murder of the Sullivan woman’s roommate, Banco was sent on an extended vacation to Sing Sing, from which he never returned, dying of heart disease in 1960. The anonymous witnesses who testified against Banco, behind opaque screens and through voice-changing microphones, were safe from Banco’s retribution… though of course Banco’s mob cronies had long memories.
“And that’s the official story of whatever-happened-to-Rhino-Massey,” Pat said, between sips of black coffee.
I preferred mine with milk and sugar—I’ve always been a softie.
We were seated in a corner of the Bellevue Cafeteria on the hospital’s first floor. At a little past six p.m., the place was less than crowded but bustling enough that we’d sought the quietest spot we could manage in a space as modern and sterile as an operating room. The atmosphere was a mix of glum and glee, unhappy family members whose news had been bad, others who’d received better word—silence here, conversation there, and the usual clank and clink of china and silverware. Noisy enough that we felt secure talking about things that shouldn’t go past our little corner table.
“Rhino was nobody I ever tangled with,” I said. I shoved my half-eaten meatloaf plate aside. My appetite was off. Maybe it was the severed arm.
“Before both our times,” Pat said with half a smirk. “Massey was most active between the two wars, pulling institutional robberies, precision-planned. Black marketeer back when you and I were getting suntans and scars in the South Pacific. Armed robberies, post-war, bankrolled by Banco and other mob guys, mostly out of Jersey. No, Rhino never really got on my radar, much.”
“Any tie-in with ‘Carboy’ Carbo?”
Pat shook his head. “Not that I know of. And Carbo was on my radar. I made the scene at the Blue Ribbon just after you and Velda left—I recognized what was left of him. We’ll take a hard look at ‘Carboy’ and those he did his freelance work for.”
I sipped coffee. “You know who that was?”
“Suspect, not ‘know.’ But a possible connection could be with the Jersey wise guys. I have friends over there—we’ll look into it hard. Leave that to me, Mike. You really don’t need to go poking.”
“Who? Me?”
He pointed a spoon at me. “Listen, buddy. Velda needs you right now. You better give that woman the support she deserves or you’ll have me to answer to.”
I laid a hand on my chest. “Am I supposed to be shaking?”
His smile was almost as nasty as mine. “You should be. You’re only a few months past the acute alcoholic stage. Thirty pounds light and out of shape and—”
I raised a palm—I might have been in court. “Cool it, pal. I’m all for you and your little army of minions doing their civil servant bit. Check out every corner of Eddie Carbo’s excuse for a life. Be my guest. I don’t think that’s what this is about, anyway. And neither do you.”
His eyebrows went up. “Don’t I?”
“If you did… why rattle off that phony fairy tale about how Rhino Massey went for a swim and never came up?”
His shrug wasn’t convincing at all. “Don’t know what you mean, Mike. I was just filling in the background for you on this Massey character. Now that we know he was Velda’s father… anyway, biologically speaking… you probably want to know what’s what.”
“You’re hinting at what’s what. Am I supposed to guess? Or are you gonna spill?”
Pat made a face and got up and went off to refill his coffee at the little help-yourself counter. He wasn’t quick about it—he was thinking. He came back with a piece of apple pie with a dollop of soft-serve ice cream on it. Then he settled himself back down.
Too casually, he asked, “What do you think is going on, Mike?”
Very quietly I said, “Well, I admit I’m a little surprised.”
Eyebrows up. “Surprised about…?”
“I didn’t know the feds had their Witness Protection gig up and running as early as Howdy Doody days.”
He sighed long. “It wasn’t an official program yet. Still isn’t… strictly case by case. The day will come, but… it isn’t here yet. Still, there’s quite a test program being tried out. Hell of a trial run.”
“Oh yeah?”
“Oh yeah.” He forked some pie and ice cream. Stowed it. “In Phoenix. Arizona?”
“I know where Phoenix is.”
Another bite of pie. He chewed it lazily. “Nice place to retire, they say.”
“Damnit, Pat. You keep circling this like a dog looking for a place to crap. Give, already.”
Yet another bite. He sent it down. His tone was casual. None of his words were. “There’s only one reason I’m prepared to share this with you—it’s information that goes beyond confidential. Few on the department know it, and it’s a well-guarded secret in federal circles.”
“Okay, I’m impressed. And I know what the reason is.”
He pushed the pie plate aside, half-eaten. “Right. Velda. Her welfare. If her mother’s in danger, maybe she is, too.”
I gestured to myself. “Yeah, and me. Don’t forget me. It would break your heart, something happened to me. You’d have Vel all to yourself, and wouldn’t that be a goddamn shame.”
He didn’t say anything for a while and neither did I.
Then he said: “A few months ago… I wouldn’t have minded a bus taking you out, or a mugger maybe. Would have taken a desperate damn mugger, what, to come away with a buck seventy-five? But, damnit, you’re you again. And I don’t mind having you back. There are things… never mind.”
I trotted out the nasty smile. “Things I can do that a by-the-book customer like Captain Pat Chambers can’t? You always did need me to do your dirty work. Well, I’m prepared to do that here. You and your army of civil servants can pursue all the obvious lines of inquiry. I’ll stick with my gut.”
“And what does your gut tell you?”
I narrowed my gaze. “That some of those Arizona retirees have mob pedigrees. That’s where the Witness Protection boys are keeping their snitches safe and handy.”
“Good guess.”
“Educated guess.”
“Only you don’t know the half of it.”
“Oh?”
He retrieved the pie. Brushed away the melted ice cream with his fork. Cut himself a bite. Slipped it in his mouth. Chewed. Swallowed. Said, “Ever hear of Dreamland Park?”
“Is that where they keep the roller coasters?”
“Not hardly. It’s where they keep those snitches you mentioned. But we don’t like to call them that—we consider them good citizens. Reformed types.”
I sipped coffee, looking over the cup at him. “So tell me about Dreamland Park, Pat.”
“You have a lot of friends living there, Mike.”
“You mean guys I sent to stir who talked their way out?”
This shrug was convincing. Convincing as hell. “That’s part of the populace. Dreamland Park is an unincorporated suburb of Phoenix, population just under four hundred. I’ve never been there, but they say it’s real Americana, right off a Norman Rockwell Saturday Evening Post cover. Town square and friendly little shops and some nice, reasonably priced restaurants. Perfect place, swell climate, exactly where an aging reprobate like Mike Hammer might want to retire.”
I grunted a laugh. “Doesn’t sound like I’d be comfortable with the company.”
He grinned. “Don’t be so sure. Just within Dreamland Park, surrounding it like the walls of a fort disguised as just another part of a modern housing development, are the homes of dozens of New York and New Jersey cops and firemen and a few others of those civil servants you keep mentioning.”
“Mostly cops, though.”
“Mostly cops, though. Retired cops. Who receive a more comfortable mode of living, and a better retirement benefit, than your average ex-lawman.”
I sat forward. “Because they are still protecting and serving… a bunch of bent-nose squealers.”
“Don’t you like squealers, Mike?”
“I like that they squeal. I don’t think they’ve changed—they’re still self-interested lowlifes who got themselves in a corner they could only get out of by telling what they know. Like where the bodies are buried. Hell, they probably buried them.”
Pat flipped a hand. “Don’t knock it, Mike. Dreamland Park has the lowest crime rate in the state of Arizona.”
I had to laugh. “Don’t tell me—Rhino Massey is living a happy retirement there.”
“He was. My understanding is he really is deceased, this time.”
I lurched forward again. “Details, man.”
“Don’t have any. You’re getting everything I know. Everything I’ve gathered. You’re going to have to go out there and dig into this yourself, if you want more. Hop a plane. But you risk stepping on federal toes.”
“I have connections in those quarters.”
He nodded. “You do. That Art Rickerby character, the spook’s spook. I don’t know how you pulled that off, but—”
“I took down the KGB’s top assassination team and I did it on good old American soil. You should get out more, buddy.”
Pat shifted in his chair. “All I can tell you is the feds and the upper echelons on the NYPD pulled off one hell of a hoax, staging an armored car robbery and sending a carload of corpses and assorted body parts into the drink. I was on the fringes of that, and don’t know the details, but it was a wild one.”
“What did go down, do you think?”
He threw a hand in the air. “I figure a real robbery was in the works, Rhino got pulled in on it, and they turned him. Best I can figure. Any way you slice it, he made himself a hell of a deal.”
That made sense.
I said, “His girlfriend, this Judy Something?”
“Showgirl, Judy Sullivan. Don’t know if she was a player in it or a casualty. Like I say, I was only on the fringes—just the captain of Homicide who had to be slightly in the know to help them keep it covered.”
“You public servants impress me.”
“We aim to please.”
“Yeah, and serve and protect.” I waggled a finger at him. “Let me tell you exactly who you need to serve and protect, buddy.”
“I’m ahead of you. I’ll make the call before I head out—Velda’s mom needs a guard on her door.”
I nodded. “Find somebody who’s been in a firefight or two. These boys play rough.”
“These boys? Who would they be?”
My turn to heave a long sigh. “No idea. But finding out Velda’s mom was once married to a mobbed-up heist artist who went into Witness Protection? That puts one hell of a spin on all this.”
“No argument.”
We paid the cashier. I had a paper cup of coffee for Velda in one hand and a sack with a sweet roll in the other. Outside the cafeteria, I asked Pat, “Can you give me any leads at all on this, buddy? Anything more than just Dreamland Park?”
“Isn’t that enough?”
“More is always better.”
He thought about it. “You know Dan Litvak, don’t you?”
“Yeah. Back before I took my seven-year hiatus, we did each other favors now and then.”
He chuckled. “Is that what it was? A hiatus?”
“Screw you, Pat. What about Litvak?”
“Before he worked the crime beat for the News, he used to be on the Gazette in Phoenix. You should touch bases with him. Try the Old Town Bar. It’s his home away from home.”
***
I delivered the coffee and sweet roll to Velda, then told her I had a lead I needed to follow up, courtesy of Pat.
“Then follow it,” she said.
“You gonna be all right here?”
She gave a shake of the sleek black arcs of hair; they were like lovely scythes. “I’m a big girl.”
“I noticed. And in all the right places.”
We exchanged a quick kiss and then I caught a cab out front to the nearby Old Town Bar at 45 East 18th. This time of evening the long narrow place was hopping, a classic Manhattan watering hole appropriately dark and dingy with an endless mahogany bar, high tin ceiling and subway-tile floor. I found Dan Litvak scribbling in a spiralbound notebook in one of the wooden, green-leather-backed booths, an ashtray and pack of cigarettes at hand, as well as a glass of bourbon. I slid in opposite.
Befitting a good reporter, Litvak was the little man who wasn’t there—everything about him was medium: weight, height, features, the mousy brown hair medium length, with the only tip-off those small dark eyes, close-set and taking everything in and letting nothing out.
But his nose gave him away, too—hawkish, narrow, like a Boy Scout hatchet head that got stuck there, the handle pulled away. The other noticeable thing about him was his teeth, yellow as corn but far less healthy, a sign of his several-packs-a-day cigarette habit. Even in a smoky joint like the Old Town Bar his booth was a foggy Chesterfields haze.
“Hey, Mike,” he said. “Good to see you. Sit down, sit down.”
But I already was.
He said, “Great having you up and around again. Off the sauce, huh? Sexy secretary back in harness, is she? You wanna sit down for a personality piece? Good for business!”
A waitress came over and I ordered a Four Roses and ginger.
His tiny eyes did their best to goggle at me. “You got a funny way of stayin’ sober, Mike.”
“It’s my own system. I just take it easy. How you been, Danny?”
He waved the question off with a Chesterfield-bearing hand. “Same-o, same-o. I was hopin’ to run into you.”
“Were you?”
Leaning across, he said, just between us girls, “Yeah, I heard about what went down over at the Blue Ribbon. I already got the basics, but with you and Velda in the middle of it, gotta be more to it than meets the eye.”
“It was a hit, Danny. Somebody tried to take me out.”
“I heard Velda’s old lady got it!”
“Yeah,” I said, selling the bullshit like it was the straight dope, “he missed and clipped her. I was the target. Guy was Eddie Carbo.”
“‘Carboy’ Carbo?”
“That’s the one.”
“Who put a bull’s eye on your back, Mike?”
“The possibilities are endless. So now I gave you something to run with, Danny. How about you play ball with me?”
“What’s the game?”
I sipped my drink. “You used to be with the Gazette in Phoenix. Same gig there? Police beat?”
He nodded. “Long time ago, though, Mike. Ten years or so. I’m way out of date on that score.”
“Well, do your best. Let’s start with Dreamland Park.”
He turned white. Everything but his teeth, anyway.
“After my time, Mike.”
“Like Rhino Massey was before mine. Be nice to fill in the in-between.”
He emptied his glass like he’d crawled across a desert for it. “I could use another bourbon.”
“We’ll get you fixed up.”
We did.
“Listen, all I know about Dreamland Park,” he said, “is it’s a housing development with some interesting residents. Is all I know.”
I folded my arms, leaned back. “That’s more than most people know. More than I knew till very recently. Is it enough for you to form an opinion?”
“On what subject?”
“On the subject of Velda’s mother getting hit by a car.”
He frowned. “I thought you were the target.”
“That was just to give you something to run with. For now. For later? You’ll have something much better.”
“Such as?”
“Such as Velda’s mother, Mrs. Mildred Sterling, was once romantically involved with Rhino Massey.”
The little eyes really did goggle now. “Judas H. Priest.”
“Which leads to the musical question… why would Rhino’s long-ago sweetie be run down today unless somebody was either tying off yesterday’s loose ends… or maybe trying to draw Rhino out of his Witness Protection hidey hole?”
The little eyes disappeared into slits. “Rhino’s supposed to be dead.”
“Yeah. Supposed to be… a couple of times. I’m gonna be looking into that.”
“Are you, Mike.” Not exactly a question. “Where do I come in?”
“Where you come in, Danny, is a big byline story for the News if I come up with anything. When I fly out to Phoenix.”
He cocked his head. “Is that what you’re gonna do?”
“Could be. If I had a lead or two or three to pursue out there.”
He had a gulp of fresh bourbon. He sat there feeling the burn, then said, “I can give you two names.”
“Okay.”
“Roger Fain. He’s a former AP correspondent, working now for my old paper. Works the crime beat and knows his shit. I can give you an address.”
“Good.”
“And Stephen ‘Frenchy’ Dupont. He runs a dry-cleaning business, but it’s a front of some kind. Bookie, I think, used to be anyway. He is very well-connected with the Phoenix underworld noblesse oblige, should make a good general source and contact for you. And he takes a bribe like a horse takes a sugar cube.”
“Cool. Anything else?”
He shook his head; folded his arms like he was closing up shop. “No. Best I can do. I wish I had more for you, but it’s been too long since I lived there. You understand.”
I slid out of the booth. “You did fine, Danny. One last thing.”
“Yeah?”
“We never had this conversation.”
“What conversation?”
***
Velda was asleep in her waiting room chair. I nudged her awake and she gave me a report.
“Mom is sedated,” she said. “Dr. Snyder says that while her injuries are extensive, none appear to be life-threatening but can be readily dealt with, by medication and physical therapy. Her surgery will be tomorrow morning. We can go home for now.”
“Great. Look, baby, I need to dig into this.”
She was getting to her feet and I was helping her into her coat. “You’ve already started, haven’t you?”
“Yup. After I make sure your mom’s doing well after her operation, I am going to head west. I think a little Arizona vacation is called for.”
She gave me the cutest smirk. “Isn’t that where they had the O.K. Corral?”
“Yeah. I think I can top that.”



CHAPTER THREE
The next two days were given over to clearing my desk and calendar to be away for the next week or so, and seeing how Velda’s mom was making out in skilled medical hands. Thousands of pounds of car crashing into someone young and healthy can rack up plenty of harm—broken bones, brain and back and internal injuries, soft-tissue damage—and Mrs. Sterling was in her seventies with heart issues. She had gone through hip replacement surgery successfully, but more surgery lay ahead requiring metal pins and screws to set the broken pieces of her in place during the healing process. And plenty of physical therapy awaited.
The time I spent in the office alone, with Velda visiting Bellevue either at her mother’s side or in a waiting area, was a troubling reminder of the first terrible time without her, seven years back…
…those
early days when I tried to go on, guilt and grief nudging me toward the gutter, then kicking me to the curb to roll off into the floating detritus and fetid effluence, caught in its sewer current to wallow in
self-pity…
Not so long ago, either.
I heard the door in the outer office open and heavy footsteps approach my inner office door. My suitcoat was unbuttoned and I filled my hand with the .45, the metal grips as cold as an ice cube dropped in a drink.
The door pushed open just as I clicked off the safety, a sharp distinct sound in a room silent but for muffled traffic out the window behind me.
Pat Chambers smirked at me and pushed his hat back on his head; his topcoat shoulders were dusted with today’s snow.
“You really know how to roll out the red carpet,” he said. “Do you impress potential customers with this tough-guy crapola?”
I clicked the safety back on, slipped the rod back under my arm, and gave him the customary two words of welcome.
He chuckled, unbuttoned his topcoat but didn’t take it off, by way of announcing he wouldn’t be staying long. He settled into the client’s chair, crossed his legs, folded his arms and asked, “So—how’s the old bird doing?”
“If you mean Mrs. Sterling, you uncouth slob, she’s a real trouper. She sleeps a lot, in and out of sedation… but she’s comfortable.”
He nodded, glad to hear that. “You still planning to head west?”
“Tomorrow morning. Ticketed and everything.”
“Velda going with you?”
“Hell no! She needs to stick by the ‘old bird.’ She keeps making noise about wanting to go, but I won’t hear of it.”
His smile almost wasn’t one. “It’s natural she’d want to know who’d like her mother dead. And knowing her, she’d like to do something about it, too.”
“That’s what she has me for.”
“Is that what it is?” He stuffed a cigarette in his face. “You mind? I know you quit.”
“No, go right ahead. The docs say it kills you, by the way.”
“Your concern is touching.” His expression shifted to something serious, the mutual needle session over. He fired up the smoke, waved out the match, dropped it in the otherwise clean ashtray on my desk. “Look, I wish I had better news for you, but I don’t. Our boy Carboy seems like a literal dead end.”
“Nothing at all come up?”
He shook his head. “I handled it on the New York end, personally, and enlisted half a dozen contacts on various New Jersey departments. We didn’t just look at arrests—any time Carbo got hauled in for questioning we eyeballed it hard. The victims that smelled like his handiwork tied him to every major and minor mob faction on both sides of the river from the Boiardo bunch to the Genoveses, both Jersey and New York branches… but nothing that went back as far as Banco days much less Rhino Massey.”
“Well, shit.”
He sighed more smoke. “I wish I had more for you, buddy, but it’s a big fat bupkis.”
“Maybe I’ll do better out west.”
His nod was firm. “You’ll need to. What are they saying about how long Velda’s mom’ll be hospitalized?”
“Two weeks at least from when she was admitted. She’s got to start physical therapy right there at Bellevue.”
A slower nod now. “We’ll keep a man on her door till she’s discharged.”
“I appreciate that, Pat. We’ll probably have to put her in a nursing home for a while after. Can you keep up the guard bit, if we do?”
He sighed smoke. “I’ll try. It’s not policy, but I’ll do my best. If you have to go the private security route, I’ll go hafsies with you.”
That made me laugh, and so did he. We sounded like a couple of kids.
I grinned. “I appreciate that, buddy.”
“You get some decent leads from Dan Litvak?”
“I did. Thanks.”
“This may not be anything,” Pat said with a frown, “but there was an armored car robbery in Phoenix a few months before Rainer Miller got mugged and killed.”
“Think I read about that score.”
“Couple mil involved. It was the kind of heist that had Rhino’s fingerprints all over it.”
“Literally?”
“Figuratively, I’m afraid.”
He got up, slapped his hat on and buttoned his topcoat. “Look, uh… I am glad. To have you back to, well, what passes for normal, in your case. Yeah, I said glad. Just don’t let it get around.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll keep it to myself. I have a bad reputation to maintain.”
He laughed and waved and went out. But I could see he was worried, too. Trouble for Velda’s mother was trouble for Velda, and neither of us wanted that.
***
Out-of-towners hear the word Bellevue and they think of one great big psychiatric ward, a snake pit with hot-and-cold-running shock therapy. But Manhattanites know Bellevue is where you can get the best treatment money can buy but also as a place where emergency patients and the uninsured can catch a break—the people in a restaurant kitchen making your food, others washing your dishes, illegal nannies looking after your kids, somebody next to you on the subway coughing, somebody, anybody, who got run down by a car. Walk in the lobby and hear all kinds of different languages—it’s the melting pot theory in action. You’ll see what Bellevue means to New York City and, anyway, who isn’t nuts these days?
I caught up with Dr. Lawrence Snyder just down the hall from Mrs. Sterling’s room—she was out of Intensive Care now, but in a private room—and got a quick update.
The slender medic in the black-rimmed glasses was nodding in response to my first question. “Two weeks is about right. We like to get them started on physical therapy here and then they can pick it back up on the outside.”
“Sounds like you’re letting somebody out of prison.”
He flashed a smile. “Well, after two weeks most patients feel that way. It’s a funny thing—this kind of care is something you wrap around yourself at first, but before long… well, you know how it goes.”
“Yeah, you can only eat so much Jello.”
A chuckle. “It’s our secret plan to free up beds.”
He gestured with his clipboard down toward the room, outside of which a uniformed cop sat on a chair.
“She’s sleeping now,” Snyder said, “but you can go on in. Velda’s a rock. Been there for hours. I think she’d do a twenty-four shift if we let her.”
“Thanks, Larry.”
“No trouble.”
I paused to stop and talk to the cop on the door. I knew him a little—Enrique Hernandez—and a good choice by Pat. He was former military with Korean service and last year had gone in blazing to rescue a half dozen employees in a bank robbery stand-off.
“Any sign of trouble, Rick?”
He got on his feet when he saw me. Told you—ex-military. “Nothing yet.”
I liked that—“yet.”
“You’re one of three shifts?” I asked.
“Correct.”
“Who are the other two?”
He gave me the names and I knew them both. Like Hernandez, they were good picks for this duty.
I put a hand on his shoulder. “That’s my girl’s mom in there they tried to run down. I’m counting on you.”
“You got it, Mike.”
I went in. Velda was seated in a straight-back chair on the near side of the bed. Mrs. Sterling’s color was good and she seemed to be resting comfortably. Hearing me come in, Velda rose and came over quickly for an embrace. She was in a pale blue silk blouse and dark slacks and high-heel boots—a simple ensemble that she turned into something memorable.
We kissed, as sweet as if we were on her family’s doorstep after the prom. And Mrs. Sterling had no objection. Of course, she was asleep, as Larry Snyder had advertised. A radio was on playing big band music softly, the heart monitor beeping in accidental rhythm with “Tangerine.”
“Step into my office,” I whispered.
“As the spider said to the fly?” she said with a smile.
We ducked into the bathroom.
I gave her a quick report on what Pat had shared with me about his lack of luck connecting Eddie Carbo to Rhino Massey. The story that needed telling did not seem to be in New York City or over in New Jersey, either.
“Go west young man,” I said.
“You got your ticket?” she asked.
“Yeah, morning flight out of Idlewild. First thing tomorrow.”
Velda squeezed my arm with unmistakable urgency. “Take me with you.”
“No. No way, doll. You need to be here.”
She shook her head, black arcs of it swinging. “Mom’s doing fine. The doctors here are tops, and she’ll be in physical therapy by the end of the week. Mike, she’s mostly sleeping. I want to help.”
“You are helping.”
She frowned in frustration. “I’m not really needed here. Not anymore. I want you to buy me a ticket on the same flight. I want to go out there with you.”
I patted the air with a palm. “Keep your voice down, baby.”
The big dark brown eyes looked at me hard and unblinking. “Somebody tried to kill my mother. Damnit, Mike, I want to find out who put this in motion and I want to do something about it. You if anybody should know how I feel.”
I jerked a thumb at my chest. “And with me on the case, sugar, you can count on a satisfying outcome.”
She put a hand on my cheek; it was cool and warm at once—how did she do that?
“Sweetheart,” she said. Softly. Coming into my arms and staring up at me. “I spent seven years away dealing with some of the nastiest bastards the KGB could throw in my path. I’m more than up to this task. You, on the other hand…”
I drew her closer, anger rising. “You mean I just crawled out of the gutter? You’re saying I’m not up to it? I’m still Mike Hammer, baby. I am ready, willing and able to show you just how up to this fucking task I am.”
“Maybe you are. Up to the task…”
She backed away just a little, out of my embrace. The eyes softened. Her whole face softened. Then she unbuttoned the top button of the pale blue silk blouse, which was already working overtime restraining the thrust of those full breasts.
“Stop that,” I said.
She undid the next button.
“I mean it,” I whispered.
She undid the next button.
“Have you no shame?” I said. “Your mother’s in the next room.”
She undid the next button… the next…
My laugh tried to be harsh. “You think bribery’s going to work with me?”
She slipped out of the blouse. Dropped it like a little parachute on the nearby toilet lid, where it puddled, looking as helpless as I felt.
“Put that back on,” I said.
She had on a lacy transparent slip of a bra, something she’d likely sent for from Frederick’s of Hollywood. She undid it and it fell off but she caught it like a pop fly and flipped it onto the pile of silk nearby.
“Stop that,” I said.
One eyebrow, already arching, arched some more. “What are you going to do about it?”
Her hands were on her hips now. Her legs defiantly apart. Like a super heroine. All she lacked was the cape. Like a Viking gal. All she needed was the horny helmet.
“Do you really,” she said, “want to go to Arizona by yourself? I don’t think so. Check into some motel room all by your lonesome? You have any idea how lonely an Arizona night can be? Prairie dogs howling and tumbleweed tumbling?”
What was it about a beautiful busty woman in slacks and no shirt? Breasts thrust out, nipples erect and cotton-candy pink, belly tucked in, waist as small as the hips were wide, a statuesque female half-naked, half-clothed, beautiful black hair brushing ebony shoulders, and a lush red lipsticked smile that taunted and teased and yet
offered… and
demanded…
“Damnit,” I said.
…and
I took her into my arms and kissed that mouth, warm, almost hot, clutched her to me like she was life itself, her breasts pressed against me, her arms trying to pull me inside her and make one carnal creature out of us.
“What are you two doing in there?” Mrs. Sterling called out.
Velda and I drew apart, looking at each other, sharing a gulp, and I said, “Nothing, Mrs. Sterling! Just needed to, uh, catch up and, uh… didn’t want to disturb you!”
By then Velda was back in the skimpy bra and the pale blue silk blouse, which she tucked back into her dark slacks, and we both swallowed, and looked at each other. Velda nodded embarrassedly toward the door.
I pointed down to myself. Whispered, “I need a minute.”
Velda called, “Just a second, Mom! Getting a glass of water!”
She ran some water, filled a glass, drank, set it down, and I was in a presentable state now, so we went out.
Mrs. Sterling was sitting up. “What is going on here? Are you talking about me behind my back?”
Velda went over and took an extra pillow, plumped it, and put it behind her mother’s head. “Mike and I were just talking, Mom. He’s going off to Arizona for work for a while, and—”
“I have heard more,” her mother said, “and seen more these last few days than you think I have, Velda Sterling. If Michael’s going to Arizona it’s because he’s chasing a, what, clue of some kind. Something to do with what happened.”
“What happened?” Velda said, innocently. She was resuming her chair near the bed. I stood behind her, a hand on one of her shoulders, like I was trying to keep her from floating away.
“I graduated high school,” Mrs. Sterling said.
“Congratulations,” I said.
Had that Chevy knocked her into senility?
“What I mean to say,” the older woman said, firmly, “is I can add two and two and come up with four… now and then, five. I told you the story of my ex, Rhino Massey. Now why don’t you tell me the story of why someone from that world tried to kill me.”
Velda looked back at me wide-eyed and I let out some air, then fetched a chair and pulled up next to her.
“You have a right,” I said, “to know what’s going on.”
And I told her everything we knew, and had surmised, although admittedly it was not much. But I got across the most important part.
“That car was aimed at you,” I said, “like a gun. That was my impression, and witnesses better positioned to see the approach of the vehicle confirm that. And, as I say, the driver was a suspected vehicular homicide specialist.”
“Someone,” Mrs. Sterling said, “who kills with a car.”
“Killed,” I corrected. “He died at the scene.”
“Did you kill him, Mike?”
Velda’s mom knew me pretty well.
“No,” I said. “I didn’t have to.”
She took a breath and let it out slow. Then: “So you are going to go to Arizona,” she said, “tomorrow. And try to see what became of my former live-in lover.”
Velda looked uncomfortable suddenly.
“Yes,” I said. “Like I say, I have several leads. We’ll find out what’s really going on, and I’ll do something about it.”
Mrs. Sterling’s eyes bore in on her daughter. “Velda? Are you going with him?”
“Mike doesn’t want me to,” she said.
“What do you want, dear?”
Velda shifted in the chair. “Well… I think they’re taking care of you very well here at Bellevue. I’d stay in touch, of course. But I feel I could step away for a week or so.”
A curt nod. “I agree.”
“You do?”
Mrs. Sterling pointed vaguely toward the door. “Go with Mike to Arizona. Find out who’s behind this, and do something about it.”
I said, “Mrs. Sterling, I can’t allow that.”
The old woman frowned at me. “Who put you in charge? I’m the victim here! My daughter’s going and that’s all there is to it. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get a little sleep.”



CHAPTER FOUR
Phoenix was growing—you could see it clearly from the air. I’d been here on a job ten years back, when its population was under 100,000. Now it was knocking on the collective door of half a million people, a reluctant spread-out big city where you better have a car, where the downtown boasted occasional high-rises like monuments to the future looming over a single-story small-town present. What hadn’t changed were the mountains raggedly ringing its desert flatness and the rocky, scrubby stretches that provided an otherworldly border, interrupted by suburbs and subdivisions. It was like an atomic bomb test blew up a mid-sized Midwestern city and dropped it largely unharmed if somewhat disorganized onto this desolate landscape.
Flight 407 from Idlewild got into Phoenix’s Sky Harbor Airport at 10:35 a.m. Velda and I were the first ones off the plane, and caught coffee and breakfast in the East Terminal, where a stunning new three-panel mural was on display, a colorful bird rising over a depiction of the Old West, the Air Age and the Space Age.
Then we collected our bags—one each, filled with vacation clothes so we’d fit in with both tourists and natives. We arrived dressed for winter in Manhattan, which I knew was fine for now because it would be cool in the morning in Arizona. Later it might get into the seventies, even eighties.
I rented us a yellow Mustang convertible and soon Velda was snug in her bucket seat beside me.
“Where are we headed, soldier?” she asked.
“Adams Hotel. I reserved a room.”
Her dark hair whipped in the wind the Mustang was churning up. “Sounds like you know the town.”
“Not that well. But I like the Adams. Speaking of soldiers, they had a policy during the war that servicemen stayed free.”
“You should have worn your uniform.”
I grinned at her. “Back toward the end of the war, some German POWs busted outa their camp near here and one Nazi nut took a rather liberal interpretation of that patriotic policy.”
“Oh?”
I nodded. “He was picked up relaxing in the Adams lobby. Probably reading Mein Kampf.”
She laughed and so did I.
It was a quick ride to the five-story Mission Revival-style hotel at Central Avenue and Adams Street. After parking in the hotel garage, we made our way to the lobby, where Velda attracted more eyes than an ophthalmologist. At the desk I upgraded my single room to a two-bedroom suite “for my sister and myself.”
As the bellboy carried our bags onto the elevator, Velda whispered wryly, “The lengths you go to not to sign the register ‘Mr. and Mrs.’”
“They got laws in this state.”
“Yeah, and I bet we break our share, even without leaving this hotel.”
We freshened up and changed into our touristy threads. I was in a polo shirt and yellow slim-fit trousers, an ensemble that could get you shot in Times Square, but Velda would get wolf whistles anywhere in that yellow-and-brown striped mini-dress. We both wore Ray-Bans, but hers were orange-framed.
“Like it?” she asked, gesturing to her curvy goodness.
“You terrify me, doll. You should have to get a license to go around with a shape like that.”
“Well, they peddle licenses at City Hall. Then you’d only have to pay for a single room.”
I knew better than to respond to that one.
Roger Fain’s address put him near the Arizona State Fairgrounds, a ten-minute ride north and a pleasant one, with the Mustang cutting us a breeze through the humidity-free climate. Freeway driving hadn’t taken on here yet—only a baby one, Black Canyon, had got past the City Fathers so far—but the surface streets were wide and unclogged.
Fain turned out to live at a motel with a strip mall on one side and a full-service gas station on the other, advertising “Mechanic on Duty” under a rocket-ship neon. I’d called from the hotel so the reporter was expecting us. He met us at his door, Rm 8, but he hadn’t spruced up.
An anonymous medium-sized guy in his forties, he had the kind of regular, nondescript features you could forget the moment he was gone. His gray suit looked slept-in, his navy tie was unloosened, and he hadn’t got around to shaving. At least he’d tended to his comb-over, the dark graying strands doing their best. Like Dan Litvak, this was another newshound designed to blend into the woodwork.
But he was friendly enough, smiling, saying, “Mike Hammer. I remember you from the headlines. Didn’t you die?”
That was a joke so I gave him one in return: “Couple of times. This is Velda Sterling, my secretary.”
He goggled shamelessly at her. “You really know how to travel.”
We were still on his doorstep, among the parked cars outside of rooms that probably rented by the hour. He glommed us up and down. “Looks like you’re heading for a damn golf course or something.”
The way he was staring at Velda I figured he would like to see her bend over and try a putt in that mini-dress.
I said, “Just trying to fit in with the locals and vacationers.”
“Well… you’re makin’ it. You don’t look like a private eye in those threads. Nobody’ll shoot you on first glance.”
“Good to hear.”
“Come in, come in!”
He held the door open for us and we squeezed by. He enjoyed Velda’s passage a little more than I liked.
It was a motel room, all right. A portable typewriter sat on the mirrored dresser. A small TV on a stand. A suitcase open on a rack with whatever wardrobe wasn’t hanging in the closet. A mini-fridge against the wall near where the bathroom door stood open.
He was watching us taking in his digs and shrugged and said, “What can I say? All those years with the AP, I got used to living out of a suitcase. Got spoiled havin’ maid service and clean sheets. The old gal who runs the place is a friend from way back. I’m only one of three residents. Rest are transient and tourist and what-the-hell-have-you. Beer, either of you?”
He gestured to the little refrigerator.
We said no thank you.
“Mind if I…?”
Not at all, we said.
He came back with a bottle of A-1 Beer, a local Arizona brew that was pretty good. I almost had second thoughts, but I hadn’t broken it to Velda yet that I was drinking again. She didn’t understand that my descent into the gutter had been driven not by thirst but guilt and grief.
Our host found a couple of chairs for us and set them up for him to face his guests while he sat on the edge of the bed.
“So,” he said, beer in hand like he was in the stands at a baseball game, “what’s my ol’ pal Danny Litvak up to now? You working a job for him?”
“No, he was just referring me to you. Didn’t he call you?”
“Yeah, few days ago. Just said you’d come around and I should help you out. Might be a scoop in it for me, he said.”
“There might at that.”
He took another pull from the bottle. “Took me a while before I remembered who you were.”
“Who I used to be, you mean?”
“Hey, everybody catches a bad break now and then. So. What can I do you for?”
“Seems I’m not the only guy who died a couple of times.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. Rhino Massey. He got murdered in New York back in 1950. And rumor has it he died again not long ago, right here in Phoenix.”
He swallowed and no beer was involved. “This is a very mobbed-up town, Hammer. I can get in trouble if I write the wrong story, if you know what I mean.”
“This story is a very old one. And I have it on good authority, sound authority, it doesn’t tie in with any current mob activity. Now, I’m no expert on the Phoenix wise guy front. But you can straighten me out on that if need be.”
“Okay. Okay.” Now he gulped some more A-1. “Nobody named Rhino Massey died here a couple months ago. But somebody named Rainer Miller did.”
“Kind of similar.”
Velda said, “People who assume aliases often retain their initials and, sometimes, a similar sound, cadence, to the name they left behind.”
Fain shrugged. “You aren’t wrong, honey.”
“What do you know,” I said, “about Dreamland Park?”
He tasted his tongue; he didn’t seem to like it as well as that local brew. Then he said, “I know what I’m allowed to. I know it’s a Sun City-type retirement village at the foot of Camelback Mountain. West of town, not far. Ten minutes from downtown.”
Seemed like wherever you were in this city, you were ten minutes from there.
“Dates back to the days of the Dreamland Ballroom,” Fain said. “Lots of the bigtime big bands played there in the ’30s and ’40s, and rock ’n’ rollers in the ’50s. Got long in the tooth and closed down by ’58, but Phoenix old-timers have a soft spot for the place. This retirement village was built up around it.”
I squinted at that news. “Around an old ballroom?”
“Yep. It sits in the middle of the town square, remodeled, refurbished, and it’s where most of the retirees go for entertainment, Friday evenings.”
“Nice place,” I asked, “this Dreamland Park?”
His expression was hard to read. “Yeah, but it’s, uh… restricted. Oh, not that way. There’s plenty of Jewish residents.”
“But more… Italian ones?”
“Might say so. Certain business types are open-minded when it comes to welcoming other, uh, ethnicities. Irish, Polack, you name it.”
I said, “I’ll take that beer.”
He swallowed, nodded, got up, went to his little refrigerator and got me an A-1.
Velda frowned at me as I was poised to sip and I said, “You know me, doll—everything in moderation. Trust me?”
She sighed, then smiled a little. “Always.”
I had the sip. Not bad at all—a little bitter at the end. But then so is life.
“What became,” I asked lightly, “of Rainer Miller?”
“Two months or so ago he died of an apparent heart attack. He was a big man, three hundred pounds anyway. Apparently, the gluttony caught up with him. Of course, he wasn’t young.”
“Nothing suspicious about it?”
His eyes slitted. “I wouldn’t go that far. He turned up in an alley off Central, middle of downtown. Roughed up a little. Mugging is the assumption. Guess his ticker wasn’t up to the excitement.”
“So Rainer Miller died. How did word get out he was really Rhino Massey?”
He flipped a hand. “It just got out somehow. There was even an obit, listing him as a ‘Phoenix area resident.’ His brother, who came back from out east, identified him. So did his doctor—a Dr. Isaac?”
I about fell off my chair. “Isaac was Rhino’s doctor back in New York, years ago!”
Fain nodded. “Yeah, that’s no secret. He came out here to semi-retire—pretty well-respected heart specialist, I understand. Not a Dreamland Park resident, though. Also, Rhino’s nurse ID’ed the corpulent corpse. A Minnie something.”
“Isaac’s nurse?”
“No, Rainer’s. Or Rhino’s, or whoever-the-hell.”
Velda asked, “Why was he attended by a nurse?”
“I don’t know why. That didn’t come out.”
I asked, “What about where ‘Rainer’ lived? Apparently, it was somewhere here in the Phoenix area.”
I knew the answer of course.
“Somewhere in Dreamland Park,” the reporter confirmed with a shrug. “Isn’t that why we’re talking about it? You’re a little young to retire, aren’t you, Mike?”
I ignored that. “You weren’t able to find out where in Dreamland Park? An address within the village?”
He made a face. “The, uh, Dreamland Park residents are a tight-knit, tight-lipped community. They don’t like answering questions. At least not from a crime beat reporter. And, anyway, the feds swooped in and put the lid on.”
Velda asked, “If Dreamland Park is a ‘hands off’ kind of place, what made you go around asking questions about the death of one of their fellow residents?”
His beer bottle was empty. He sat thinking for a while—whether he was weighing Velda’s question or considering going after another beer, I couldn’t tell you. But he did, finally, go after a second bottle.
And then came back and took a run at Velda’s query.
“Two unusual things,” Fain said. Another beer or not, he seemed very sober. “First, Dreamland Park has a lot of things any well-fixed retirement subdivision would have. It’s not prison—the residents can sign out and go to a shopping mall if they like, or a nice restaurant or a movie. And the Park doesn’t have any churches. The Dreamland crowd has to go into town, or one of the suburbs, if they’re in the mood for religion. But there is a mortuary.”
“People go to places like Dreamland Park,” I said, “to die… comfortably, but to die.”
“Yeah, well, it’s a Last Act kind of place, all right. So, while church is an off-site affair, funerals are always at the Dreamland Park mortuary. Except this one wasn’t. It wasn’t at a church, either. Rainer’s send-off was at a Phoenix funeral home. Don’t bother going around there asking questions.”
“Why?”
“Ownership just changed hands. And, anyway, maybe there’s no special reason why Miller’s people—his brother and Rainer’s nurse—held the ritual at this Phoenix mortuary. But that’s what attracted my attention.”
“The facility?”
“No! It was the mourners—there was more to be said about them than the deceased, whose obit gave his background as the grocery business back in the Midwest someplace.”
“What about the mourners?”
His smile was amused but unsettled. “They represented some of the finest mobs in America. There was enough muscle to start a war. And enough moneyed mourners to start their own country.”
I was on the edge of my seat again; Velda, too. “Was there trouble at the service? Before? After?”
He shook his head, firmly. “None that I saw. None that I heard of.”
“Had you expected any? Crime beat guy that you are?”
“You might think there would be.” He looked at me strangely. “You could almost taste the nervous tension, yet everything seemed to be under control. The calming factor seemed to be the big-time mouthpieces on every side. The capos were from all over—Boston, Milwaukee, Chicago, lots of East Coast representation from the Six New York Families to names from all around our fair nation like Blesco, Stadley, Hymie Cohen, Lippo the Lip.”
Velda asked, “Open casket?”
“Open casket. And all the mourners took a good long look. To see what they came to see.”
“What did they see?”
“A dead fat guy who looked much the same as the Rhino of old, despite some plastic surgery his brother said he had.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “Nobody went to Miller’s house after for pie and coffee. Nobody set a damn foot in or on Dreamland Park.”
“That’s right. Can I go off the record?”
I had to grin at him. “A reporter asking to go off the record? That’s a new one.”
His expression was grave. “But necessary. It’s like… like they all know what Dreamland Park is about. That they knew that’s where all the rats live. But they’d have to declare war on the feds, I mean really go to war, if they didn’t keep hands off. I mean, in a way Dreamland Park, day passes or not, is a kind of benign prison.”
“And who can say?” I said with a shrug. “Maybe some of ’em figure the time might come when they could use Dreamland Park to retire in themselves.”
“Or,” Velda said, thoughtfully, “they don’t know. Rainer Miller left instructions for his funeral to be held in Phoenix. And you say no one was invited to the home, after?”
“No. A reception was held at the Westward Ho hotel, in the Turquoise Room, paid for by one of the mob bosses. The burial itself was private—right there in Dreamland Park.”
Velda cocked her head. “Dreamland has its own cemetery?”
“It does. Which is an interesting coincidence.”
“What is?” I asked.
“Miller ran it. It was his business. Many of the residents own and even operate businesses at Dreamland Park. It’s a gated community, and a certain number of non-residents come in to work in the town square restaurants and shops. But the owners are Park residents. And the cemetery, that’s adjacent to Miller’s home. This brother of his is, I understand, the caretaker.”
“None of this made the national news,” I said. “Yet it was virtually a second Appalachian summit meeting.”
He nodded. “The feds really clamped down. Those mobsters were gone by morning. You want to know something interesting?”
Like this had all been dull stuff.
“Sure,” I said.
Fain leaned forward, hands folded in his lap. “I did my reporter thing, as much as possible, with the feds blanketing the affair. Got my hands on the funeral home’s guest book. In attendance, there were probably fifteen mob guys including bodyguards, then the nurse and the brother and maybe two or three other Dreamland Park acquaintances.”
“Yeah?” I said.
“The only signature in the book was the brother’s. Nobody else signed in. And no pages were torn out.”
Velda and I exchanged glances.
The reporter said, “I made a freedom-of-the-press stink and got past the armed guards at the Dreamland gate… took three tries but I finally made enough trouble that I was granted entry. I saw where Miller had lived, I saw where he was buried. But that brother and nurse were tighter-lipped than a tick after a blood lunch. Rhino’s protection stayed with him right to the end—that nurse was like a mother hen.”
“Did you know her?”
“Nope. Didn’t want to, either. She’s a nasty old bitch.” He gave Velda a look that meant to be flattering and was downright lascivious. “It’s not that I’m a woman hater or anything. But this one threw a vase at me when she figured I’d asked enough questions. So, Mike. Are we getting anywhere?”
“Making some headway. Takes time—the pieces of this thing are scattered all over the place. Do you have local contact info on Dr. Isaac, who identified Rhino’s body?”
“Another dead-end, I’m afraid. Isaac was killed in a highway accident last month.”
Velda and I glanced at each other again—another
intentional vehicular homicide? Another convenient coincidence?
As it all sank in, I had an empty feeling in my gut. It was the old game of three steps forward, two steps back.
“Isaac and another old doc were coming back from a fishing trip,” Fain was saying, “and went off the edge of the road. Rolled a ways and burned like a bonfire. Front seat floor was littered with scorched empty beer cans.”
I asked, “Who was the other doctor?”
“Lloyd Royal. Local.”
“You wouldn’t know where Isaac’s effects might be located?”
Fain didn’t have to think about that. “He shared an office with Mort Cooper. Another old boy. You might ask him. I got a city directory here—let me check that for you.”
He fetched the book, taking the opportunity to grab yet another A-1 Beer. Then sat back down on the bed, setting the beer on his nightstand, and thumbed through till he found Cooper, then jotted the address down on a match cover and handed it to me.
I nodded at Velda and we both rose. I thanked our host and promised to say hello to Dan and the AP boys back home. I told him I’d get back to him if I needed anything more and he walked us outside. He trailed, his eyes following Velda’s sway in the yellow-and-brown mini-dress as she made her way to the rider’s-side door of the Mustang, pausing to put on the orange-rimmed Ray-Bans. He looked like a mutt hoping for a table scrap.
“What good is a motel room,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder, “if all you use it for is work and drinking beer?”



CHAPTER FIVE
Getting acclimated to the Phoenix downtown, ten years after my previous visit, didn’t take long. The Miracle Mile, that crowded corridor on East McDowell between 12th and 18th Streets, hadn’t changed much—still home, of course, to the lushly landscaped Good Samaritan Hospital, whose unlikely neighbor was a cluttered commercial stretch of shops, taverns, movie houses, car dealerships and restaurants. As ever, the Valley National Bank’s bird-winged neon sign revolved atop the Professional Building; but the world was changing, the malls and shopping strips taking over, with legendary retailers like Penney’s, Woolworth’s and Walgreens hanging on while Goldwater’s department store had already made the move.
Dr. Mort Cooper’s office was not part of Good Samaritan Hospital’s highly professional campus. It was a walk-up over a pawn shop next to Johnny’s Records in the One Hundred block of North First Street. We got lucky and snagged a parking place for the Mustang just across the way.
The middle door in the row of pebbled-glass and ancient-woodwork offices said:
Dr. Morton Cooper, M.D.
Family Practice
The space between the doctor and his designation likely once had accommodated another name, presumably Isaac’s, a theory backed up by a few scratchy black remains of scraped letters. Lawyers were on either side of Cooper, convenient should a malpractice accusation come along.
From behind the door’s opaque glass panel came the muffled sound of human speech. Velda looked at me and I looked at her and we shared shrugs. I knocked.
“It’s open!” came a gruff voice.
We went in. It was single medium-sized room, no receptionist. At right was an examination table, a sink, a folded screen, and a counter of medical supplies with a medicine cabinet above, all overseen by a skeleton on a corner stand. It grinned at us. At left was a scarred wooden desk, the wall behind which bore some metal file cabinets and in front of which waited two patient chairs. Behind the desk with his stockinged feet up on it was a small, skinny old boy in a white lab coat and black pants, arms folded. A cigarette drooped from thin lips in a face almost as skeletal as his friend on the stand across the room. A take-out cup of half-drunk coffee was on the desk. He—the doc, not the skeleton—was watching a soap opera on a small TV on a stand by the half-open window next to the desk. The actors in the soap were dressed as doctors and nurses and something important was going on.
“I’m on my break,” he said, as crusty as a scabbed-over wound that wouldn’t heal. He traded his smoke for a sip of coffee, set the latter back on the desktop, then returned to the former. “Come back in fifteen minutes. I never miss The Doctors.”
Other than this TV program, the wizened little man had obviously long since lost his appreciation for the practice of medicine. Maybe he’d retained an interest in money.
I put two twenty-dollar bills on the desk next to his stockinged feet—no holes in the socks, at least. He eyed the bills, slid his dogs off the desk and leaned over to turn the sound way down on the TV, letting the picture play. He eyed Velda in a clinical manner.
“Your lady friend’s procedure,” he said, “will cost you another sixty, ten more payable now, the rest after. And thirty more, the day of, for the nurse I have to bring in.”
“We’re not here to get a rabbit pulled,” I said irritably, flashing a glance at a similarly annoyed Velda. “We’re after some information.”
“Asking me to violate patient confidentiality could get expensive, feller.”
We filled the client chairs.
I said, “What we’re after doesn’t have anything to do with doctor/patient confidentiality. We want a look at your partner Dr. Isaac’s files as they pertain to the late Rainer Miller.”
I had his attention now. He’d been bored with us, eyes drifting to his soap opera now and then, but that made the rheumy light blues go from lazily hooded to wide-open alert, and the cigarette pointed right at me from between parchment lips.
“Is that right,” he said noncommittally.
“Or perhaps,” I said, “the file was under the name ‘Rhino Massey.’”
The office got very quiet—the only sound came from the little TV, just the barest trace of the soap opera’s histrionics; that and some traffic noise.
“Some of my late associate’s patients back east,” he said, the gruffness gone but gravelly nonetheless, “were the kind who attracted nasty news coverage. But that kind of notoriety plays no role in a physician’s responsibility to his patient.”
“Certainly not.”
His cigarette bobbled as he spoke. “We doctors tend to address the physical side only. Occasionally the mental state of a patient comes into play. Morality, however, is not an issue.”
Not when you’re an abortionist over a pawn shop, anyway.
I said, “We can go up to a full hundred bucks. Hell, I’ll toss in another thirty for the nurse you won’t have to call. Just loan me the files for a while.”
His smile pulled the smoke up jauntily, as if it were in a holder and he were FDR. “I wish we could do business, young man. I surely do. Things have been slow. Had to let my girl go and move into this smaller office.”
Velda said, “A shame.”
I said, “Availability of birth control pills must be a drag on your market.”
His frown made the smoke droop now. “I don’t have anything for you. I’m not playing games or holding out or even afraid of anybody who might be… unhappy with me for going along with you. A few days after Dr. Isaac’s tragic death—nothing suspicious about that auto accident, to my knowledge—Rainer Miller’s brother, Joey, came back and collected the files.”
“Just the files pertaining to his brother?”
His nodding bled into his words. “Yes. Everything else was disposed of in the proper medical manner. All I can tell you about Dr. Isaac and Rainer Miller is that my office partner made regular house calls to that retirement community out by Camelback. I never saw Miller myself, not once. To my knowledge the man did not set foot in our office.”
He leaned back and had another sip of takeout coffee.
I frowned. “Are such house calls still common in this day and age?”
“Hardly. No other patient got that kind of attention from Dr. Isaac. And certainly not from me.”
“No idea what Isaac was treating him for?”
He gave that a few seconds of thought. He stubbed out his cigarette in a glass tray stamped with the caduceus and lighted up another one, a Tareyton filtertip. Doctor recommended. Better charcoal.
“Well,” Cooper said, “Dr. Isaac was a heart specialist. He worked hard to convince his patients to eat right and keep, or get, their weight down… and I understand the late Mr. Miller was on the heavy side. Isaac’s patients and mine had different concerns, so apart from sharing common quarters, we had little in common. Afraid that’s all I have for you.”
For his cooperation, I added another twenty to the little pile and we gave him our thanks and took our leave. He turned the TV back up and the end credits began to roll.
“Aw shit,” he said, as we went out.
* * *
On Adams Street near Central Avenue, we caught a late lunch at
The Flame
as the red-lettered sign on the flat white surface of the wide low-slung restaurant said. Its Jungle Room was a popular watering hole for city and state power brokers, its endless curving bar backed by a waterfall with rocks, ferns, moss, tropical birds, and a caged monkey called Yum Yum. The elegant, dimly lit lunch eatery featured linen-clothed tables-for-two and a uniformed male wait staff.
It was far enough past lunch hour for the spacious bar to be a ghost town, the politicos having dined and scurried back to their rat-holes. We split an order of the establishment’s pricey but delicious signature dish, a chicken brought to our table on a sword and set ablaze, causing the monkey to make noise that was either a protest or a request to join in. We ignored him.
Throughout lunch we discussed what we’d learned from Fain and then Dr. Cooper. It was all of interest but wasn’t adding up to anything yet.
“Our next stop,” Velda said, after touching a cloth napkin to her mouth, “is a dry-cleaning place?”
“That’s right,” I said, gnawing at a chicken leg. “Stephen Dupont owns it and lives above it. According to Dan Litvak, Dupont’s a good overall underworld contact for us in Phoenix. A bookie. We’ll get a little more fill-in from him before we check out Dreamland Park.”
A waiter in white-and-black livery was refilling our coffee. He was young with curly black hair, Dean Martin before the nose job. About to go, he paused and said, “Excuse me, sir. Madam. I don’t mean to eavesdrop… but is that Frenchy Dupont you mentioned? Who you were going to see?”
“Yes,” I said, not knowing whether to be irritated or interested. I settled for the latter: “Why?”
He nodded toward the street. “Well, that’s just a few blocks walk from here, close to my apartment. I… frankly, I did business with Frenchy regularly. The book he operated above the dry cleaners, it wasn’t much of a secret. He was pretty well liked around the neighborhood.”
“Operated? Liked? Why all the past tense?”
The waiter gestured with a thumb behind him. He leaned in. “We keep the radio on back in the kitchen. It was on the news.”
“What was?”
“Frenchy got himself killed. Doesn’t seem real. Really sweet guy. Happened just a little while ago.”
Velda gave an impulsive start of fear. “Oh, Mike…”
I said to the waiter, “What happened, kid?”
“Who knows? Like I said, it just came over the air. Nobody saw it happen, at least nobody that’s come forward so far.”
I left the guy a nice tip and we hoofed it to Dupont Dry Cleaning, as the big glass window said, getting slowed by the usual morbid crowd, swarming around the place. Two uniformed cops blocking the door stepped aside to let a pair of ambulance guys haul a filled body bag on a stretcher to the waiting rear maw of an ambulance in the street. Two more were working on getting the crowd back and clearing the area. I spotted up front a familiar face, a just as familiar slept-in gray suit, and a you’re-not-fooling-anybody comb-over: Roger Fain, reporter on the scene.
“Stay put, honey,” I told Velda, and worked my way through the gaping and gawking bystanders until I got to Fain.
“Let’s talk,” I said.
The ambulance went quickly off, lights flashing but no siren, encouraging the crowd to thin. The Romans in the stands got less interested when the Christian carnage had been cleared away.
He blinked, bringing me into focus. “Can it wait? I gotta call this in.” Then he gave me a hard look. “What are you doing here, anyway?”
“What are you doing here?”
“I asked you first, Hammer.” He dropped into a whisper. “This have something to do with that Rhino Massey business you came around about?”
“Oh, so now you do want to talk.”
“Screw you, Hammer,” he said, but when I took him by the arm and walked him back to where Velda was waiting, he didn’t bitch. A cop in the crowd was giving us the eye, while he did his cattle-herding bit, so Fain and I, Velda too, played it chummy, old friends that ran into each other. We kept the volume low.
“Okay, Hammer. What gives?”
I waved my thumb toward the building. “First you. What happened here?”
Fain’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “One shot in the back of the head from a .38 Special.”
“The cops can tell all that from the wound?”
He made a face. “Hell no. But the shooter left the gun behind.”
“A hit made to look a suicide?”
“No, it was tossed well away from the corpse. Just a rod that did its thing and got dumped.” He bobbed his head toward the dry-cleaning shop. “It happened in back with the machines going and the clothes on the racks helping absorb the sound. Nobody heard it. Nobody to hear it.”
Velda asked, “He was alone?”
He gave her a goofy smile; he was in love. “Hi, Miss Sterling.”
“Hi, Roger. Answer my question.”
He let some air out. “Every day Frenchy’d relieve the counterman for his lunch hour. That’s when Frenchy got it. The counter guy found the front of the place empty and went looking, and found his boss in back.”
I asked, “No witnesses?”
“Guy in the one-arm joint across the street saw a half dozen people go in during that time, but they all came out thinking the place seemed empty—counter unattended.”
I grunted something that wasn’t a laugh. “Somebody walked him back there at gunpoint and took him out.”
Fain’s eyebrows climbed toward his comb-over. “Would seem to be the case. Or Frenchy and the shooter knew each other, and the victim got drawn back there under false pretenses. Several customers left bundles of clothes with the names and addresses attached.”
“That’ll weed a few suspects out, but it won’t lead anywhere.”
Fain came up with half a smirk. “No. It’s a pretty neat job.”
“Yeah. The cleaner gets taken to the cleaners. Can you get me in there?”
The reporter goggled at me. “At the crime scene? Are you kidding? You wanna raise a lot of questions about who you are and what you’re doing in town? Probably not. What do you think you’ll find out, anyway? The secret formula behind dry cleaning? Mike, the hit was downstairs.”
I frowned. “Yeah, but was his place upstairs tossed? That would be handy info, don’t you think? Can you worm your way into that place?”
He shrugged. “Now that the crowd’s cleared, sure.”
I leaned in, almost nose to nose with him. “You want to earn part of that scoop I waved at you?”
Another shrug. “Nothing’s free.”
“Go to it, then. Get inside and see what’s up. Meanwhile… where’s a phone I can use?”
He pointed. “Bar on the corner has a pay phone in back.”
“Come find us there.”
Velda and I went down to the appropriately named Corner Tavern and she used her charms to get a couple of bucks broken into change from a bartender who clearly liked girls in mini-dresses. Maybe in general.
She hovered while I tried Dan Litvak at the News. Not there. He might be at the Old Town Bar, I was told—as if I hadn’t already known that was the next place to try.
Dan was at the Old Town, all right.
“Mike Hammer, Dan.”
I held the mouthpiece sideways so Velda could listen along.
Dan asked, “What’s up, kid?”
I said, “Frenchy Dupont just bought it.”
“What!” It took a lot to excite a guy who worked the crime beat, but this news had done it. “Jesus, are you kidding me?”
“Somebody shot him in the head. In the back of his dry-cleaning joint. Looks like a mob hit.”
Dan sounded frantic. “Did you get to him? You didn’t lead somebody to that poor bastard, did you?”
“No. I called on Fain first. He’s at the crime scene right now, snooping for himself and me. Listen, Dan—I know you called Fain about this Massey thing, several days before I headed out here. But did you call Dupont, too?”
“Of course I did. He wouldn’t talk to anybody unless they came pretty well recommended. He’d heard of you and was impressed, but…”
“But what?”
The tavern’s jukebox was playing “Do You Want to Know a Secret” by one of these new British rock acts. And I did want to know.
Dan said, “He also heard you, uh…”
“Had turned into a goddamn lush?”
“Something like that. I assured him you were yourself again, which is not good news for some people. Anyway, I told him you’d be along and clued him in on the deal, so he could have something ready for you when you got there. He told me he’d see what he could dig up for you, but he didn’t sound too hopeful about it. He said Rhino Massey was very old news.”
Maybe. But we were starting to rack up fresh corpses, and now Frenchy was one of them.
“Mike, Fain was nosing into a major armored car heist in Phoenix. It was the kind of score Rhino was known for. Maybe that ‘mugging’ was his crew’s way of cutting him out.”
“Okay,” I said. “Thanks. Keep you posted.”
“Do that.”
We hung up.
Velda and I took stools at the bar. Velda ordered a Coke and I had a ginger ale just to keep her happy. She’d listened in enough for us to be able to discuss it.
She tossed the orange-rimmed sunglasses on the bar. Her expression was grave. “Somebody’s out ahead of us on this one, Mike.”
“Yeah. That much is obvious. Thing is, we don’t know enough yet to be dangerous. We’ve got Rhino Massey, dead for the second time, presumably really deceased for a change. We’ve got a hitman on wheels trying to take your mother out, a hitman not directly connected to any one mob, now deceased. And we’ve got Dreamland Park figuring in somehow. But not much else.”
Her lower lip was trembling. “I just want whoever tried to have my mother killed.”
I patted her hand. “That’s the goal. But what’s the game?”
Fain came in quickly, his face as rumpled as his suit. He climbed onto the stool next to me. “Well? You talk to Litvak?”
I nodded. “Frenchy was looking into the Massey thing for Dan to get something to give me, so I could get a jump on this thing. It looks like he found something. And it got him killed.”
“Well, that’s fucking vague. Excuse my French.” He rolled his eyes. “Excuse me, Frenchy.”
“Nothing vague about a bullet in the back of the head.”
“Nothing except the ‘why’ of it.” He shook his head. The bartender came over and Fain ordered a beer—they had A-1 on tap. Then to me he said, “Mike, I got in up there. Quick once-over was all I could wangle from my inside guy at Homicide.”
“Was that enough?”
His shrug was damn near a shudder. “I think so. Nice four-room bachelor’s pad. Hadn’t been shaken down. Not a thing out of place, much less tossed. Plenty of dough up there, box of betting slips undisturbed. That was a hit, Mike. Pure and simple. Well, simple.”
“You suppose we could backtrack on Frenchy? See what he’s been up to these last few days?”
His expression turned shrewd; he was almost whispering. “I know what he’s been up to. In addition to working this neighborhood, he has regular deliveries he makes—sixteen stops around Phoenix that get their clothes cleaned and pressed by the week… plus an additional weekly service, I’m thinking.”
I nodded. “Putting in bets and getting pay-offs on winners.”
“Bingo, buddy… and you don’t have to pay me off on that winner. I saw the list. My inside guy let me copy it down. The cops are going to be calling on every single customer on that list, checking them out, and we’ll be able to follow up. But my guess is that all the names—well, mostly ‘all’—will be legit. No sin beyond playing the horses.”
I sipped some ginger ale. “You’ve done well, Roger. I appreciate it.”
His grin was damn near goofy. “And I appreciate the five hundred bucks you’re going to give me.”
“Oh? Did you come up a winner?”
And now the grin vanished. “Not really. You put me on the spot, my friend. You didn’t mean to, but now that I see Frenchy got himself taken to the cleaners working for you, without even meeting your ass, I intend to take a vacation. Let others come to Phoenix for their getaways. I am going somewhere remote and unexciting until this shit blows the hell over.”
I didn’t argue with him. “There’s a bank up the street. I’ll cash a check and we’ll make it a grand. You’ve earned it.”
“Thank you, Mike.” He leaned out to get a better view of Velda. “You wouldn’t wanna come with me, would you, Miss Sterling?”
“Thank you for the thought,” she said, “but no.”
“Thought that counts,” he said with a shrug.
I said, “A question, first.”
Pleased by my response to his demand, he said, “An answer, if I can.”
“You said ‘mostly all’ on that list are legit. Who’s the odd man out?”
“That’s an easy answer,” he said. “A resident of Dreamland Park. Rainer Miller’s brother, Joey.”



CHAPTER SIX
Gaining entry to Dreamland Park had taken a little advance planning. First, Captain Pat Chambers of NYPD Homicide approached a contact at the Federal Bureau of Investigation, Manhattan office, who in turn dealt with the D.C. home base. Second, Arthur Rickerby, a spook whose intelligence agency was so obscure it didn’t have an acronym, made some calls, informing several key individuals that the blue-and-gold card with the embossed seal in a plastic window of my wallet was very real. This plastic card was a ticket superseding my private investigator’s license and even the need for a gun permit.
Of course, if I had wanted to sneak into Dreamland Park, it looked easy enough. I thought of the high stone walls the mob guys who lived in the New York and New Jersey countrysides hid behind and I was at first bewildered, and then amused, that a flimsy chain-link fence around the retirement community was the only barrier. How would this keep the barbarians on the other side of the gate?
But a more formidable barrier waited within—the little city in the desert was surrounded by rows of friendly-looking tract houses lining the outer streets of Dreamland Park, the domiciles of former police, FBI agents, firemen and assorted civil servants ranging from ex-Secret Service to retired IRS agents of the type who’d packed not pencils but pistols.
Not that the four hundred or so residents in the modest retirement community were entirely boxed in—there were bulges in the chain-link square. At the west lay a nine-hole par-three golf course; at the east a swimming pool; and north, with Camelback Mountain a looming backdrop, a cemetery, modest but with room for expansion.
A small reminder that this was not your typical self-contained housing development, even for a gated one, was the guardhouse where you drove up to find two armed guards in khakis, caps and sidearms doing the checking in. When we rolled up in our rental Mustang, Velda and I were asked to step out of our vehicle by two steely-eyed military types who had a look in our back seat, under our front seat, and inside our trunk, as well as in Velda’s purse. This greeting was just short of an assume-the-position frisk. My .45 and her .32 handguns were removed from the glove compartment for us to collect on our way out.
Thanks to the advance work of Chambers and Rickerby, our names were on the approved list and soon we were gliding into the idyllic world of Dreamland Park, where the streets were wide and the one-level ranch-style homes well-spaced from their neighbors.
The residents—mostly in their mid-fifties up and sporting sun-shielding hats and colorful clothing, Bermuda shorts on men and pedal pushers on gals—would be watering their cactus and yucca and shrubs and even grassy patches in mostly crushed-rock front yards. Some would be walking pets along the generous sidewalks, others traveling somewhere on a golf cart (apparently legal on the streets of Dreamland Park), almost always couples.
Velda and I, going slow in our convertible, would smile and nod and wave and usually get the same back, but now and then there was suspicion and sometimes expressions (on the males) that would seem to say, Is that Mike Hammer? And while they were wondering as much, maybe they were also trying to figure whether I’d be placed with the Bad Guy population or the Good Guy contingent guarding the fort.
Under this endless sky—so baby blue and nearly cloudless, so bright outdoors that sunglasses were a necessity, so dry an iced tea or lemonade or (better) cocktail needed to stay handy—was indeed an unlikely assemblage of Bad Guys. These were the bank robbers and panderers and drug dealers and prostitutes and torpedoes and mugs and thugs who had sold out their bosses, trading in their shabby omertà past for a happy here-and-now. The former lawmen who protected them were their friends now, or at least their friendly keepers. If they’d once themselves been loyal soldiers in a criminal army, they were currently committed to a grudge-free truce among former enemy combatants, spraying insecticide not bullets.
Each house had a touch of its own personality, but the overwhelming feeling was one of sameness. We traversed every street and worked our way to that town square I’d heard about, that Saturday Evening Post cover come to life. It was a little like Disneyland, only instead of replicating Uncle Walt’s turn-of-the-century America, this was Andy Hardy’s Carville right off the MGM lot, featuring everything from a drug store with soda fountain to John Wayne in a western at the Dreamland Bijou (it was just The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, not Stagecoach). Also on hand were a corner grocery, post office, dry goods store, café, steakhouse, Italian restaurant, barber shop, hardware store, jewelry shop, men’s apparel, women’s fashions, bakery, and more.
As promised, at the heart of the town square, where you might expect a grand old city hall or a band shell, was the two-story refurbished
DREAMLAND BALLROOM
as its presently unlighted neon sign over the double-entry doors said. The pale yellow stucco-faced structure, with its black-iron lattice work in rounded windows, had a Mediterranean-style Art Deco look, the concrete-and-steel building obviously dating to the mid-’30s when such things were in vogue—the kind of pseudo-exotic place that popped up in All-American towns twenty or thirty years ago to take the edge off their lack of sophistication.
The late Rainer Miller’s place, down its own lane, was a jarring aberration after all the tract housing, the sign you drove under saying
OX-HEAD RANCH
with “R. Miller” beneath it in the same chiseled script. We stopped the car on the gravel apron and climbed out, Velda putting her hands on her hips as her eyes swept the area, taking in the cluster of buildings behind the house. Off to the left was the cemetery, a modern Boot Hill climbing land that rose gently on its way to that hump-backed mountain that blotted out a sizeable share of the sky.
“What’s the story here?” she asked, eyebrows knit.
“No idea,” I admitted.
The main house was farm-style, two clapboard gable-roofed stories with an open front porch, unpretentious but not inexpensive. It dominated the gentle rise of ground, four barnwood satellite buildings in a half-moon arrangement behind it. A penned-off area had obviously been home, once upon a time, to cattle and/or horses. The only vehicle in sight was a well-used pickup truck parked near the steps up to the porch.
Velda was studying everything and I let her do that for a while.
Then I asked, “You okay, doll?”
She nodded. “So this is where my father lived.”
“For a while he did.”
She gave a slight shake of the head. “I don’t feel a thing.”
“Why should you?”
She sighed. “I thought I would. From the moment we got on the plane, I really thought I would.” She reached for my hand. “But there’s nothing at all.”
“You got nothing from him, either. Just remember that.”
“Oh I will,” she said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that he gave me life.”
I turned her to me. “He didn’t give you life. He gave your mom a few minutes for his own pleasure, and then she gave you years and years of actual love. That’s what made her your mother. Not some biological exercise. And it’s why he was your father only in the mechanical sense.”
She smiled, an enigma in orange-rimmed sunglasses. “Only you would put it that way.”
“Am I wrong?”
She kissed me. It lasted a while. And nothing enigmatic about it at all.
“I sure hope,” a reedy male voice said, “I’m not interrupting anything.”
He had a double-barreled shotgun in his arms and was pointing it our way as he came shuffling across the gravel, a shambling shell of a man, almost tall, swimming in a work shirt, jeans and boots. He had curiously pink skin for this land of the sun, tiny veins lacing his face, which seemed similarly loose. It was like a skull had been stuffed into a pouch of flesh, his creped throat moving as he spoke, a genuine turkey neck. But his dark brown eyes, like the double-barrel, were dangerous.
“If you confused this place for a dude ranch,” he said, a few feet from us now, “you folks are sadly mistaken.”
I already had my hands in the air, like a passenger who’d been made to climb out of a stagecoach by a road agent, but Velda’s hands were back on her hips. She didn’t scare easy.
I said, “We were hoping to talk to Joey Miller—Rainer Miller’s brother. Would you be him?”
He had the kind of rabbity twitch in his face you see on an old alcoholic trying to go cold turkey. “Let’s say I am. Who might you be?”
“My name’s Mike Hammer.”
He and the shotgun nodded at me. “I heard of you. I come from back east. And who’s this pretty thing?”
“My secretary. Velda Sterling.”
“Now we been introduced.” The double barrels of the shotgun had not lowered. “What’s the occasion for the pleasure of your company?”
Velda said, “You’re probably my uncle.”
He frowned at her, the dark eyes getting all but lost in sacs of flesh. “I don’t have any nieces, or nephews either, for that matter.”
“If you’re Rainer Miller’s brother, you do.” She was matter-of-fact, coldly so. “Rhino Massey was my father.”
Something vaguely human crossed his withered features and he finally lowered the weapon. “I don’t know anything about that. Rhino got around. Nothing to do with me. If you’re looking for a family reunion, you come to the wrong place.”
I gave him an easygoing smile and changed the subject. “So you’ve heard of me,” I said.
He and the shotgun nodded again. “I have, Hammer. You used to make the papers, and it wasn’t ’cause they named you Man of the Year or nothing. You’re a trigger-happy son of a bitch who dropped out of sight, and it’s kind of surprising to find you up and around and still breathing.”
I snatched the shotgun from his hands, broke it open and dumped the shells. He stepped back with a shudder and now you could see his eyes just fine, whites and all.
“If you heard of me,” I said, “you know I don’t let people point guns my way.”
He looked frightened as hell at that moment, shaking like Don Knotts, only not so funny.
I tossed the shotgun and it clattered on the gravel. “We’re not here for a family reunion,” I said. “We’d be happy to keep this friendly, but you seem to want it otherwise.”
His palms pushed at the air. “No! No. What are you after, anyway?”
“We’d just like to talk.”
He hadn’t lost the shakes. “Well, the feeling isn’t mutual. And I got nothing to do with my late brother’s peccadillos. Besides which, I don’t need no new family ties. So why don’t you two go find somewhere else to be?”
“Maybe you’d rather talk to the cops.”
That didn’t impress him. “What have I got to do with the cops?”
That rated a shrug. “I’m guessing you got a call earlier from them wanting to know if Frenchy Dupont had been around recently.”
“So what if I did?”
I kept it light. “Did they mention how Frenchy spent his lunch hour today?”
His smirk made a fold in the wrinkled flesh. “No. Somehow they never got around to that. How did Frenchy spend his lunch hour? I’m just dyin’ to hear.”
“Well, that’s what he did. Heard the sound of getting himself shot in the back of the head.”
Finally, our reluctant host was impressed. He wagged his head toward the farmhouse. “Uh, maybe… maybe you better come inside.”
We went through a door into the kitchen, a trip into thirty years ago, a modest space surprisingly tidy and well-maintained considering the shape our host was in. The bandy-legged stove and round-shouldered refrigerator were edged in green as was a metal Hoosier cabinet, which was echoed by the green-and-white checkerboard linoleum tile floor. The sink was free-standing and a table was porcelain-topped a similarly white-edged green. The only evidence we were indeed in the presence of a hard drinking man was the Hoosier’s counter displaying a row of decanters, all only partially full, some revealing wine, others harder stuff. Either way, this lush was apparently imbibing in style.
He gestured us to sit, asked, “Care for a nip?”
We declined, but Joey poured himself a stiff one from a decanter that, its stopper removed, sent the scent of whiskey into the air.
He joined us at the porcelain-topped table. While he was likely an internal wreck, he was clean shaven and generally well kept. Like this kitchen, there was the sense of a woman’s touch. An unseen woman.
I decided to take an indirect approach. Keep it cordial. I’d lobbed enough grenades already.
“What’s the story on this place, Joey?”
“Dreamland Park? I get the feeling you already got the gist of how that story goes. You know my brother wasn’t really Rainer Miller. That he was Rhino Massey, king of the institutional heist artists.”
That did sound fancier than goddamn thief.
“We know that,” I affirmed. “What we were wondering is… why doesn’t this house and its outbuildings fit in with the rest of this Sun City-type housing development?”
He had a gulp of the decanter fluid—which wasn’t wine. “You mean, why isn’t this just another little box made of ticky tacky?”
“Yeah. Looks more like the Old West.”
He shrugged. “Ox-Head Ranch pre-dates Dreamland Park by decades. Place is built on land my late brother owned under an assumed name. He invested out here with what he, uh, ‘earned’ back east. He had cattle up to a few years ago, but what little land he still controlled made that a losing proposition.”
Surprised, Velda said, “Rhino Massey sold the government the land Dreamland Park is built on?”
Joey’s eyebrows flicked up and down. “Well… not ‘sold’ exactly. ‘Confiscated’ is maybe the word. They had him on a hell of a tax rap.”
I folded my arms, leaned back in my kitchen chair. “And he traded them his acreage and some testimony for witness protection, including holding onto this property?”
“That’s right. He insisted on some business in the new little village that he could run. They gave him maintaining the mortuary, cemetery included. I think they meant it as kind of a sick joke, but he made a go of it. Dreamland Park’s about old people, and after all, old people always get around to dying, eventually.”
“Like your brother did,” I said. “You came out here from somewhere back east, did you, when he passed? To handle the funeral arrangements and all?”
He nodded, shrugged. “That’s right. I was his only living relative. I’d hadn’t seen him since he died the first time. I was, hell, man—overjoyed to see him again, to find out he was still alive. But dismayed to find him… dying. That damn ticker of his, y’know? Seeing that take him down was hard to take. Such a big, strong man. He got very sentimental, Rhino did, toward the end. We were closer than ever when he went.”
His hand went to his face, covering his eyes in embarrassment. The old boy didn’t like sharing that side of himself, it seemed, and he pushed his chair back with a chalkboard screech and got to his feet.
His shoulders were to us when he said, “You two sure you don’t want a snort?”
“We’re sure,” Velda said.
“Well, I could use a hair of the dog. Kinda overdid it last night.” He stumbled over and filled his glass from the same decanter.
He wasn’t fooling me any. I had been a lush too long myself not to know the signs—he wasn’t nursing a hangover… he was scared. Scared stiff.
“So,” I said, “Frenchy Dupont made regular weekly runs out here.”
“Yeah. Brought me my suits all fresh as a daisy.”
Velda asked, “Why do you need cleaned-and-pressed suits?”
“For over at the mortuary. I’m the one meets with the bereaved now. Help with the burial arrangements and so on.”
I said, “I figured you were the caretaker.”
“Like hell, Hammer! I own this place. Inherited it. My brother left me this spread, and his business, too… all on one condition: that I maintain his grave till I’m gone myself. Make sure nobody’s messed with his headstone, keep fresh flowers growing, check that his resting spot stays all nice and tidy.”
“No offense meant,” I said.
Maybe I didn’t sound sincere, because he was giving me as hard a look as those twitchy eyes could manage. Maybe it was something about the way I looked these days, since I’d traded the gutter for a gun. Maybe he discerned I saw something he didn’t want me to. That I sensed if his brother’s death had really been the heart attack a dead doctor proclaimed, brother Joey wouldn’t be on such an edge. And if anyone would look or smell like trouble to him, it was Mike Hammer coming around all of a sudden.
His second glass was empty now. His hands were busy, fingers rubbing against his palms. “So are we done? I explained to ya why Frenchy comes around—you wanna see the suits he brung the other day? They’re still in their plastic wrappers hanging in the front closet. You wanna see?”
“No thanks,” I said. “Of course, that wasn’t the only reason Frenchy came by ol’ Ox-Head Ranch, was it?”
He made a face. “No, he was my damn bookie! You mind keeping that to yourself? One of the rules at Dreamland Park is staying on the right side of the local laws, even the chickenshit ones.”
“Were you a winner this week, Joey?”
“I won twenty bucks. Hooray and God Bless America.”
“Is your brother really dead?”
That stopped him.
He got up and poured himself a third glass and sat back down; he had a sleepiness about him now. “He’s dead, all right. You wanna see where he lays? I saw him go in the ground myself. Hell, I supervised it. Took six big guys to lug him.”
Glass Number Three got gulped down and he flew to his feet, though when he landed it wasn’t terribly steady.
“This place is mine now,” he said. “All I got to do is keep the grave in shape. It’s legal and it’s mine. That’s the way Rhino wanted it and that’s the way I do it. Now, if that’s all you want to know, you got what you came for, so beat it.”
He held open the screen door for us but didn’t follow us out.
We were near the Mustang when I nodded toward the incline of the cemetery and said to Velda, “Let’s go up and take a look.”
“That’s nothing I need.”
“Let’s do it anyway.”
You had to hand one thing to Joey—he handled his caretaker work very well. The place was neat and orderly, the dirt over each grave raked regularly as if waiting for something to grow. The graves were mostly nothing special, just headstones with a name, date and some simple saying, “Beloved Father,” “Adored Son,” and so on. I did not recognize any names, so—and this was a little sad, despite my general hatred for gangsters—these loved ones seemed to be buried under their assumed Dreamland Park aliases.
Rhino Massey was Rainer Miller here, though the dates of birth and death looked right. “Beloved” was the only epitaph. Wildflowers swarmed the slightly oversize headstone, orange and yellow, accidentally matching Velda’s mini-dress.
I slipped my arm around her shoulder. “You feeling anything yet?”
“Not,” she said, “a damn thing.”
Joey’s eyes were on us in a window as we drove off under a blazing orange-and-yellow sunset.



CHAPTER SEVEN
The long and low one-story pink building on Central Avenue was a downtown fixture in Phoenix, the exterior claim of its green-lettered, yellow back-lit sign no idle boast:
DURANT’S COCKTAILS AND FINE FOODS
Those in the know, which included me, went in the red-canopied rear exit off the large parking lot and greeted the kitchen staff on the way to the dining room, getting friendly waves in return.
Velda and I were ensconced in a plush red-leather tufted banquette, dim lighting setting the proper mood. The scarlet flocked-velvet walls bore framed black-and-white photos of Hollywood guests and sports figures, vintage shots of local celebs here in the restaurant, and occasional oil paintings of the owner’s bulldog, Humble. Oversize decorative floral arrangements were spotted around the busy dining room, as if a wedding party were expected. From a red-tuxedo-vested waiter, who looked like he’d been on duty since the place opened in 1950, we ordered a T-bone for me and a Caesar salad for Velda.
“I keep thinking,” Velda said, over her pre-supper Manhattan, “the Clan’s going to walk in any second.”
Not the Ku Klux—Sinatra and his Rat Pack.
“Or maybe,” I said, “a clutch of gangsters. This place is known for catering to all the Phoenix power players, legit and otherwise.”
We were working on a relish tray—carrots, celery, green onions, and black olives served over ice. Too bad these old-fashioned steakhouses seemed on the way out.
A well-tanned gent with white hair and matching mustache, sharply casual in an alpaca sports coat with tie-less open-collar shirt and dark slacks, stopped by our booth and leaned against the edge of the booth’s backing. He wore glasses with clear plastic frames, though his smile was genuine enough; but something about those light blue eyes seemed troubled.
“Can that be Mike Hammer?”
“It can and is.”
His grin was emphasized by the white mustache. “You kind of fell by the wayside there for a while, old friend. What brings you back to Phoenix after, what? A decade?”
I gestured to the lovely woman next to me. “My secretary here—she’s also my partner, a fully licensed private investigator, so watch your manners—is enjoying a well-deserved vacation. And I’m helping her do it. Velda Sterling, Jack Durant.”
“Miss Sterling,” the restaurant’s owner said with a nod and respectful smile. “Could I have a word, Mike?”
“Sure.”
I exited the booth and we found a quiet corner.
“I’m not as tied in as I once was,” Jack said, “but I heard a rumble about you.”
“Oh?”
Those eyes, as light blue as the Arizona sky, narrowed behind the clear-framed glasses. “Rumor is you’re not in town on vacation. That you’re looking into something that certain people don’t want looked into.”
“Would you happen to know who those certain people are?”
“No.” He raised a swearing-in palm. “Not lying, Mike, not even hedging. I just heard a reliable individual at the bar tell an unreliable individual that Mike Hammer was in town… but that it might prove to be a short stay.”
I filed that away. “Appreciate the tip, Jack.”
“You could always take care of yourself, Mike. But if I might be frank? You look a little underweight and a trifle worse for wear. Time’s a killer.”
“It is at that. I’ll make sure to clean my plate.”
“Just make sure nobody cleans your clock.”
Jack gave me a little salute and was off to mingle with his patrons.
I returned to the booth, where Velda said, “He seemed nice.”
“He is, for somebody who used to work for Bugsy Siegel.”
That got her attention. “So were you two just a couple of old pals catching up?”
“No,” I told her, and filled her in.
“And here we sit,” she said, chewing a carrot stick like Bugs Bunny, “with our guns in the glove compartment.”
I waved that off. “I think we can make it back to the hotel alive.”
Our food came and was delicious; we didn’t talk a word of shop. Not till we were sharing the Strawberry Shortcake for two.
“Are we getting anywhere, Mike?”
“We seem to be putting this shortcake away.”
“Other than that.”
I shrugged. “We’re assembling some puzzle pieces, but we’ve got no idea what picture we’re after. We have the attempt back home on your mom, and a dead bookie here in Phoenix. But what’s the tie-up?”
She licked whipped cream off her spoon. “It’s possible Frenchy Dupont’s murder has nothing to do with what happened to my mother. A bookie is by definition tied in with mob activity, low-end and non-violent usually, but still… mob activity.”
I gave her a look. “You don’t buy that. I had two people lined up to see, and one of them—Frenchy Dupont, who we never even got a chance to talk to—was out asking questions for us. Poking around sure as hell got him killed.”
Her dark eyes narrowed. “We also have my father dying, maybe of a heart attack due to a ‘mugging,’ a few months after he may have been involved with an armored car robbery—the kind of institutional heist he was known for. Which puts a couple million dollars out there in the hands of unknown accomplices, who maybe decided they didn’t want to pay Rhino Massey his share.”
“Well, a couple million doesn’t go as far as it used to. Where do you suppose Uncle Joey fits into this?”
Velda shrugged. “Nowhere, it would seem. He’s not on the scene till ‘Rainer Miller’ dies, and now—months later—he’s still around, a glorified caretaker at his late brother’s business.”
“A mortuary and cemetery. What a dream inheritance.”
“It’s steady.” She leaned forward. “Mike, how many accomplices were in on that Phoenix armored car robbery?”
“Pat said four at the scene. Add in the probable planner, Rhino Massey, and we’re up to five. And it’s not like your ever-unlovin’ daddy didn’t have access to individuals of the criminal class.”
“Dreamland Park,” she said.
“Dreamland Park,” I echoed.
She raised a small tight fist. “That’s where we’ll find the answer. That’s where we need to look.”
“Right.” I opened a hand. “And that gives us only three hundred or so suspects.”
She thought about that. “Call Pat. Ask him to thin that suspect list for us.”
I nodded. “Zero in on anybody at Dreamland that Rhino Massey could’ve come into contact with in his salad days. Strictly the East Coast possibilities. There’ll be plenty, but we should be down to a manageable list.”
Her expression turned shrewd. “Mike, tell Pat to include any former law enforcement residing at Dreamland Park who were in Rhino Massey’s orbit. Have him lean on your federal friend Rickerby, if need be. We want those names, too—not every cop is as straight as Captain Patrick Chambers.”
That was a damn good point.
I left cash with the check, nodded to the owner who was still circulating as host, and we headed back out through the kitchen. We got the same waves—this staff was well-trained to put up with this silliness—and headed out into a modestly lighted parking lot that was maybe two-thirds full.
The Mustang was about halfway down. High-class gentleman that I am, I was opening the rider’s side door for Velda when somebody coughed.
Although it was nobody coughing, it was something coughing: a semi-automatic pistol, reminding me that silenced weapons aren’t silenced at all, they’re just keeping their voices down. Two more coughs and the car behind us puckered with bullet holes, its side window already a spider-webbed design courtesy of that first shot.
I didn’t need to pull Velda down out of gun range—the convertible Mustang providing less cover than a hardtop—because she had reacted just as swiftly as I had.
“Open the door, baby,” I said, “just enough for me to get at the glove compartment.”
Two more coughs—the shooter was trying to draw us out now, the silenced sounds closer, the parked vehicle at our backs starting to look like that Bonnie & Clyde car they show off at county fairs. I was half inside and half outside the Mustang as I bellied up onto the bucket seat and snapped open the glove box and got the two pistols out from their bed of road maps. I passed the .32 to Velda and savored the feel of the .45’s cool handle in my grasp. She snicked the car door shut.
More coughs, closer.
I whispered, “Stay low, but return fire if need be.”
“Even if I don’t see him?”
“Yeah. Just distract his ass. I’ll be coming around on him.”
And that was just what I did. He was two rows over, behind a gold Pontiac Bonneville, leaning against it, using the vinyl roof of the car to steady his aim. He was in a motorcycle jacket and boots and jeans and a balaclava-style stocking mask, not a big guy, but not small, either.
“Looking for me?” I asked.
He wheeled and wide dark eyes in the stocking mask froze just long enough for the silenced automatic in his fist to be no threat at all and I pumped three into him, the thunder-crack reports splitting the warm night, two in his chest and one through his throat, obliterating his Adam’s apple and dropping him to his knees to do his own coughing, then flopping onto his face in the pool of blood he made, gurgling till he died, which didn’t take long. His gun was still in his hand, but his hand was just a mess of harmless dead limp fingers now.
“He’s down!” I called out.
With all the shots coming from this one direction, with that one distinctive sound, I figured he’d acted alone. Still, I didn’t have to tell her to stay low. But it didn’t prove necessary—even in Phoenix, few had been to the rodeo more often than Velda Sterling.
Kitchen staff came tentatively out the back, then a flow of white-aproned men and women appeared.
“Call the cops!” I yelled. Probably unnecessary, but just in case. Anyway, it would indicate what side I was on.
I knelt at the guy, turned him over, yanked off the stocking mask. Thirties, pug nose, cleft chin, wide surprised eyes. He was nobody to me. He was nobody to anybody now.
The first person to get to us was Jack Durant himself, who asked if we were all right and Velda and I both said we were.
“I guess,” he said, “there was something to what I overhead.”
“I guess there was.”
He gestured back toward his restaurant. “You two go wait in the bar. I’ll handle the cops when they get here and send whoever’s in charge in for a chat.”
“Thanks, Jack.”
“No trouble. Just don’t give us a bad Diner’s Club rating.”
***
We sat at the padded, curved bar. The restaurant itself was abuzz, but everybody was staying inside and in their booths and tables at the request of their affable but firm host. And nobody walked away from their meals, whether their orders had arrived or not—not when it was this good, and not at these prices.
Velda had another Manhattan but I stuck with straight ginger ale. No telling what lay ahead with the local gendarme.
But I caught a break. The detective who came looking for us was Gabe Lopez, who had been a lieutenant in Missing Persons when I met him eleven years ago.
It turned out he was a captain of Homicide now, like Pat.
“Mike, you look terrible,” he said. His sliver of smile was very white in his swarthy, handsome face, his eyes hooded but alert. About forty, he was slender and typically sharply dressed, bareheaded with his curly black hair worn longer now.
“Well, you look pretty good to me, Gabe. That is a friendly face I see, isn’t it?”
He was facing us as we perched on our bar stools. “I still owe you one for taking that Wandering Daughter case off our books. You made her parents happy, I hear.”
“They made me happy, too. It was a nice payday.”
He shook his head. “Yeah, and you usually work for free, getting pals out of jams and settling up scores. Is this the famous Velda?”
“It is, Lieutenant,” she said. “I didn’t fire my gun, by the way. Mike got off a few rounds.”
“Yeah, a few,” Lopez said, raising an eyebrow. “You want to tell me what went down?”
I answered for us. Gave him chapter and verse, but it was a short book.
“You didn’t know this guy from Adam,” Lopez said.
“No. Never saw him before. I haven’t been in Phoenix for over ten years, back when you and I met. Sorry to’ve been such a stranger—I don’t do Christmas cards.”
“Not sure I’m sorry,” he said, “if you’re going to litter my town with corpses. You were noticed, you know.”
“Oh? Where?”
“Among the interested citizenry outside a certain dry-cleaning establishment where a fatal shooting occurred, earlier today.”
I smiled a little. “Was that just today? Seems like ages ago.”
His dark eyes stopped being hooded. “You want to keep this friendly face friendly? You tell me why you are really in town. Durant says you’re on vacation, but even Mike Hammer doesn’t get shot at when he’s going tourist. So spill.”
I glanced at Velda and she nodded. And I gave it all to him—chapter and verse again, but this time the whole damn book.
Halfway through, his expression went through various phases, from interest to surprise, from concern to gravity. At last, his eyes narrowed and his arms folded themselves and finally he settled on the bar stool next to me.
“Okay,” he said. “First of all you’re going to have to stay in town till the inquest. That won’t be long, maybe a week at the very most. Till then you might find yourself on the firing line, but I guess you’re used to that.”
“I can show you the scars.”
He pushed the air with a palm. “No thanks. But I can tell you that the need for you to stay vigilant should be obvious based on what happened out in that parking lot. You have just stepped in it, compadre.”
I waved that off. “Proving self-defense is gonna be a piece of cake.”
“Not what I mean. Do you know who you just killed?”
“No. Tell me.”
“William Gregory.”
“Means nothing to me.”
“It will. Billy Gregory was a suspect in a particular armored car robbery six months ago. Nothing proved, but Gregory was the suspected inside man who worked at Phoenix Rises Security, the firm suffering a two-million-dollar loss in said heist. Like I say, Gregory was never convicted, not even arrested. But he was questioned multiple times, which raised enough suspicions that he got himself fired.”
I heard Velda’s quick intake of breath but managed not to look at her.
I said, “Is this where you advise me to walk away?”
“I know you better than that. But I do suggest you tread lightly. We’ve already determined that Frenchy Dupont was asking around about Rhino Massey, who prior to his death—hell, even after it—is our primary suspect in the Phoenix Rises knockover. So we have two deaths today connected to your inquiry, including another armed robbery suspect… and you just got to town this morning.”
“My mother,” Velda said tightly, “is not a suspected accomplice in anything.”
Like any good cop, Lopez could look at you with no expression at all. “She was, at one time at least, married to the robbery’s suspected, possibly murdered, mastermind. How exactly that plays into this thing, who knows?”
I said, “I’m going to.”
Velda said, “We’re going to.”
“Well,” he said, holding out his cupped right hand and wiggling his fingers, “before you go anywhere, Mike, you’re turning over that rod of yours. It’s evidence now.”
“No,” I said.
“No?” Lopez blinked at me like he had something in both eyes. “And what makes you think you can get away with holding onto it?”
“First off, a friend of mine in Homicide on the Phoenix PD advised me I need to tread lightly and my 1911 Colt .45 semi-automatic pistol aids me in that effort.”
“They sell guns in Phoenix. Maybe you heard. At Gillespie’s over on 23rd you can buy wine and rent a gun.”
“I’m not thirsty. Anyway, have a look at this…”
I got my wallet out and showed him the blue-and-gold card in the plastic window.
“Never saw one of those before,” he said softly.
“You can call the number on there and see. My federal friends’ll back me all the way.”
“I believe you.” He gave me a hard but still almost friendly look. “Only, neither you nor it leaves town till after the inquest.”
“And then?”
He grinned. “Oh, I hope you make yourself gone. Not that it isn’t nice seeing you again, after all this time. But I think I’ve had my fill.”
I grinned back at him. “Always good to know in a bar.”
He was shaking his head and chuckling as he went out; and yet he didn’t seem all that happy.
***
We returned to our two-room suite at the Adams and used one of them to get a good night’s sleep, among other things. Our inner clocks still on New York time, we didn’t rise the next morning till nine a.m. We freshened up in our respective bathrooms, got into suitably touristy casual clothes, and had a room service breakfast, sitting at a little table with our eggs, bacon, orange juice and coffee while we discussed our agenda for the day. A return to Dreamland Park was on deck, but how exactly we should handle that led to lots of back-and-forth.
We weren’t very far with it when the phone rang.
“Mike,” the phone said, “this is Larry Snyder.”
“Yes, Larry. Everything okay?”
“I need to speak with Velda.”
She was already standing nearby, trying not to be alarmed.
“Dr. Snyder,” I told her and handed her the phone.
I stood behind her with a hand on her shoulder, but didn’t hear anything except her end of it, and that wasn’t much, just responses: “Yes… yes… oh my… yes, yes, I understand.”
When she’d hung up, she turned to me and her expression was nothing I ever wanted to see on that lovely face—a blend of sorrow, dread, trepidation, fear.
“My mother had a stroke,” she said, “during her physical therapy. I need to be with her.”
“Yes you do,” I said. “We’ll be flying back. Nothing we’re doing here can’t wait.”
I wasn’t sure that was true, but I knew what the priority needed to be.
“Get packed,” I told her, “and we’ll go right to the airport.”
She did that and so did I.
The airport was only ten minutes away, though it seemed like an hour, Velda biting a knuckle, me passing slow traffic while I spat curses. But soon I was stopping at the curb outside the terminal and said, “You go in and book two tickets on the next available flight out. I’ll go drop off this rental and meet you inside.”
“No,” she said.
“No?”
Her hand came to my arm. “Mike, you have to stay and finish what we started. I need to be at my mother’s bedside and you need to find out what put her there. Who put her there. Understand?”
No arguing with her.
“Okay, kitten,” I said.
The black hair framing her face, the deep brown eyes, the lush fullness of her lips, this was woman… and
I had to let her go. Ever since she’d come back to me after those long seven years, every time we parted it tore something off of me, one strip of flesh at a time, one strip of my
soul …
“If you resolve this in a day or two,” she said, as if reciting a poem memorized long ago, “come home to me. If not, I’ll be back and we’ll finish it together. That’s a ‘wait and see.’ I’m counting on you, Mike. In the meantime, we’ll stay in touch.”
She leaned toward me, put a hand on my cheek, and kissed me with everything she had, and she had plenty. Warmth, regret, promise, passion, it was all there, but not for right now. The big later. She got out and reached in for her bag in the back seat and rushed into the terminal.
I’m counting on you, Mike.
You can, baby. You can.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Back at the Adams, our rooms were haunted by the ghost of Velda’s Chanel No. 5 and entwining white sheets on a bed we’d shared that hadn’t yet been made. I felt her absence already, as if a limb had been severed. But despite how skilled and seasoned an investigator Velda was, having her off the firing line was mostly a relief—two men were dead out of what we’d stirred up, with her mother barely surviving a homicidal hit-and-run back home. Then there was Rhino Massey, the long-absent father who had turned up dead of a heart attack after an apparent mugging. Looking into this on my own for a while was exactly how I wanted it.
I gave Pat a call to let him know Velda was heading home. He offered to pick her up at Idlewild and I took him up on it, giving him her flight number and arrival time.
“Just don’t get too frisky with her,” I said.
“If you can’t trust the police, who can you trust?”
“I’ll ask the boys on the Internal Affairs detail.” I figured I better bring him up to speed. “Look, things have gotten a little lively out here.”
I told him about the shooting at Durant’s.
“You make friends everywhere you go,” Pat said.
“I need a favor on your end.”
“Why am I not surprised?”
“Check on Rhino Massey’s brother Joey. I want to know if he has a criminal background and anything else interesting you can dig up. With the Witness Protection ramifications, you might have to lean on your federal connections.”
“Will do, buddy.”
“Did you give Chief Benson a call, paving the way for me a little?”
He had given me the phone number of Dreamland Park’s Chief of Police, Charles Benson, before Velda and I came out here.
“Oh ye of little faith,” Pat said. “Of course I did. He’s expecting to hear from you. But I didn’t fill him in on the specifics, other than you being in the know about Dreamland Park.”
“Good. I’ll handle the rest, thanks.”
We signed off and I used the Chief’s number.
“Come on out here, Mr. Hammer,” a masculine Western-accented voice said cheerfully. His tone had a rough edge but nonetheless seemed friendly. “I’m familiar with your exploits and would get a kick out of meeting you.”
I gave that a light laugh. “I don’t consider any of what I’ve been through as ‘exploits,’ Chief, but I could sure use your help on something I’m looking into.”
“Be pleased to do what I can. I’ll be here all day, at City Hall.”
“I took a quick ride around Dreamland Park yesterday and didn’t come across City Hall. The town-square plaza seemed taken up by that old ballroom.”
“That old ballroom is the City Hall. Or at least, we’re inside of it. Our office is just inside the ballroom itself, after you come in.”
I said I’d be out shortly. First, however, I checked out of the Adams. I told myself I wanted to find a motel or something closer to Dreamland Park, since that’s where I’d be investigating; but partly I felt Velda’s absence too sharply in the room we’d shared. Yes, I’m a sentimental slob.
The breeze was as warm and dry as you’d expect under that nearly cloudless sky; it was the perfect time and place to be driving a convertible, just not alone. Light mid-morning traffic got me to Dreamland Park in under twenty minutes. The armed guard at the gatehouse recognized me, but we went through the same routine as yesterday. This time I had my suitcase with me, so that got a good going over. The .45 was back in the glove compartment and was expected but examined.
The guard sniffed the barrel and said, “This has been fired.”
“That’s what you do with them,” I said pleasantly.
He thought about that for a moment, then shrugged and took it with him back to his post, after reminding me I could pick the weapon up on the way out.
I parked on the street in front of the Dreamland Bakery and walked across to the plaza and up a brick sidewalk lined with pinyons, whose bushy needled branches made Spanish-lace shadows out of the sunshine I was moving through. The building housing the ballroom was almost like a massive mission from maybe a century ago, pale yellow stucco with brown terracotta roofing. While the sign above the door labeled the structure Dreamland Park’s ballroom, the door itself had a sign taped in the window glass saying,
DREAMLAND PARK CITY HALL
CHIEF OF POLICE CHARLES J. BENSON
CITY COUNCIL
ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICES
I went through the double doors and past a ticket booth to my left and a hat-and-coat check to my right, neither looking to be in business. Well, if they didn’t charge admission (and no price was posted) they didn’t need the one, and in a climate like this they hardly needed the other. I moved on into the ballroom itself, my footsteps creating lazy gunshot echoes, and was immediately impressed.
The place was big. Damn near huge. A deep-yellow wooden dance floor polished like glass surrounded me, a waveless ocean under the high ceiling. Way overhead a glittering mirrored ball hung like a clock not interested in telling time. And time had stopped here.
In one sense, this indeed looked like mission days, groups of tall narrow arched windows punched into the thick walls with facing dark wooden balconies carved like fine old canes, and archways below on either side for booth seating, and an elevated, recessed stage fit for Shakespeare or, more likely, Glenn Miller.
That was the other way time had stopped. All this Spanish Colonial-style architecture may have said 1800s, but the feel was 1930s. Angular shapes in bold colors dressed up the unfurled curtains that hugged either side of the stage, with similar colorful, geometric touches on the walls here and there, adding an American Indian flair to the pale yellow walls.
On this vast dance floor, jitterbuggers had thrown caution to the wind, servicemen about to go to war had been held close by their sweethearts, and lovers of swing music had crowded the edge of the stage enthralled.
I walked to the middle of the dance hall, that mirrored ball over me like a fun sword of Damocles, and I stood with my hands on my hips while—despite never having set foot here before—memories swept over and through me… the
night before I headed out to San Diego on my way to my Pacific war… what was that girl’s name? Wilma, wasn’t it?
“That’s twelve hundred itty-bitty squares of glass above you, my friend,” a husky male voice said. “Twenty-seven inches in diameter! Don’t make ’em like that anymore.”
I turned. Doors on either side of the wide entrance to the ballroom must have been the ballroom’s management offices once but now belonged to the local government—the door at left stenciled POLICE DEPARTMENT on its opaque glass panel, the one at right CITY COUNCIL CHAMBER. The voice of the uniformed man making his way toward me in no hurry clearly matched the one that earlier had been on the phone.
This was Chief Charles Benson, though he might have been the county sheriff in that tan Stetson that went with his tan khakis and the silver badge on his breast pocket. He was a Marlboro Man but with some belly, and a gunslinger right off a movie screen, only he wore his Police Positive high on his hip, not dangling low. He was in cowboy boots, though—not that he needed them. He’d still have had my six feet by another couple of inches without those heels.
He deposited himself near me—not uncomfortably close, but close—and, hands on hips, looked around at the fortress-like walls that surrounded us.
“Built back in ’33,” he said, almost wistfully. “Right when the Big Band craze was kickin’ in. Was this a hoppin’ place back then, all through the ’30s, ’40s, ’50s… but then, like it does for all of us, time caught up with ’er.”
“Somebody put her back together,” I said.
He nodded and his smile was a happy fold in his face. “Uncle Sam did the honors, back when he decided to build Dreamland Park around it, to house all the malcontents and misanthropes and miscreants in one scenic spot. I’m Charlie Benson, Mr. Hammer.”
“Good to see you, Chief. And it’s ‘Mike.’”
He had a big hand and a hard grip. Not the kind that tries to test you, but hard enough to let you know there was plenty more left. It matched his face, an angular, taciturn mask a darker tan than his wardrobe.
“If you’re gonna be around tonight,” he said, “we have the Al Pierson Orchestra in here. Close your eyes and it’s Benny Goodman. You look about the right age to appreciate real music.”
So did he. I didn’t have the heart to tell him my flavor was Classical. Not that I minded Big Band.
“This is the kind of place,” he said, looking around proudly, as if he’d built it himself, “where there’s a lot to see, and yet you see it all at once. How about we step into my office and you tell me how I can be of help.”
He led me back to the door at left of the entryway. Inside were institutional green walls and a counter behind which two officers sat at desks, both healthy-looking specimens in their thirties, hair cut military short. They were ready to answer phones and, in the meantime, were working on reports. I wondered how much reporting about anything there was to do around here? Sure, Dreamland Park was full of criminals, but one of the few rules criminals follow is not shitting where they eat.
The place was pretty spare—a bulletin board with WANTED notices and such, a framed portrait of President Johnson, a few file cabinets, a gun locker. A ceiling fan stirred the air like a lazy witch at her cauldron.
The Chief introduced me to his men—“This is Mr. Hammer”—but not his men to me. We went into his small office, which had a window with a chugging air-conditioner. The walls bore a few pictures of the Chief shaking hands with what I presumed were local dignitaries, and beside the window a single four-drawer metal filing cabinet was snugged against the wall. An unpretentious setup, but this was a man in charge of a citizenry of four hundred, one hundred of whom were mostly retired law enforcement, so if he needed a hand, it wasn’t like he had to go far.
The chair I settled into across from him, as he eased into a comfy-looking swivel chair behind his uncluttered metal desk, was padded but its vinyl was split on the seat. The Dreamland Ballroom was a lovely thing, but these quarters were modest at best.
“You mind if we start,” I said, “with me asking a few questions?”
“I’d say ‘shoot,’ Mike… but I know your reputation.” He grinned. He stuffed a smoke in his well-grooved, Apache-tanned face—a Marlboro, if there’d been any doubt—and fired it up, using a chrome Zippo with a badge embossed on it. “I can anticipate your first query. There are only four of us on our department, if you wanna call it that. We work one shift, nine to five. Three fellas here at the ‘station,’ and another out cruising. Easy duty, except we’re on call twenty-four hours.”
“Do you get many calls?”
He let some smoke out and watched it drift away. “No. Dreamland Park is a peaceful community. What you might call idyllic. Oh, it’s not like we have no crime. But what there is comes from the outside.”
“How so?”
He gestured vaguely with a hand that had seen physical labor. “Well, these chain-link fences don’t take an acrobat to climb. And petty crooks from Phoenix have no idea who lives here or why—it’s just another Sun City. And if you stay away from the guardhouse, you can slip over the barrier and go shopping. Retired people make good pickin’s.”
I nodded. “People have a lifetime to collect things.”
“Ab-so-tively. Coins, jewelry, artwork… things folks prefer to keep at hand rather than stick in a vault somewhere. Some even like to keep their cash around, which is obviously a damn dumb idea. We’ve had to talk to, oh, half a dozen folks this year alone into banking quite a few thousands of dollars in cash rather than keep it hidden at home.”
“Has that been a big problem?”
He shook his head like he was throwing off a bug. “No, just a pain in the keister. See, what these punk kids don’t know, and haven’t heard, is we have a security system in each and every residence. That’s still uncommon, you know, at least in this part of the world. And we have a pretty high-tech setup. Dreamland Park’s the only housing development in the state that has all its homes hooked up.”
I jerked a thumb at the closed door onto the small front office. “I don’t see any ‘high-tech’ gear out front.”
“No, alarms come through the phone company. I get the call at home and we’re on it like stink on a skunk. We’ve had nine instances this year.” His chuckle came from deep inside. “For Dreamland Park, that’s a damn crime wave.”
“Where do you jug these masterminds?”
“In the back of our cruiser, in handcuffs, and drive ’em to the Maricopa County jail. We’re unincorporated, son. Crime in Dreamland Park is crime in Phoenix.”
“No other lawbreaking?”
He shrugged. Let out a cloud of tobacco fumes, watched it like a smoke signal he was trying to interpret. “Last year we had two auto thefts. Expensive foreign jobs. Both times the drivers tried to speed right by the guardhouse, where a call went out to the state troopers. Nabbed ’em in minutes.”
“One thing that really struck me,” I said, “when I drove around here yesterday—I didn’t spot a single drinking establishment. Don’t tell me there are no taverns in Dreamland?”
Another shrug; he had plenty. “Each of our restaurants—we got three—have bars. We’re certainly not a dry community. But this is a retirement village. Not a whole lot of carousing. With seniors and super seniors, bedtime comes early. These folks sowed more than their share of wild oats in their time, but all those oats have pretty much been sown.”
“Quiet area.”
He had plenty of nods, too. “Quieter than Phoenix is for damn sure. Do you know, they’ve had two serial-style murders this year? Vicious things where a husband got knifed in the heart right in front of his wife, who then got raped and finally strangled. Terrible thing.”
“Terrible things happen in big cities, and Phoenix is a big city.”
The Marlboro face turned grave. “It is now. Kind of a damn shame, really. I grew up around here. You knew your neighbors. Left your doors unlocked. Left your keys in the car.”
Well, if you knew your neighbors in Dreamland Park, you probably knew they were murderers and/or thieves. But what the hell—bedtime came early.
I asked, “You mind if I satisfy the curiosity that comes with my job?”
“Not at all, Mike. Fire away… so to speak.”
“How did you get this position? Were you… elected?”
“No. It’s a kind of honorary position.”
“Yet you’re obviously in charge around here.”
He sat back, folded his arms, cigarette in one corner of his mouth. “Let’s just say I’m the only police chief in the United States who works for the federal government. Can’t really say more than that on the subject, Mike.”
So he was part of the Witness Protection team. This old-timey police chief was a spook at heart.
“Interesting. How about a mayor? Does Dreamland Park have one of those?”
He jerked a thumb at his chest. “You’re looking at him. Kind of unofficial, but… that’s another hat I wear.” He flicked his Stetson brim. “Well, this is really the only hat I literally wear. But I wear a bunch of metaphorical lids. City administrator. Head up the city council.”
“Oh?”
He grunted a guffaw. “Hey, feller, I’m not about to let a bunch of fuckin’ gangsters have a say in my little town!”
We both had a good laugh about that. After all, we shared the secret of Dreamland Park’s unique population.
“You know,” I said slyly, “you can’t always tell a fed just by looking at him.”
“Is that right?”
I got out my wallet and showed him the blue-and-gold seal in the plastic window.
“I’ll be damned,” he said, looking it over. “That’s a new one on me.”
“Call anybody you like about it.”
He passed my wallet back to me. “No, I believe you. And I think we’re about there.”
“Where would that be?”
His gaze was steady and shrewd. “Where you tell me why you’re here. I don’t think there need be any secrets between us ‘feds,’ do you?”
“I suppose not,” I said, and I filled him in, top to bottom and from both sides, starting with the hit-and-run outside the Blue Ribbon. And I included the shootout last night at Durant’s and the inside-man identity of the shooter I’d shot. I made a damn good case for why I was investigating a New York case in Arizona.
“We’ve come to the same conclusion, I think,” the Chief said. “‘Rainer Miller’ planned that armored car hit. That caper had Rhino Massey’s fat fingerprints all over it.”
“Seems likely he drew his accomplices from right here in Dreamland Park.”
“Possible. But he mighta recruited younger talent outa Phoenix. He may’ve had connections with the mob boys there.”
I shook my head. “I don’t figure it that way. That would risk exposing his identity to just the kind of people who’d pass the information along to Rhino’s old cronies—the kind who really hold a hard grudge.”
Benson sat forward, folded his working-man hands. “What’s your plan, Mike? How can I help?”
“I can’t go knocking door-to-door… not when we’re talking three hundred doors. Can you give me some likely candidates in Dreamland Park for going along with Rhino on a multimillion-dollar heist? Who maybe are starting to feel like life in a retirement community with ex-cops watching day and night is just another kind of prison?”
“I can do that.” He stubbed out his cigarette in a glass tray, reached for a pad and pencil, and wrote down two names. “This pair were friendly, or in some way associated, with the late Rainer Miller. They may or may not know who he used to be, though both are in Witness Protection, so they might. These aren’t necessarily possible accomplices, but this’ll be a start. I’ll do some discreet asking and see if we can’t expand this list considerably.”
I took the slip of paper and stuffed it away. “Thanks, Chief. One more small favor. Can you recommend a motel nearby?”
His shrug was expansive. “Why don’t you stay here in Dreamland Park?”
Mine was smaller. “I didn’t notice a hotel around anywhere.”
He shook his head slowly. “There isn’t one. When you go into Witness Protection, you cut yourself off from your old life—you have no friends, you have no relatives. And if you violate that rule, you’re out on your ass.”
I got to my feet. “Then a motel it is. Or did you have something else in mind?”
The Chief got to his. “I do. When we have a death in Dreamland Park, a house opens up that my federal friends fill fairly quickly with another deserving tenant. You know, a killer, a rapist, a pimp, a thief—America’s pride.”
“I should fit in just fine.”
He walked me through the outer office and I nodded to his two officers and they nodded back.
Benson said, “We had an old gal pass away two weeks ago, a madam from Seattle. Her furnished house is available and you can move in there. I’ll inform my associates with Uncle Sugar that I’ve sublet it to another federal employee.”
“That would be perfect. I can operate from inside the Park.”
“Exactly.”
We were back out in the ballroom with its mirrored ball catching sunlight and winking like twelve hundred eyes.
“Only thing is, Charlie… I’m not retirement age.”
That Marlboro puss got another fold of a smile in it. “Maybe. But you look pretty bad, Mike. Rough around the edges. You’ll make a great retiree.”
“Thanks a bunch,” I said.



CHAPTER NINE
My temporary Dreamland Park residence was a pink-brick ranch-style with a white scalloped overhang that extended into a carport for the Mustang. The entire interior of the place was frilly and pink, including bathroom and kitchen, the latter with pastel-green appliances positioned against the pink-tile walls. Overstuffed furnishings covered in protective plastic and knick-knack racks brimming with plaster kitties crowded the living room, the whole house demonstrating a grandmotherly flair. But the price—nothing—was right.
The old lady decor extended to the bedroom, where the bedding was stripped from the mattress. Same was true of a guest room, but a masculine TV room/den, with a fold-out couch, gave me a place to camp out and not be attacked by pink elephant escapees from somebody’s DTs. It even had, tucked away, clean sheets and a thin blanket. Nearby was a recliner next to a stand with a phone, which I used to check in with Velda, who I tried on the off chance she’d gone straight back to her mom’s hospital room at Bellevue.
She had, and the news was good.
“Mom’s stroke was more minor than they first thought,” she told me. “I may be able to rejoin you soon.”
I liked hearing that, but said, “You won’t have time to get over your jet lag from the last trip before you make the next one.”
“It was an easy flight. I came straight here. I feel like I jumped the gun heading home.”
Hearing her voice made me smile. “Don’t be silly. Make damn sure your mother’s okay before you head back.”
“She’s in good spirits. Sleeping a lot, but Dr. Snyder says that’s natural.”
I wanted to tell her to jump back on a jet, but I said, “Doll, there’s no rush. Plenty here I can do on my own.”
“Let’s have a full report,” she said.
I filled her on what I’d learned from Chief Charlie Benson, which was minimal but at least I had his cooperation, not to mention the granny housing.
“Checking out those two cronies of my father’s,” she said, “will be a good start. But I got a tingle when you mentioned those two murders in Phoenix.”
“So did I, when Benson brought them up. But it’s hard to see a connection to a hit-and-run in Manhattan.”
“I don’t know,” she said. “But answer me this—what kind of killer goes after a husband and wife? Kills one, rapes and strangles the other?”
“A sicko, obviously.”
Her voice took on a grave tone. “Mike, that’s a dangerous hobby even for a psychopath. Normally—if there’s anything normal about this kind of warped crime—a rapist watches a woman and when he gets her alone goes on his demented power trip. Who does that with the husband around?”
“A psycho on a different kind of power trip?”
“Maybe,” she said. “Have you talked to your cop friend, Lopez, about it?”
“I haven’t,” I admitted.
“Do.”
We rang off and I dug Lopez’s card out and got him at Phoenix PD HQ.
“Gabe, those two double-homicides—the husband stabbing followed by the wife’s rape and strangulation—those strike me as particularly bizarre.”
“Oh do they? And here I thought Mike Hammer had seen everything.”
His flip response didn’t fool me.
I said, “Not quite like that. Was there anything distinctive about these crimes?”
“I thought they were kind of on the distinctive side already.”
“Come on, buddy. No clowning. Give.”
A long pause. “Well, both dead husbands had colorful jackets.”
He didn’t mean they were loud dressers.
“So they had criminal records,” I said. “Extensive ones? Violence involved?”
He hesitated, then moved past his reluctance: “Yeah. Both in their mid-thirties and had already done time for armed robbery.”
“That’s a familiar bell I hear ringing.”
“I know what you’re thinking, Mike. We went down that road. Tried to see if the two dead husbands knew each other and particularly if they had criminal connections. They didn’t.”
“Could they have met in stir?”
“We checked that. No.”
“What about alibis for when a certain armored car score went down?”
Another long pause. “That was the only thing that vaguely connected them.”
“Oh?”
“I said vaguely, not directly. But both were on our possible suspect list for the armored car hit, and both were questioned by Robbery Division.”
“And did they have alibis?”
“Yes.”
“Let me guess—their wives.”
“Their wives. Their now dead wives.” I heard him expel air in frustration. “Before you say anything, Mike, how far-fetched can it get? Accomplices in an armored car heist get knocked off, to tie off loose ends and maybe to make the split more generous for the surviving thieves? Isn’t two million enough to go around?”
“Not for some people. And the fewer survivors among participants, the less chance of anybody rolling over on the rest of the crew.”
“And the alibi wives get snuffed? And raped? This is sick shit, Mr. Hammer.”
“I’ve seen sicker.”
“I doubt that.”
I let out my own frustrated sigh. “You may have a point. This challenges even my own jaded damn outlook. Gabe, thanks for this. If I come up with anything at Dreamland Park, I’ll let you know.”
His grunt was affirmative. “Charlie Benson’s a good guy. He’ll give you any support you need.”
“Hey, he’s given me a house.” I gave him the phone number and address.
Lopez was chuckling. “I told you you’d fit in with the retirees.”
One of the two names Benson provided had—as I mentioned to Velda—resonated after my chat with Lopez: Ronald Renkie. A colorful character from back home, my old friend Ronnie. Yes, we’d tangled. Years ago, during a stint as a pimp, he brutalized a girl Velda had known back in her Vice cop days. I had looked him up, introduced myself, and beat the shit out of him. He stopped pimping shortly thereafter.
Renkie’s history included suspected auto theft and he’d done time on assault and battery, women still his preferred punching bag. Two women he had lived with turned up dead, stabbed. Other women had given him alibis. Did I mention he was a slick, good-looking son of a bitch? A real lady killer.
Even more interesting were his criminal associates. For some time, he’d been Francisco Banco’s right-hand man, known for a willingness to do whatever Banco wanted done, no matter how heinous, no questions asked. But Renkie’s presence on the Dreamland Park roster indicated that—like his other friend, Rhino Massey—Ronnie had likely flipped on his old boss. Strictly being a good citizen, of course. And to keep from going to stir for the rest of his life.
I left the Mustang in the carport—everywhere was walking distance in Dreamland Park. Ronald Renkie lived on Maple, just a block up—all the streets here had good old-fashioned American names, Maple, Main, Elm, Oak, Cedar. He was known in the Park as Richard Reynolds, whose bell I rang—his home a ranch-style like my borrowed digs, but not pink, more a burnt umber.
No answer.
I tried knocking in case the bell hadn’t done the trick. The windows were shuttered and, though it was barely dusk, motion sensitive lights went on, either side of the house. Getting no response at the door, I figured I was out of luck.
Maybe he was availing himself of one of the town square’s three restaurants. The café was doing light business—primarily a breakfast and lunch spot, I assumed—but the Italian place was packed. It looked like a cast party for The Untouchables TV show, minus Robert Stack and his men.
No Renkie.
But then I got lucky at the steakhouse. The cozy place reminded me of a smaller Durant’s, lacking only the pictures of the owner’s bulldog, with gold-flocked wallpaper subbing for scarlet. Renkie was by himself in a booth, a small slender man, strikingly handsome, a kind of mini-Robert Taylor. He wore a dark suit with a white shirt and no tie, his hair short, a crewcut that lay down in a modified Caesar. He had cheekbones a Vogue model might envy and very white teeth that flashed in what seemed to be a sincere smile when I stopped at his booth.
“Mike Hammer!” he said, as if genuinely pleased to see. “Join me. I just put my order in. We’ll catch the waiter.”
I slid in opposite him. “Thanks, Richie.” I leaned toward him and whispered: “I understand that’s the name now.”
His half-smile didn’t have even a hint of smirk in it. “It is. Guess I shouldn’t have called you ‘Mike,’ if you’re a resident here. Of course, a lot of the Dreamland crowd would recognize you anyway. What moniker are you using, anyway?”
“I’m still Mike. Just visiting. On a job, actually.”
He didn’t ask what. He was busy trying to get the waiter’s attention.
Finally Ronnie said, “I’m having the shrimp chef’s salad, but I hear the steaks are outa sight. Filets to die for. They say.”
“You haven’t tried them?”
He frowned; he was about fifty with the kind of well-carved masculine face that took well to creases. “No. I’m a vegetarian. One of the new leafs I turned over. Did you know I’m a Born Again Christian?”
“I missed that news bulletin. Isn’t shrimp a meat?”
He shrugged. “Some people say so. I eat fish and shellfish, but not chicken and pork and beef. They’re too far up the food chain. It just don’t strike me as Christian, eating animals that can almost think like humans.”
“You might want to expand your thinking, Richie. Most vegetarians I know won’t eat anything with eyes.”
He frowned sadly. “Yeah, I know. I’m a flawed individual. One day at a time, one step at a time. Improvement don’t come easy.”
“Sure doesn’t.”
He leaned toward me, kept his voice down. “I heard you were on the sauce. But you don’t look like no drunk to me.”
“Well, thank you, Richie. Very Christian of you to say.”
The waiter found time for us and I ordered the filet, medium rare. We ordered drinks—Coca Cola for my old pal, ginger ale for me. We were reformed, remember.
Hands folded before him, as if the prayer meeting were about to begin, he asked, “What brings you to our little slice of paradise, Mike?”
I leaned back, folded my arms. “It’s interesting, Richie. We found out, way after the fact, that my secretary, Velda… her father was Rhino Massey.”
His eyebrows, which were perfectly poised between skimpy and bushy, nudged his Caesar bangs. “No kidding. Never knew that.”
“Few did. Velda sure didn’t. And of course Massey was living here under the name Miller until his untimely demise.”
The slick little godly hood sighed, shook his head, so sorry about Massey’s passing. “Got himself mugged. Ticker exploded like a trick cigar, I hear.”
“I understand you two were friendly.”
He tossed a hand, prayer-time over. “We got together, now and then. Talked old times. Played poker with a handful of other locals, once a week. Nickel dime stuff.”
“Nothing a good Christian couldn’t be forgiven for.”
His expression melted into a smile of understanding. “Now, Mike, I know you’re skeptical. But Jesus became my Lord and Savior in stir.”
“I didn’t even know He was doing time.”
My booth mate was too high and mighty to be offended. “Joke all you want. I been saved.”
Our drinks came.
“You wouldn’t know anything,” I said, “about that armored car robbery six months ago. People associated with that score have been making a bad habit of dying. Violently.”
His expression was blank. “Didn’t you kill one of the suspects yourself, Mike? Just yesterday? Or did you not know it made the papers?”
“That’s what I have a clipping service for. What about these two husband-and-wife kills, with a side of rape? What do you know about them?”
He shook his head and kept shaking it a while. “What I read in the papers.” He lurched forward earnestly. “But I’ll tell you this, Mike—I pray for those four people every night.”
“Why, do you have a rooting interest?”
Mild indignation followed. “No. It’s just something terrible in the press that caught my attention and seemed to call out for me to pray on their behalf. This is a sinful world, Mike, and good Christians like myself have to do our part.”
Had he already done his part? A big part?
His shrimp chef salad came and he chowed down. He didn’t seem so handsome when he was shoveling food in his face. And he didn’t seem to care whether shrimp had eyes or not.
He was right about the filet, though.
I returned to my pink house and had a shower and shave. I figured to take Chief Benson up on his invite to the ballroom’s Big Band night. I put on fresh chinos and a cream-color polo shirt, Italian loafers Velda bought me, stuffed my .45 in a high-riding hip holster, and put on a dark brown sports coat that came down enough to cover it. Dusk had nearly darkened into night by the time I rang the bell at Minnie Baxter’s place. The ranch-style home was an all too familiar shade of pink with the same white scalloped overhang.
The woman who answered the door wore a rhinestone-studded black-trimmed white pants suit. Slender, almost skinny, perhaps sixty, she had lived in the Arizona sun long enough to be thoroughly creased by age and darkened to a tawny hue without her good looks getting erased. If her eyes had been any lighter blue they would’ve gone away, and they were big and in studiously applied mascara-and-eye-liner settings. Her lipstick was gash-red and her eyebrows pencil-dark, her hair hanging in two white braids over her shoulders, like a nicely aging Indian princess.
“Who the hell are you?” she growled, not quite irritated.
I grinned at her. “Just a new neighbor swept up in your beauty.”
She tried not to smile. “You’re quite the fresh young punk, to be livin’ at Dreamland Park. Why don’t you come in and I’ll fix you a drink. It’s as close to the Welcome Wagon as we get around here.”
And just like that I stepped inside with a living room stretching out before me. This was obviously a repository for the furniture she’d owned before moving here; it had been modern a decade or two ago, and pricey. Nothing grandmotherly about this setup—olive walls, lots of blond wood and magenta upholstery, flower arrangements and potted plants, but a room in which a woman or man or man-and-woman could easily live.
I heard a klunk and turned sharply. She was setting a .38 revolver on a small entrance table with her keys and sunglasses. She’d been holding the rod behind her back.
“I’m Minnie,” she said, and stuck out the hand that had held the gun; her fingernails were painted the same bright red as her lipstick.
“I’m Mike,” I said and encountered a handshake two truckers could be proud of. “I misrepresented myself, I’m afraid. I’m just a temporary visitor to Dreamland Park.”
She took that fine, gesturing me to one of two facing chairs next to an unlighted fireplace; both chairs had foot stools. I sat and so did she, and when she put her feet up, so did I.
I asked, “Is everybody around here as friendly as you, Minnie?”
She showed me white teeth that didn’t look purchased. “Hell no! A lot of these old crooks are grouches. Still think they’re bossing a mob around. So, are you a fed or just a cop? Anyway you got the look of law.”
“Once upon a time I was,” I said. “Private jingle these days. I’m looking into a hit-and-run of a gal about your age.”
“Taking place where—Phoenix?”
“No, ma’am. Manhattan.”
She thought for a moment. “Tell you what, Handsome.”
Nobody called me that in a long time. Actually nobody called me that very often at all.
On her feet again, she said, “I’m gonna trade you a beer for you never calling me ‘ma’am’ again.”
“Deal.”
Soon we each had a can of Pabst going and I was telling her, without many specifics, how my inquiry had led me here; and that I had some questions about Rainer Miller. I understood she’d been his nurse.
“I was,” she affirmed, not shy about it. “And you don’t have to call him that. He was Rhino Massey, all right. Just like I’m not Minerva Baxter. I’m Melissa Babcock, and call me what you want. Why I went into Witness Protection you don’t need to know.”
“I don’t,” I agreed with a nod. “You were Massey’s nurse because of his heart?”
“Primarily, but also I was trying to help him manage his weight, because that was what was putting the strain on. But if you know anything about the condition of his body when he was found, you’ll know I never got more than ten or fifteen pounds off him. Does it matter, when a rhino charges, if it’s a few pounds lighter than it used to be?”
I got right to it. “Massey’s suspected in an armored car robbery you’ve no doubt heard about. Must’ve hit the TV and papers big-time.”
“Yeah, it did. He had me as an alibi for when it happened, but that was never the issue—he was known for planning scores, not being on the scene when they got pulled. And they questioned him over there at the ranch house must’ve been a dozen times. They didn’t have a thing on him. And he was never away from the house to speak of for anything more than a trip to the mall or the movies.”
“He may have met up with somebody.”
“Then so did I.”
“What do you mean, Minnie?”
She gestured with a bony veined hand, one of the few places she showed her age. “He didn’t go anywhere without me. And his oxygen. Not a well man, Rhino. Kinder than you’d imagine. Very sweet. And he paid me well, which is the really sweet part.”
She wasn’t covering for him, necessarily; but she might be, as fond of him as she seemed.
I asked, “Do you know most people in Dreamland Park?”
A nod. “Good percentage.”
“Do you know Richie Reynolds?”
A shrug. “He was pointed out to me. He’s really Ronnie Renkie, y’know.”
“Does everybody in Dreamland Park know who their neighbors actually are?”
A slow nod. “I would say so, for the most part. Good share of these faces, ugly as plenty of ’em are, made the papers, sometimes the national ones. Even the evening TV news. So nobody’s fooling nobody, Mr. Hammer.”
She had me.
“Did you hear I was here?” I asked with a smile. “Or did you recognize me from the papers?”
“Both. Chief Benson called and let me know he’d given my name to you. Partly that mighta been so I didn’t shoot you on my doorstep—we’re careful about who comes calling, y’know. I knew the name Mike Hammer. You made the papers in Boston, where I hail from. Not as often as in Manhattan, of course. But you used to live a lively life. Kinda settled down in recent years, I take it.”
“I was on hiatus.”
She smiled, no teeth showing this time. “Relaxing. Resting on your laurels.”
“Resting on my laurels in the gutter. But I dried out.”
Her frown was mild. “Hope offering you a beer didn’t tumble you off the wagon.”
“I can navigate an occasional beer. Even a mixed drink. But my limit’s one, these days.”
She grinned, cocked her head. “Well, at least you know what your limit is.”
The doorbell rang.
“That’ll be my friend Janet,” she said. “You’ll like her. She’s what I used to look like.”
The slender old gal got up and quickly went toward the door, but I stopped her. Raised a finger.
I whispered, “Not everybody likes me as much as you do.” I got out the .45. She gave me a look and nodded to the .38 on the little table by the door, as if to say, I can take care of myself. But I shook my head at her.
With hand gestures I gave her my orders. I stood to the left of the door as she opened it.
It was an attractive woman, all right. A bouffant honey blonde, petite and curvy, and looking—in a blue jeans pants suit, also rhinestone-studded—about as dangerous as a cream puff; but you never know what a cream puff’s filling might contain. Lot of poison in the world.
“Janet dear, come on in,” Minnie said. “This is my new friend, Mike. Forgive the hardware—he’s a tad bit paranoid.”
I’d already lowered the gun. “Sorry.”
“Caution isn’t a bad thing,” Janet chirped.
She looked like a cross between Stella Stevens and Barbara Eden, which wasn’t a terrible cross to bear. But while she wasn’t old enough to fit in with most of the Dreamland Park population, she was older than those two actresses—maybe forty, possibly a little more. But very nice at any age.
Minnie had closed the door.
“I’d ask you kids to come sit down a while,” she said, “but we really should get over there.”
“Where?” I asked.
“The ballroom. You don’t think I get dolled up like this to sit home and watch Lawrence Welk, do you?”



CHAPTER TEN
The night was cool, almost cold, and I was glad I had the tailored sport coat on, and not just because it allowed me to pack the concealed .45 in its hip holster. Walking by the ranch-style homes of this idealized scaled-down suburb, I had Minnie on my left and Janet on my right. Their perfumes clashed a bit—Miss Baxter wore Miss Dior, as a lovely client of mine once had, while Janet had doused herself delicately in Velda’s familiar Chanel No. 5. Both dazzling dames hooked their arms in mine, either due to the chilly evening or thanks to my masculine charm. My money was on the after-dark Arizona climate in this post-Thanksgiving November.
Approaching the town square’s plaza, the first sign of the Christmas season reaching the Phoenix area came by way of tiny twinkling white lights decorating the pinyons on either side of the brick sidewalk to the ballroom, whose neon sign glowed green, the mission-style building’s upper windows draped with vivid red bows on pine roping. We followed after, and were trailed in by, couples in their fifties and sixties and beyond, mostly dressed to the nines, tuxes and white jackets and ballgowns. Plenty were more casually dressed, though, younger ones like me who’d only been around a meager four decades or so. And Minnie and Janet weren’t the only women in pants suits.
Still, you would think this was a special occasion. But Chief Benson had told me Dreamland Park had a Big Band dance every Friday night, so this was just another weekend getting under way.
The interior of the ballroom, since early this afternoon, had apparently been made over by elves. The balconies above the recessed booths were draped with more pine roping and red bows, and little round tables for two with red candle centerpieces now edged the dance floor. The lighting had dimmed and took on a blue cast with the stage well-lit, as were some of the attendees already—portable bars were set up at left and right, each overseen by red-coated bartenders, as if the British had quietly invaded. And that mirrored ball was spinning slowly, sending its galaxy of reflective squares shimmering around the big room.
The effect was almost dizzying and I was glad to quickly learn the ball was used only on certain songs, apparently slow romantic numbers like “Moonlight Becomes You.” The three tiers of musicians in white jackets led by mustached smiling Pierson had a solid conventional sound, more Lombardo than Basie, but the audience lapped it up.
Minnie immediately drifted off to chat, and then dance, with the host, Chief Benson, who was one of those in a tux—I hadn’t recognized him for a moment. That left me with the nicely aging cutie pie, Janet, who fell into my arms for “Misty” like we’d been lovers since high school.
“You’re not just ‘Mike,’ are you?”
“I’m not?”
“You’re Mike Hammer.”
“Guilty as charged.”
We were seated at one of the little round tables, taking a break during a fast number (“Tuxedo Junction”). While lively, these old folks were not attempting any gymnastic jitterbugging, fortunately.
“I used to read about you in the papers,” she said. “You’re nicer than I imagined.”
“The night is young.”
“The night’s about the only thing that is.”
That got a chuckle out of me and she giggled, which might have seemed absurd in a woman her age but she brought it off.
I asked if she’d like something to drink and she said please—a Seven and Seven. That’s a drink I’m partial to myself, but I wanted to stay clear-headed and brought one back for her and just a nonalcoholic Seven for me.
“Small talk is hard in Dreamland Park,” she said.
“Oh? You mean here at the ballroom trying to talk over the music?”
Which we were trying to do, with limited success.
“That,” she said, “but also in general. Everyone’s pretending to be someone they aren’t. And if you recognize somebody, it’s kind of impolite to mention it.”
“You recognized me and mentioned it.”
“I did. But you’re a Good Guy.”
“That’s a matter of opinion.”
Of course, I did recognize some of the faces dancing around us. Not the women, but a number of men, some of whom worked hard at not giving me dirty looks. Names like Hymie, “Ice Pick” Willie, Carmine, Louie the Nose, Vito, Pasquale. Ah, memories.
I asked, “Do the law enforcement retirees come to these dances, too?”
Janet nodded. “But they have a kind of schedule. So there’s only maybe twenty here, sprinkled around. A different batch comes every Friday. There’s never really been any trouble at Dreamland Park, but it’s funny how we, you know, view our ‘protectors.’”
“Oh?”
She nodded and her sprayed blonde hair bounced like a helmet. “It’s kind of fitting, being out here in what used to be the Wild West. It’s like they’re the soldiers guarding the fort in case the Indians decide to drop by… Oh, I like this one! So romantic…”
Pierson had started up “You’ll Never Know.”
We danced to that and a few more ballads. She had a second drink and was getting cuddly, which made me a little uncomfortable. It was like Velda was behind me, whispering in my ear: And how exactly does this move our investigation forward?
After her third drink, Janet plastered herself so close to me she was practically behind me. She was at least half in the bag, but was one of those dames who stayed sexy anyway—even more so. If I didn’t get her off my hands I was going to hate myself in the morning.
I excused myself to use the john, but it was really a pretense to stop and tell Minnie I was going to walk the girl home, and ask if she wanted to head out, too.
“Hell no, Handsome! I’m just warmin’ up.”
The little rhinestones-and-jeans lady was at another of the small round tables with Chief Benson and their respective drinks. Neither seemed to be feeling any pain. The Marlboro Man was having a Marlboro, of course, but the big well-ventilated room seemed oblivious to the occasional smoker.
I leaned in. “What’s the story on her, anyway?”
“Janet?” Minnie winked and gave me the okay sign. “Nice kid. You’ll find her friendly.”
“I noticed. She’s younger than some around here.”
“Who isn’t?”
She and Benson both laughed a while. Always nice when the Chief of Police is blotto. Comforting. I waited.
Finally Minnie picked back up: “Well, the kiddo needed a new home when she needed it. You don’t help put away your sugar daddy without a plan of action.”
Benson leaned across the little table, the candle’s red glow on his face, making a friendly devil out of him. “You talkin’ about Janet Stewart?” he asked us.
Minnie nodded, said to him, “Yeah, Rainer Miller’s night nurse.”
“Ah!” he said. “I remember. You had one shift, she had the other.”
I didn’t react to this, but I returned to my own little table and collected my bombed blonde and led her out to the dance floor to further trip the light fantastic. She held onto me like I was airlifting her on a crane as we swayed to “All or Nothing At All” and my brain went into overdrive.
I could hear Velda saying: People who assume aliases often retain their initials and, sometimes, a similar sound, cadence, to the name they left behind.
Janet Stewart—Judy Sullivan? Francisco Banco’s supposedly murdered consort, a death suspected to have been faked so Judy Sullivan could disappear into Witness Protection like—possibly with—Rhino Massey?
Judy had been a lovely showgirl, twenty years ago, and after that the mistress of a mob boss who even now languished in prison. Could Janet be her? She appeared to be in her forties, which was about right. She was showgirl pretty, showgirl stacked…
So now I did the whispering into an ear: “Janet, what would you say to—”
“Your place or mine?”
This babe was game. Her slurred words stayed on the right side of sexy and avoided the wrong side of tipsy. Then she answered her own question.
“Yours,” she said.
She hugged my arm as we walked back down the pinyon path with its little twinkling white lights into the pleasantly cool night under no moon at all. We crossed the town-square street, the sidewalks and shops as empty as a Hollywood backlot after filming ceased, and rounded the corner past houses with only occasional lights on, their owners at the ballroom. My footsteps were loud and hers were like the echoes of mine.
“I think I recognized you, too,” I said. A lie.
“Did you? I wasn’t in the paper as much as you.”
“How could I forget a face so beautiful?”
“You’re sweet, Mike.”
“You’re Judy Sullivan, aren’t you?”
She gave me a mock scolding look. “That’s kind of impolite in Dreamland Park.”
“Oh? Sorry. You mean, talking about who you used to be. But you’ve only changed your name. You’re still you.”
“That’s… that’s kind of profound.”
Of course it wasn’t, but I didn’t mind that it had landed that way. Helps when the person you try it on is a little blotto.
I said, “I mean, you knew I was Mike Hammer.”
“I did. I do. But you don’t live here. At Dreamland Park. Minnie says you’re just visiting. We don’t get many of those. Visitors.”
We were at my house now. My pink house…
In the grandma living room we sat on the plastic-covered couch and it crinkled under our behinds, making her laugh. Me too.
Looking around the un-sexiest feminine room imaginable, taking it all in with her brown eyes, Janet said, “You do like girls don’t you?”
“I do,” I admitted. She snuggled next to me, her legs up under her. I added, “I am also not eighty years old.”
“Prove it.”
“That I’m not eighty years old? You want to see my driver’s license?”
“No. Prove you like girls.”
She kissed me. It was a yearning thing, warm, wet, plush in its softness, tasting a little like Seven and Seven, but what the hell? That was my favorite drink. And the passion she summoned was making me as drunk as she was. This was a girl, a woman, who put everything into a kiss, because she was seeking everything out of it, a female who needed a male who could love her, really love her, even just in the moment, and when her hand unzipped me and slipped itself inside, she kind of mewed and said, “You do like girls.”
She withdrew her hand, backed away and unzipped the front of her white-jean pants suit and peeled it off her shoulders. No leathery Arizona-sunbaked skin for her. Her flesh was lovely and pale except where her breasts swelled into perfect-handful globes with pink settings for pinker nipples. She zipped further down and a blonde tuft popped out, like a wonderful Jack-in-the-Box, make that Jill-with-her-box, proving her hair color natural unless she’d been willing to risk the peroxide sting in order to match the bouffant.
And I had a weak moment. I found myself thinking, How far should I take this? Get in her pants to get into her confidence? Who knows what I could learn from her?
The phone rang.
“I better get that,” I said.
I got up, front of my pants pointing at her and making her eyebrows go up, and I hobbled into the TV den. It was Velda, her timing as impeccable as her mother’s had been not long ago. My excitement for the drunk little doll withered.
“Mike,” Velda said, exuberant, obviously glad to have caught me (and she had caught me), “Mom is doing fine. Exceeding all of Dr. Snyder’s expectations. I’ll be able to get a flight back tomorrow and join you.”
“Well, that’s great news, on both fronts.”
“I’ll get the flight number and time to you as soon as I have them. Anything to report?”
Not really!
Actually, I did, letting her know I’d made contact with Massey’s daytime nurse and a newly religious Ronnie Renkie.
She asked, “You don’t take his religious conversion at face value, do you?”
“Hell no! I don’t even believe he’s a vegetarian.”
Velda laughed. “Don’t blame you.”
Quietly I said, “I also met Rhino’s night nurse, who I think is Judy Sullivan, another reportedly dead doll who is very much alive.”
“See what you can get out of her.”
“Do my best,” I said, making a face I was glad she couldn’t see.
We signed off, but lest you think too badly of me, I’ll assure you my libido was in check. The only thing I wanted out of this well-seasoned sweetie now was information.
But when I emerged from the den, Janet was gone. No sign of her anywhere in the house. Outside, looking down the sidewalks either way, no little Barbara Eden/Stella Stevens combo platter was in sight. Part of me was fine with temptation removing itself, but the rest really wanted to know what she knew that I didn’t.
And why had she gone from eager beaver to fleeing filly in a heartbeat? Had she heard me talking to what seemed to be the woman in my life, and then what? She wasn’t about to infringe on some other female’s territory?
Are you kidding?
This is where I could lie to you and say I was thinking about what I’d just missed. In fact the worst part of me—or maybe the best part of me—throbbed and demanded attention, which I gave it by way of a cold shower.
When the cold shower had done its duty, I shifted to a hot one, or at least a very warm one, because while I was younger than most of the Dreamland Ballroom dancers, I was older than I used to be. A few months ago I’d been sprawled on one slopchute floor after another with my nose in the sawdust. Hadn’t been that long since they found me in the gutter, either.
So, after a long day, I could use some soothing heat on my aching muscles, and even that creaky fold-out couch’s bed would be a wonderful relief, cool sheets and a pillow and Morpheus winging me away.
I dreamed about Velda, who danced like a harem girl for me, with exotic hand motions and little bells on her fingers, tinging and dinging, before turning into that little blonde, Janet or Judy, stark naked, who cupped her breasts and cooed at me until a big fat rhinoceros of a man batted her away and came running at me, head down, roaring (absurdly) like a lion. He knocked me down, then picked me up by the two ankles and I stiffened like a full-body erection as he slammed me on the ground again and again like something in a cartoon and then something subtle, some movement out in the other
room…
… woke me.
My .45 was on the little table with the phone by the recliner. I got the gun in hand, its handle cool and hard and reassuring, clicked off the safety, and slipped out of the den. I edged down the short hall to where the living room began and there they were, two men in black t-shirts and black pants and balaclava stocking masks like the guy in the Durant’s parking lot. Standing right in the middle of that hideous old-lady space, one was pointing toward the rear of the living room where the kitchen was, the other gesturing at the little hallway where I was tucked against the wall, out of sight.
And each man had, in his black driving-gloved hand, a silenced semi-automatic pistol, held with the snout up. Assassins take care with their gun safety protocols.
My brain expressed an opinion while my gut disagreed. The former said keep these guys alive and the latter said splatter them before they splatter you.
I split the difference.
The one coming toward the hall where I was waiting got a bullet in the head. The slug went right through on its way into a wall riding a ribbon of red, which gravity got hold of, splashing it against the couch and turning it into little scarlet droplets. A good thing the furniture was covered in plastic.
I emerged in my boxers and t-shirt from the hallway with the .45 in hand, my upper arm tight to my body. I didn’t need to bother about aiming—he was close enough to me to hear him breathe. But he might not be breathing long.
“You’re gonna drop that,” I said, “right now—or you’re going to die, too.”
The evidence of that was the face-down corpse sprawled by a chair with a hideous floral design and frilly ruffles. Ghastly sight, the chair.
The surviving intruder had his own ideas. He dove behind that seat, shooting as he went, that coughing sound again but louder indoors, carving puffy holes in the plaster wall near where I stood. I knelt and waited for him to reposition himself. He did so, behind the ugly chair, on the other side of which his dead partner seemed to be trying to crawl toward, but wasn’t. He was dead, all right.
The survivor popped out and shots flew over me and landed somewhere down the short hall. Then I scrambled out, staying low, and did what somebody should have done a long time ago: I shot the chair.
Put four rounds in it, well-spaced. Blossoms of stuffing bloomed.
The howl that came from behind it, as if the bullet-ridden furniture itself had emitted a death cry, might have been faked. So I popped two more at the thing and it shook and almost fell over backward and from behind it came the kind of death rattle you just can’t fake.
Two dead men in granny’s living room. Two blotches of black and various spatters and streaks and smears of red in a world of pink and baby blue and pale yellow. Paging Jackson Pollock.
I cleared the house—no one else on the scene, no backup man who heard the shots and laid low, waiting for his moment. I went outside and no car was parked in sight for them to get away, either with or without a driver waiting. The neighborhood seemed asleep. As quiet as my uninvited guests. This was the dead of night and my unsilenced .45 had not woken anyone. Or at least anyone who recognized what they heard was staying inside, minding their own business. No siren announced a neighbor phone call had been made—if any of these neighbors were the kind who might make such a call. And we were several streets away from the homes of retired law enforcement.
I went back inside.
Any sane man in my situation would have called the police. I had a decent contact in Lt. Gabe Lopez, after all. But this was Dreamland Park, a federal installation. Of sorts, anyway. And the man in charge, Chief Charlie Benson, was probably tucked in his wee little bed right now, maybe with Minnie Baxter for all I knew. The last I’d seen of him he was damn near drunk on his ass, and he was not likely to be at his work number. His home number was something I hadn’t been provided.
I went out among the dead and sat there on the edge of a couch cushion that didn’t have blood on it and took in the coppery smell of blood and the nasty odor of human bowels evacuating at death, and I wondered what the hell to do about it.
Finally the odors and my exhaustion got the better of me.
“Hell with it,” I told the corpses.
Morning would come soon enough, and these pricks weren’t going anywhere. I’d call the chief when he got into work, first thing.
In the meantime, I returned to the den, reloaded the .45, deposited it on the little table by the recliner, and went back to bed.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Chief Benson, accompanied by a young uniformed officer I’d not seen before, stood in the living room of my pink house with his hands on his hips and his eyes and mouth wide open. For about ten seconds, not saying a word, the Chief had been taking in the two ski-masked dead men, one sprawled on the carpet in front of the shot-up chair, the other in back of it. The blood on the walls had dried a crusty brown but the stench of death was just the same. Sun was streaming in the windows and the effect was surreal.
Earlier, I’d tried calling Benson at his HQ number at seven a.m.—having been up since six—and got a pre-recorded message that said the office hours were nine a.m. to five p.m., but was given an emergency number that I could call. I didn’t figure there was an emergency to report, these home invaders having been dead for over four hours already, so I would catch up with the Chief later.
After showering and shaving, I got into fresh pastel threads, including last night’s sports coat that covered my .45 in its high-riding hip holster. After those homicidal callers had dropped by unannounced in the wee hours, I needed to be prepared, like all good Boy Scouts.
The morning was cool, the sky a blue I could get used to, and the air I pulled in and let out did not carry even a hint of car exhaust in it. Compared to Manhattan, Dreamland Park didn’t seem half bad to me as I strolled over to the town square. I passed couples walking their dogs and exchanged salutes and smiles, including a guy I’d busted for pimping when I was back on the NYPD; his Sunday school teacher of a wife presumably didn’t know about his past. A jogger I recognized as a retired Robbery Detail guy from Brooklyn gave me a funny grin—What
are you doing here,
Hammer?— but just kept running. Dreamland Park was a place where you kept your history to yourself and didn’t inquire about that of others.
At the diner-style Dreamland Café, I ordered myself two fried eggs over easy, three strips of bacon, hash browns and coffee, to which I applied plenty of sugar and a dollop of milk. I was at the counter enjoying my good old-fashioned American-style breakfast when the Chief came in, looking remarkably fresh for a guy who tied one on last night, his Stetson snugly in place and his uniform so crisp and pressed, he could have passed a barracks inspection.
He nodded to a few Dreamland retiree types, ex-cops and crooks alike, noticed me, came over, and took the empty stool to my right.
“Morning, Mike,” he said. “Have fun last night?”
“I have a pretty good time everywhere I go.” I thought about asking him if he’d got lucky with Minnie, but figured that was in poor taste.
“So what’s new in the world of crime?” he said with a grin, as he stuck a fresh Marlboro in his face. He fired the cig up with his badge-etched Zippo.
“I had to take a couple of guys out last night,” I said, “but it was strictly legal.”
“Take a couple guys out,” Benson said, “what? Out for a drink?”
“Took… them… out. They broke into my place with guns, middle of the damn night.”
A cute redheaded waitress, refilling my coffee cup, looked at me like I’d just stepped off a UFO.
“Nothing to worry about,” I said, as I doctored my freshened coffee. “Justice is blind, right? Well, even a blind justice would call that self-defense.”
The waitress backed away slowly.
The Chief’s grin melted like butter on a griddle and his eyes were as glazed as a doughnut—it was breakfast, after all. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”
I gave him a sideways look. “I don’t kid about such things, Chief. Nothing funny about life and death situations, though being on the right side of one does make a guy feel good to be alive. Go ahead and order breakfast. This’ll keep.”
The waitress was edging our way, trying to get the nerve to return and take the Chief’s order. He gestured her back. She complied.
“Let’s take a ride, Hammer. Now.”
On the trip to Oak Street (where I temporarily resided) we didn’t say a word. He was as hot as I was cool and, anyway, it was a short trip.
Now we were in the living room and Benson was positioned so he had a view on both dead men in black. His young uniformed man—name tag said LELAND—had a burr haircut, brown eyes, and a smooth tanned face. He looked a little sick.
“Wait outside,” the Chief told him. “In the cruiser.”
I’d already been told Jimmy Leland was the officer whose duty it was to patrol Dreamland Park in one of their three official vehicles.
When the door had closed behind the kid, Benson glared at me. “When did you plan to report this, Hammer?”
I used to be “Mike.” Weren’t we friends anymore?
I said, “I tried to call but you weren’t in the office yet. Got a recording with no option to leave a message.”
His eyebrows climbed. “There’s an emergency number!”
“And I figured it might connect to the Phoenix PD, and maybe you wouldn’t want that.”
Red was overtaking the tan of the Chief’s leathery face. He started over: “When exactly did you intend to report this?”
“Soon as you were in… or sooner, if I ran into you.” I shrugged. “I ran into you.”
He shook his head, hands still on his hips. “Do you have any idea how many laws you’ve broken here?”
“Failure to report a body comes to mind. Bod-eez, actually.”
His eyes showed white all round. “That’s the least of them! Did you touch anything?”
“No, they’re where they fell. I didn’t even lift their masks.”
His head tilted to one side, eyes still huge. “You aren’t curious about who was trying to kill you?”
I shrugged. “Who do I know in Phoenix?”
A big working-man’s paw came up and covered his face, leaving room only for the cigarette bobbling in one corner of his mouth. It was damn near comic. Damn near.
“I figured I shouldn’t do anything,” I said, “till I could get hold of you. And you were pretty crocked last night, plus you had that sexy little old lady on your hands. I don’t have a home number on you and you keep banker’s hours at that Mayberry police station. What the hell? I didn’t see why this wouldn’t keep till you could give it the federal treatment.”
He was so mad he was trembling. “If you show me that blue-and-gold embossed card again, Hammer, I’ll stick it up your ass.”
“You could try.”
We stood silently for a while.
Stalemate.
I said, “You want my take on this thing or not?”
He didn’t respond immediately.
Then he said, “Thrill me.”
“Let me give you the tour,” I said.
I walked him into the kitchen, to the two glass doors that led onto a little patio, a perfect place for grilling, if a different kind than I was getting at the moment.
“Yesterday, when I registered into this geriatric hotel,” I said, snugging the door handles, “these babies were locked good and tight. Like they are now. But after last night’s little indoor firefight, I went around checking… and found them very much unlocked. I corrected that before I hit the rack.”
He wasn’t boiling now. He was listening.
I pointed past the carnage toward the front entry. “I kept that door locked as well—in New York we’ve learned not to trust our neighbors. But I found it unlocked when I checked it after my surprise party.”
The Chief had a look at both the sliding doors and the front entry. I waited in the kitchen while he did that.
“No sign the doors were jimmied,” he said, upon his return. “But if they had been, the security system would have alerted the phone company, who after hours contact me at home—I have a house out here myself. If I’m not available, the Phoenix PD gets the call.”
I pointed to the wall near the front door where a gray-metal box, about the size of a paperback book, was mounted. That was the security system, essentially a simple on/off switch.
“Generally I don’t have any faith in that kind of Mickey Mouse circuitry,” I said, “but I looked it over when I first got here. Last night, after my guests had come and gone, I checked the box. It had been switched off, all right.”
“So,” the Chief said, pushing his cap back, “they didn’t have to break in. Somebody lowered the drawbridge for ’em.”
“And I think I know who,” I said.
I told him how Janet Stewart had come over for a while, made nice, then—after I received a phone call—had slipped away.
“It was my secretary calling from New York,” I said. “I figured Janet overheard me talking with another woman—Velda and I are pretty cozy—and decided she wanted no part of some other gal’s guy. Too messy. And bailed.”
“You figure different now.”
I nodded. “I don’t think it was my irresistible appeal that drew her to me. Janet had a job to do—to distract me and, when she got the chance, leave the doors open for my guests to waltz right in.”
“She just lives down the street,” the Chief said, nodding that direction. “Four doors.” He pointed a thick finger at me. “You stay here. I’ll check it out.”
My frown was more a scowl. “The hell you say. I’ve kept these stiffs company long enough. I want to hear what this little bimbo has to say for herself.”
Benson thought about that, and I anticipated an argument, but he grunted and said, “Let’s head down there.”
“Good.”
“I’ll handle the questioning, Mike. You’re just an observer.”
At least I was “Mike” again. And being an observer was better than being a suspect. Or a perp.
“You’re the chief… Chief.”
Outside, Benson told his man Leland to maintain a watch but not to go in. The young cop’s expression said he was anything but anxious to go in there with those shot-up corpses.
As we walked, Benson pitched his spent Marlboro in the street—you’d think littering would be illegal in Dreamland Park—and paused to light up again.
As he waved his match out, he said, “You’re not a smoker? I thought everybody who went overseas in the Big One came back a tobacco junkie.”
We were walking again.
“Oh, I came back hooked like everybody else,” I said. “I just got out of the habit the last few years. I was too busy spending whatever dough I could scrounge on booze to bother with smokes.”
“You really hit the skids hard, huh? A woman?”
“Isn’t it always?”
But Velda had more than made up for it.
And speaking of women, we were at Janet Stewart’s place now, a pale-yellow variation on my pink house. Other than the color, not much of a one—same crushed-rock type “lawn” with patches of well-watered grass, shrubs and plants spotted around. The vehicle in the carport was a golf cart, typical transportation in Dreamland Park.
The Chief rang the bell. We waited. He rang it again. We waited some more.
I asked, “Does she work anywhere? She’s younger than most around here. Shop girl or waitress or…?”
“No. No job.” Benson looked concerned.
He knocked. Hard. Waited. Knocked some more. Harder.
Then he dug into his front right khaki pocket and dragged out a key ring. He swiftly selected the right one and inserted it into the front door lock.
“Master key?” I asked.
He nodded, turning the key to a satisfying click. He eased the door open and leaned in, still on the front stoop with me at his side. “Janet! It’s Chief Benson! Janet!”
No response.
He gave me a no-nonsense look and withdrew his sidearm, a .38 Police Positive.
“Stay here,” he said.
“I don’t think so,” I said, and got out the .45.
That made him frown, but he sucked in some air and nodded before letting it out. He went in and I followed him.
The layout was the same as my pink house—we were in a living room behind which a kitchen loomed with the identical sliding-glass-door setup. The decor departed radically from the granny version—this was all modern blond wood, pale-green cushioned sofa and chairs, and atomic-themed lamps on boomerang end tables. The opening of the hallway at right, which in the other house led to the TV den where I’d camped out, beckoned—two bedrooms would be down there as well, and a laundry room and a bathroom.
Benson gave me a stern look and raised a finger—he wanted to take the lead, and I let him. We went down the hallway slowly, my back to his, in case we’d missed someone in hiding ready to come at our flank. Benson paused at the den, then went in quick and low and ready with the .38.
“Clear,” he said.
I followed him in. The major difference between this and my makeshift bedroom was a black leopard lamp on top of the television console, and more of that blond furniture, the green-and-brown plaid cushions lending a more masculine touch. A few magazines on another boomerang-shaped coffee table included True, Saga and Playboy.
Did Janet have a boyfriend?
The bedroom that seemed to be Janet’s finally brought pink into play, bedspread and drapes, but with white furnishings. One wall was a white slatted closet and we checked there, opening each side on a count of three—finding nothing but clothing, mostly pants suits. The apparent guest bedroom sported more blond furniture, dark-green bedspreads, light-green walls. No sign of her in either. She hadn’t slept in either place nor had anyone else.
We checked closets all through the house—not just bedrooms, but front closet, kitchen cupboard, laundry room standing cabinets, hallway closets—always with guns in hand and at the ready, prepared for sudden gunfire or someone hiding to jump out and start blasting.
Nothing.
Nobody.
The laundry room was also a bust, its closet shelved with bedding.
We ended up at hallway’s end, in the bathroom, the bathroom vanity mirror lined with hair spray and perfume and other girly necessities and niceties, with us looking back at ourselves in worried frustration, a couple of idiots with their gun snouts in the air.
The most striking aspect of the small room was the pink-and-black speckled tiled linoleum floor, which was puddled with water everywhere. The wallpaper—black cartoon poodles on a white background—was streaked with more splashed water, but it had dried. That indicated the water on the floor was merely what was left after much more had evaporated.
When Benson drew back the shower curtain, Janet was waiting patiently for us…
…at the bottom of a fully drawn tub of water.
She lay there underwater with her big brown eyes open and her lips poised in an open-mouth kiss. Though the liquid was still, it nonetheless distorted her into something not quite real. Her hands were at her sides, her fingers slender and tipped with pale white polish. Her hair, that perfect blonde bouffant, had turned itself into a fright wig, and her pale body with the rounded breasts and blonde triangle fought to retain its beauty, as if she were a perfect statue waiting to be rescued from a sunken ship, with only an appendix scar to draw a line between artistic perfection and human frailty.
But the true horror was the redness around her neck, the impressions of two hands clutching her there, the fingermarks vivid—whether she had been strangled or drowned or some terrible combination awaited a coroner’s verdict. For now she wore an expression that teetered between peace and sorrow, and she seemed to want to speak to us but was so far past that. I could only wonder if she had known she was in with killers or was just some poor lovely girl who’d grown into a woman whose beauty had led her into bad company, her biggest strength—those native charms—becoming her Achilles heel.
Benson touched the water and looked back at me. “Cold. She’s been this way a while.”
I nodded. “Best leave her like this. You’re going to have to call Lopez in on it.”
He shook his head. “No, this is Dreamland Park.”
“Oh, is it really?”
Ignoring that, the Chief gestured for us to get out of there. And I didn’t mind. Moments later we were outside, where we couldn’t taint the crime scene any further. On her stoop, we faced each other, neither of us happy.
“I’ll call in an FBI forensics team,” Benson said. “If we have a major crime at the Park—we rarely ever have had—that’s the protocol.”
“Well, Lt. Lopez might not be wild about following your ‘protocol.’ He has two strangled women among his active cases and we’ve just added a third.”
He waved that away. “No dead husband.”
I frowned at him. “She wasn’t married, was she? Did you want her to rush out and find a man, maybe run off to Vegas and get a license, so you can make the MO’s jibe?”
He frowned back. “Damnit, Hammer, that girl set you up. She invited those two assassins in to kill your ass.”
I shook my head.
“She may not have known murder was the mission. She may have been coerced. Who knows what—”
“Hammer!” His eyes were big hard marbles. “Do you know who she is? Who she was?”
Defensively, I said, “Janet Stewart.”
His grin was so awful it might have been mine. “I have a hunch you already suspected she was Judy Sullivan, in another life. And I can confirm that she was. That she was more than just the night nurse to ‘Rainer Miller.’ She was no goddamn saint—she was Francisco Banco’s mistress before she helped the government fake her death so she could run off with Rhino Massey into Witness Protection.”
I raised two cautionary palms. “Say all that’s true…”
“All that’s true.”
“…I don’t have to like it when somebody strangles her in the bathtub. Some psychopath did that.”
His eyes went hooded now. He almost tasted the words he spoke: “I may know which psychopath did it.”
I grabbed him by the arm, wrinkled his well-pressed sleeve. “Then share the wealth, Chief!”
He yanked his arm free, his expression indignant. “Since Rhino Massey’s death, she’s been seeing another Dreamland Park resident—one Ronald Renkie.”
“Son of a bitch…”
Ronnie Renkie, Born Again
vegetarian…
Benson folded his arms and got very quiet, but each word could not have been more distinct. “Before you go off the deep end, Mike, let’s consider that, first, Janet—Judy—was likely no innocent in this. Second, go out of control and you could bring this whole Dreamland Park setup down… endanger every life in here, from witness to law enforcement, and decimate the entire budding Witness Protection program, which would make you a very popular fella with some of the worst gangsters this great country has to offer. Not so popular with the FBI.”
He had a point.
Grudgingly, I said, “What would you suggest?”
“What would I really like to see?”
“Yeah, Charlie. What would you really like to see?”
Now the eyes were slits. “You gone. Mike Hammer out of Dreamland Park and on his way back to the Big Apple. Leaving this already messy situation to be handled as delicately as possible by me and the FBI specialists I intend to call in, as soon as I’m not stuck here trying to talk you into behaving like a rational human being and an actual fucking detective. Not to mention like an officer of the Court, which is what your New York City private investigator’s license, and the board that grants it, deems you to be.”
“I’ll think about it.”
His sigh started at his toes. “What I need from you today is a full statement about what happened last night. You’ll need to turn over that .45 of yours at that time—it’s evidence now.”
“It’s not evidence of anything but self-defense!”
“It’s not ‘self-defense’ till the evidence and your statement have been entered into the record. You’re lucky you don’t have another inquest to deal with—the FBI will make the call on this thing.”
I was floundering now. “I have to pick up my secretary at the airport at four p.m.”
“We’ll be finished with you before then. In the meantime, you are no longer a resident of Dreamland Park.” He pointed in the direction of my pink house. “Vacate that place up the street by noon. Just pack up and go. I’m sure the Adams or some other downtown hotel will be glad to have your business.”
“Am I persona non grata on site?”
He leaned close, tobacco on his breath. “That’s not up to me. We’ll take care of the official side of this, and then you’re just going to go away, Mike Hammer, and good riddance.”
I got in his face. “Don’t you care who killed that woman in there?”
He got in mine. “If you really want to know the answer to that one, just look in the mirror. She’d be alive if you hadn’t come around.”



CHAPTER TWELVE
We were a mismatched pair, Velda and I, when I met her at the gate. I was still in pastel togs fit for a golf course, blazer and all, and she was in a sleek black-trimmed gray pants suit and low heels right out of Glamour magazine. But we clinched like it had been forever and not yesterday morning since we last saw each other, and after snagging her suitcase at baggage claim, we made our way to the parking garage and soon were in the Mustang together under a waning Phoenix sun as if no time had elapsed at all.
From behind the wheel, I said, “You certainly don’t look like a woman who’s been buffeted from one side of America to the other and back again, over the last two days.”
“I’m afraid I feel it,” she said and her eyebrows lifted and came back down for a landing. “I slept on the flight. Didn’t eat. Can we stop somewhere?”
“I know the best Chinese restaurant in Phoenix.”
“Not sure that impresses me terribly, but I’m famished. Eager to be proven wrong.”
Sing High Chop Suey House, oldest joint of its kind in the city, was on West Madison, less than fifteen minutes from Sky Harbor airport. Literally overnight, Christmas had come to the Valley of the Sun, pine roping bearing big red bell-shaped decorations draped over the major streets; decorated Tannenbaums shared space with figures of frolicking Santas and elves on sparkling cotton snow in storefront windows.
Velda commented on the difficulty of taking Yuletide seriously in the dry seventy-degree weather the Mustang was tooling through. I said we should be back in real winter weather before too long, and wishing it were warm. Our conversation didn’t go anywhere more interesting than that for now, though the seriousness of things we needed to discuss hung over us like those pine-roped fake bells.
Soon we were in a red leather booth in a dining room with the usual Chinese trappings on the pale-yellow walls. We ordered (chow mein for me, chop suey for her) and as we waited over tea, we got into it.
“I spoke to Pat just before I left for the airport,” I said. “He had some interesting information about Rhino Massey’s brother, Joey. Your long-lost uncle? Seems he ran a small grocery store in Queens and was respectable enough. Made a decent living, too.”
She frowned thoughtfully over the lip of the small teacup from which she was about to sip. “How does that fit in with the alcoholic Joey we met, who was delighted to inherit the Dreamland Park mortuary and cemetery?”
I shrugged. “All right, maybe. We haven’t looked into Joey that much. But I asked Pat to pick up the slack for us—to see if Joseph Massey had a criminal record and get me the general dope on Rhino’s younger brother.”
“And?”
“And… Pat says Uncle Joey died five years ago.”
Her dark eyes popped and she put down the cup.
I went on: “Really died. No Witness Protection funny business—this Massey, at least, was no crook.”
She was shaking her head, gently, but enough to swing the scythes of raven hair. “Good lord… who did we meet? If that wasn’t my Uncle Joey, who the hell was it?”
I cocked my head. Smiled just a little. “Honey, are you ready for this?”
“You’re not saying…”
“That wasn’t your Uncle Joey we met—that was Rhino Massey. Himself. Your very much still alive father.”
Her eyes popped and her mouth made an O. “That skinny little dipso at the Ox-Head Ranch?”
I nodded. “He was skinny but not so little, not short anyway. I think the booze was his mode of medication to prop himself up during and after a crash diet that lasted for months.”
Our food arrived and, between bites, I filled her in on the facts as I saw them.
“So Rhino Massey plans that armored car robbery—it’s his two-million-buck ticket out of Dreamland Park into a third life… and to think, most of us are satisfied with one! He and some trusted accomplices find and substitute an obese specimen—a transient they spotted maybe… Say, this is good chow mein. Pass the soy sauce, would you, doll? Anyway, they concocted some fake story or other to pull the counterfeit fatso unwittingly into their plan. It’s even possible they helped his natural overstuffed resemblance to Rhino along with plastic surgery. Or maybe just being beaten to death by ‘muggers’ did the trick… Is that chop suey okay? You’re hardly eating at all and you said you were starved… Anyway, both ‘Joey’ and Rhino’s heart doc from back home, Dr. Isaac, identify the corpulent corpse, who resembles Rhino enough to fool the gangsters from around the country who came to confirm Rhino was really dead this time around. Enough years pass and one dead fat guy looks pretty much like another dead fat guy, and after all this one had been drafted to play the part because he already bore at least a passing resemblance.”
“Go on,” she said, nibbling at her chop suey.
“So, meanwhile, brother Joey—that is, a way slimmed down Rhino—would only bear what seemed to be a vague family resemblance by now, in the loose suit of skin he was wearing. That left only, over the coming months, Joey waiting long enough to make dead Rhino Massey a thing of the past—a deceased suspect in an unsolved armored car robbery. Over the coming months, in various ways, accomplices get tied off as the loose ends they’d become. These kills are concealed in various ways—two are victims of a psychopath targeting husbands and wives. Looks like a serial nut. Doc Isaac has a convenient auto accident. Just the other day, an accomplice is dispatched to try to kill me, with the perhaps predictable result of me killing him. But even if the accomplice survives and I don’t, it’s win-win for slimmed-down Rhino, who is surely, gradually, removing his accomplices… and maybe other loose ends, like—sorry, baby—your mom.”
Velda poured herself some more tea. “Then—just yesterday, viciously—Judy Sullivan.”
“Right.” I pushed my half-completed plate of chow mein aside. “That must make Joey—Rhino—the sole survivor among thieves now.”
“This Janet, aka Judy,” Velda said, “where does she figure in?”
“She was his night nurse,” I said. “I figure she was the one who guided him through the weight loss regimen that transformed Rhino into Joey. Rhino had become a recluse, and that’s the reason why—he was shedding weight through a combination of drugs and exercise with his girlfriend nurse supervising.”
Velda was shaking her head again, those raven arcs swinging.
“Something doesn’t fit,” she insisted. “Something’s just not right! Judy was Rhino’s woman—the two of them, with the government’s help, faked their deaths and went into hiding. Into Witness Protection. If your assumptions are right, Mike, she helped him engineer his dramatic weight loss. Was at his side, in secret, for months, planning this escape into a new life.”
“That’s how I see it.”
“But the Chief told you Janet’s boyfriend—Judy’s lover—is Ronnie Renkie. How does that fit in? And who strangled that poor girl in her bathtub? Is that how Rhino or Joey or however-he-sees-himself repays such loyalty?”
My shrug was a slow one. “Maybe—if she was cheating on him with Renkie. Ronnie may be a psycho, but he’s a handsome devil.”
Her eyes were tight. “No. You’ve figured most of it, Mike, right down the line. But something just isn’t right.”
“That, my dear,” I said, reaching for the check and sliding from the booth, “is why our work at Dreamland Park isn’t done.”
We discussed it on the twenty-minute drive as the sun dipped behind the mountains and the light blue of dusk deepened into dark sapphire. The tiniest tentative slice of what resembled an Arabic moon hung amid a scattering of stars. This time we got through the guard gate routine quickly and were soon rolling through the wide, perfect streets of Dreamland Park, lighted by windows and streetlamps.
With the Mustang under the carport, I got Velda’s suitcase out of the back and escorted her up the walk to the front door of the pink house and inside. What awaited us was a carpet splotched with the brown of dried blood, a Rorschach test of more dried blood on the far pink plaster wall, and a hideous frilly chair with multiple bullet holes punched in it, sprouting furniture-foam blossoms. The wall at right, by the hallway entry, had chunks carved from it by my last-night visitors’ bullets. At least the place had aired out some.
Embarrassed, setting down her small suitcase, I said, “I should have warned you. This place was an old biddy’s idea of heaven, a nightmare before I shot the hell out of it.”
“Well, I don’t blame you for putting that chair out of its misery.”
He stepped out of the hallway as quick as a jump scare in a horror flick—Ronnie Renkie. He had a .38 revolver tight in his fist, a Model 10 I made it, with what had to be a six-inch barrel. He was holding the piece steady but he looked terrible, his eyes red as
if… had he been crying? That neatly barbered hair, though short, stuck out here and there, the Caesar bangs tangled. His sharp dark suit looked slept in, his white open collar shirt had one wing sticking out of the suit coat, the other tucked in, and he bore a pale, gray pallor. He was a mess—a zombie with a gun.
And neither Velda nor I had a gun to go for. Chief Benson had confiscated my .45 when I gave him my statement earlier today, and Velda’s .32 was in her suitcase, which I considered hurling at him, but then what? A barrage of gunfire rain down on us? Some fresh blood adding to the crime scene?
But he hadn’t shot us yet. Hadn’t shot us on sight. So I tried the only weapon I had left: reason.
“How can we help you, Ronnie?” I said affably. “Forgive me, but you look kinda frazzled.”
He swallowed. He was shaking, but it was the damnedest thing: his right arm, his right hand, with the .38 in it, was steady. Not a tremble.
“I have had a bad day,” he admitted.
Slowly he walked to the shot-up chair and sat. Still trembling but with a right arm and gun hand as still as a statue, he leaned back; if the blossoms of foam were accompanied by springs, they didn’t seem to bother him.
“He strangled her,” Ronnie said. “Will you help me, Hammer?”
We were still standing just inside the door. Could we duck back out, yank the door behind us to eat his bullets?
I said, “Do you mean… Janet? Is that how you knew her, Ronnie? Not Judy. Janet?”
He nodded. “I knew she’d been someone else—we all were. But she was Janet now and such a nice kid. I never loved anybody before, Hammer, except Jesus.”
I inched forward, gesturing sympathetically. “She was a nice kid. But who strangled her, Ronnie? Not you.”
He swallowed. The red eyes were unspeakably sad. “I did the others. I still did jobs for Rainer, time to time. Rhino, he used to be called? I asked the Lord for forgiveness after each one. Do you think… do you think I’m forgiven?”
“Sure I do. You strangled those women after killing their men? Is that what you did?”
“Yes.”
“You… raped those women? Before you strangled them?”
“Not before! That would have been evil.”
“I can see that.”
He was shaking his head; his hair looked like it was trying to escape. “Wasn’t my idea. I took… took no joy in it. But he said… that’s how it should look. Like a certain kind of killing.”
“Rainer—Rhino—told you to do it that way.”
The red eyes got wild. “No!”
“Settle down, Ronnie. We’re all friends here.”
He shook his head slowly. “Rainer wasn’t the big boss of things. He knew how to plan a robbery. But he wasn’t pulling the strings.”
“Who was?”
“I’ll show you.”
Suddenly he lurched to his feet, and I put myself between him and Velda. But steady as that revolver was as he pointed it at us, he did not shoot. Not at me, not at Velda, not at either of us.
“I won’t hurt you,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
Still between him and Velda, I said, “We don’t want you to, Ronnie.”
“I will if you make me.”
“We won’t make you, Ronnie.”
“I’m glad. Because I need you.”
“What… what do you need us for?”
“You’re a Good Guy. I need a Good Guy.”
Janet—Judy—had
called me that.
I said, “I’m one of the Good Guys, sure. If you follow the Good Book, like you learned in prison, you can join the club.”
He sighed. “No. Not what I mean. What I mean is… if you hear something… like a confession? You can take it to people. Cops. Feds. Authorities.”
“I can do that.”
His sigh was one of relief this time. “Then we need to go for a walk. Do you have a gun on you?”
“No.”
“Don’t lie to me, Hammer. Good Guys aren’t supposed to lie. Take off the jacket.”
I did. Flipped the blazer to the floor on the far side of the room.
To Velda, Ronnie said, “You’re that secretary of his.”
“I am,” Velda admitted.
“I read about you. You’re a private detective, too. You’ve been in gun fights like Hammer here.”
“I have.”
“Do you have a gun?”
“No.”
“You have a purse in your hand.”
“Yes.”
“Toss it. Don’t toss it at me! Toss it away.”
She did.
“Unbutton your jacket and hold it open.”
She did that, too.
He nodded. “No gun. Good. Another Good Guy. You two are in no danger if you do as I say.”
I said, “What do you have in mind, Ronnie?”
He nodded toward the street. “We’re going to take a walk. When we get there, I will tell you to stay out of sight, and you will stay out of sight. Understood?”
I said, “We’ll stay out of sight.”
Velda said, “We’ll stay out of sight.”
“It’s important that you do,” Ronnie said.
He led us out into the night. It was almost cold now—in the fifties. No cars, not even golf carts. No one out walking. The night itself was barely lighted by the sickle slice of moon and the scattering of stars. He walked us, staying behind us, with the gun at his side. He told us to head to the town square and we did.
Here’s the thing: I could probably have jumped him, and no doubt Velda would have followed my lead. We likely could have taken him. But I believed him. I believed that we were in no danger unless we tried something. And I felt sure he was leading us to some of the answers we’d been seeking.
Then once again I was walking down the wide brick sidewalk between pinyons decorated with twinkling white lights toward a ballroom dressed up with pine roping and fake bells. Tonight Velda was at my side, not the little blonde who had stared up at me from under a layer of liquid with her big brown eyes wide and her mouth a literal kiss of death and a necklace of red human finger marks around her throat.
The ballroom was unlocked. The gun was no longer at Renkie’s side—now its nose was nudging my back, not so much threatening me as reminding me of its presence and what it promised if I didn’t do as I was told. We moved past the closed ticket booth and hat/coat check and on into the ballroom, its lights out but lights glowing in the opaque windows of the little police station behind us to the right.
Ronnie walked us about halfway down at the left and deposited us in one of the recessed booths under the overhang of the balcony. It was very dark but not stygian—some light from the world outside came in the high banks of windows. Walking over we’d developed some night vision, so we were cognizant of everything.
“Hammer, get under the bench. Secretary, get under that bench opposite. Stay quiet. Don’t be seen. Listen. Take it all in. Do you understand?”
I was already under there.
“Got it,” I said.
“If I live,” he said, “I’ll give myself up to you. That’s a promise. I don’t mind going back.”
To stir, he meant. After all, Jesus was waiting for him there.
He left us.
Velda rolled across and joined me under my bench, which allowed me to hold her close as we both had a view in the direction of the entrance. She looked over her shoulder at me as if to say, What the hell?
I whispered, very softly: “Honey… let this play out.”
Renkie was over at the door to the tiny police department. He banged on it. Banged and banged.
Then he moved away and walked till he stood in the middle of the ballroom floor, where he planted himself and yelled to the rafters: “I know what you did!”
Silence.
Then the door opened and Chief Benson, in Stetson and uniform, stood poised on the threshold.
Just seeing him there, in all his Marlboro Man glory, I knew what he’d done, too—oh, he hadn’t planned the armored car heist, that was Rhino’s specialty; but Chief Charlie Benson was the puppet master, the man with a small city he could draw upon for twisted talent, the kingpin in a perfect position to know which of Dreamland Park’s residents had slipped into harmless retirement and who still had the blood of corruption flowing in their veins. Or, in some cases, weak ones like Janet who could be used, manipulated into committing the small sins that made larger ones possible.
Benson’s gruffly masculine voice rang out: “What did I do, Renkie? Tell me, you murdering goddamn psychopath. You stabbed and strangled and raped… raped the dead, you sicko bastard! All I did was add one more to your list.”
“I loved her!”
“You aren’t capable of that. Don’t make me laugh.”
His hand reached inside and a KLIK! echoed through the big room as Benson hit a switch and the lights dimmed into the familiar blue hue of the dance hall in full sway. Then another KLIK! and the mirrored ball began to turn, sending its tiny little reflective images swirling around the chamber like puzzle pieces with no intention of ever being assembled.
The combination of lower lighting and the revolving ball with its careening reflections had Renkie weaving.
Then the ball dropped!
Normally it must have been at a slower speed that could be adjusted and regulated to lower the globe for repair, but Benson apparently had jerked a switch all the way down, suddenly, and though it wasn’t directly over Renkie, it crashed near enough his feet to shatter and sling shards in a shower of tiny sharp slivers, and this terrible psycho—who I should never have been able to pity—I had to feel for, because he was impaled a thousand times, the tiny mirrors reflecting his screaming face back at him, a man wearing a suit of pain, dancing like no one ever had here before, a dervish of agony, and I watched from under the booth hugging Velda to me, helpless to do anything as the Chief of the Dreamland Park police approached with a .45 automatic in a driving-gloved hand and sent four shots into the dancer, putting him out of his misery as Ronnie teetered and fell on his face to the tune of breaking glass.
The big ball bore few tiny mirrors now, it was just this odd split-apart thing on the dance floor. The .45 still in hand, Benson turned his back on his grotesque creation and walked to his office, leaned in without entering, and with his free hand shut off a few switches, including the PD lights, then headed out into the night.
Velda scrambled out from under the bench, and when she was on her feet, I followed suit.
“He’s getting away!”
“No,” I said, “he’s at the end of his string, and he has a stop to make before he really books it.”
I went out to where the pitiful remains of Ronnie Renkie lay. I knelt.
“You’re not checking him, are you?” Velda asked. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody more dead.”
“I’m just collecting his .38,” I said. “That .45 the Chief is using? It’s mine.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
We lingered briefly at the ballroom. I collected the dead Renkie’s Smith & Wesson .38, fully loaded, though that provided me with a mere six bullets. Shoving the gun in my waistband, I walked over to the police department and tried the door. Benson had locked it.
Velda was right behind me. “Looking for a phone to call in for some support? Your friend Lopez, maybe?”
“No. They have a gun locker. Maybe there’s .38 ammo or a better weapon.”
I didn’t have my packet of picks and Velda was shy any hairpins, so I busted the glass panel in the door with my elbow. We were inside in seconds but the gun locker earned its name: the glassed-in cabinet on the wall that held rifles and other ordnance was not surprisingly locked up tight.
“Check these for keys,” I told her, gesturing to the two empty desks where the Chief’s officers had sat. “I’ll have a look in Benson’s office.”
No keys in his desk drawer, but a supply closet seemed right for keeping such items handy while not too readily available for anybody shaking down the office—like us. This little excuse for a PD made a tempting target for thieves looking for hardware.
The supply closet’s facing shelves held the expected paper, toner and other office needs. Unexpected were the two big oblong objects between the walls of shelving, on the floor, taking up almost all the space: oversize black zippered bags.
Body bags.
Velda startled me, coming up behind. “Found them!”
“About gave me a heart attack, doll,” I said, crouching by the bags.
She jingled a small ring of keys. “I’ve got the locker open.”
I unzipped both bags just enough to get a look at their contents.
And I saw two sons of bitches I never expected to see again: the dead-as-hell black-clad assassins from last night—still with their stocking masks on. I recalled Benson asking me if I’d had a look at who was trying to kill me. I’d given him a cocky answer about not bothering, not knowing any locals to identify.
I’d been wrong.
“It’s his officers,” I said. “The ones who used to sit out at those desks you were just going through.”
I yanked off both their stocking masks and stuck them in my belt; with the exception of a through-and-through shot in one, the balaclavas were in good shape. “These may come in handy.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Not a bit.”
The fellas were getting a little ripe so I zipped the bags back up.
Velda hadn’t bothered taking much of a look—she’d never seen them when they were alive, so dead they meant nothing. But she did say, “Why stowed away back here? Not in a morgue somewhere or at the local mortuary?”
The dead men were at my feet as I stood. “No, I think our resourceful friend the Chief was figuring out some good place to plant these two, and not in the ground.”
“I’m not following.”
I turned and faced her. “Dreamland Park’s finest here were killed with my .45. So was Renkie out there. This is a frame for yours truly in the early stages of the making.”
She handed me a box of .38 cartridges. “Well, you may have something to say about that.”
I stuffed it in my pants pocket. “Any other handguns?”
She shook her head. “Three rifles and two riot guns. Road flares. Some ammunition, no .38s though. Do we want any of that?”
“No. We’ll stick with our handguns.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Mine is in my suitcase at your pink palace.”
“We’ll head back there and collect it. We need to do a little planning.”
We walked through the quiet night along the empty sidewalks of the sleeping streets of Dreamland Park. Its residents appeared to be inside now, maybe snug in bed and dreaming, living up to the development’s name. I wondered just how peaceful the dreams of some of these killers and thieves might be, but of course I knew. Few of them had enough humanity left ever to be haunted by their barbarous pasts. At least I was still human enough to have nightmares.
Earlier, the door had been left unlocked, when Renkie escorted us out, and I figured there was at least some chance Chief Benson might’ve come looking for us. So before entering I stayed to the left of the door, with Velda poised on the other side, and reached over and twisted the knob and kicked the door open, fast.
Nothing.
I went in first, low, with the Model 10 S&W .38 leading the way, like a flashlight poking into a darkened room. The room had been left with one standing lamp on, so darkness wasn’t an issue. But we needed to check the house, every room, and we did.
When we’d established the place was clear, we stood in the living room facing each other with dried blood on the walls and on the carpet, near a chair shot to shit. The nature of peaceful Dreamland Park had established itself for us, all right.
“You’re fine in that pants suit,” I said, and she was, as it was mostly black. “Do you have any flats along? Even low heels could cause you trouble.”
She nodded, her black bangs bobbing. “I do. And my .32 is in my suitcase, of course, and some extra ammo.”
I gestured to my pastel self. “I have to change.”
She smiled and touched my cheek. “Don’t ever change, honey.”
I smiled. “I don’t intend to, other than to get out of these clothes. I don’t want to glow in the dark.”
Her expression hardened. “I assume we’re dropping in on dear old daddy.”
“Yes. He and Benson are behind all this—they seem to be the only armored car robbery conspirators left. And even though the Chief is staying on top of things, to a degree anyway, everything is coming apart and closing in, despite his best efforts. Yesterday he had to do his own dirty work…”
“Strangling that poor girl.”
“…and you saw how he handled Renkie. Showed some flair but not much finesse. No, I figure tonight’s the big getaway. Load up the money and run.”
She summoned half a smirk. “Two million in cash doesn’t tuck in your back pocket.”
“No. I figure it’s still in the bank bags, probably ten or twelve of ’em. And I bet you have an idea of where it’s been kept all these months.”
Her laugh was strictly humorless. “Let’s just say since my father isn’t buried in that well-maintained grave, something else must be.”
My nod was curt. “Right. Not somebody—something. Something that’s really something.”
She thought about it. “They’ll either be in that farmhouse, if they’ve already dug up the swag, or digging in the cemetery.”
“That’s how it figures.”
She touched my shoulder. “Mike, why not call Lopez? You trust him, don’t you?”
“I do. But I also trusted Benson. Baby, we aren’t on familiar turf here.”
“Where are we, then?”
“On our own.”
My things were in the TV den. I got into a black long-sleeve t-shirt and black chinos, my gum-sole sneakers black already. My hip holster, designed for a .45 semi-auto pistol, was worthless where the Model 10 was concerned; but the .38 would be in my hand most of the time, anyway. For now I kept it in my waistband. The two stocking masks remained stuffed in my belt. My front right pocket became home for a handful of .38 cartridges. I was one All-American ninja.
I heard the shower going in the bathroom and went in there, drawing back the curtain.
This time she was the one who was startled. “Mike!”
“It’s not Anthony Perkins. Why the shower, kid? I mean, it looks good on you, but we’re assaulting the Ox-Head Ranch, not painting the town.”
Her smile was wicked. “Knowing you, we’ll paint it red.”
She covered up not at all—this big beautiful woman, all sweeping curves and slippery flesh pearled with droplets.
“You want to drive me crazy, kitten? I told you that pants suit was fine.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Maybe a he-man like you feels fine after crawling around under a scuzzy bench at some antique ballroom, but a girl has her standards.”
Not terribly high ones, if she hung around with me.
“Hand me a towel,” she said.
I did and got out of there before temptation distracted me further.
Velda came out towel-drying her hair with another towel saronged around her. “Mike, are you sure about this? I understand your hesitation about calling in any local people, even Lopez… but couldn’t you at least phone your favorite fed?”
“Art Rickerby? I don’t know where he is, D.C. or Beirut, but it sure as hell won’t be Phoenix. We may well have to bring him in and his minions for the aftermath, but for now we’re it.”
She sighed; nothing elaborate. “Yeah. I get it. I do get it.”
I put a hand on her bare shoulder. “Are you okay, baby?”
A very tiny smile emerged. “Sure. What d’you think running and hiding in Russia was like, all those years? This’ll be a piece of cake.”
“Your father wasn’t in Russia.”
“I don’t have a father. Not really.”
I’d started to think she was stalling, some part of her afraid or anyway reluctant to face the man who had left her and her mom in the lurch so long ago. But right now she seemed resolute.
She’d taken her suitcase into one of the frumpily feminine bedrooms to change, and when she came out not long after, she’d found another suitable pants suit to put on—a deep purple one that would blend fine with the night—and her hair was ponytailed back. She’d been through more tight spots and frankly so much hell in her life that she had every right to look hard as nails. But she looked young to me. Painfully young.
She had her .32 in a hip holster. She patted the gun-in-its-nest. “Bet you wish you had one of these.”
“Sure,” I admitted. “But I already have the deadliest weapon available. Its name is Velda Sterling.”
She liked that. She kissed me there in the hallway of the pink granny house, but there wasn’t a hint of granny in that kiss. It was everything—gentle, savage, sweet, lustful, of the moment and forever.
Then I said, “Let’s go.”
***
A narrow half-mile blacktop led from Dreamland Park to the Ox-Head Ranch. The flatness of the housing development was to our right but a scrubby gentle rise was to our left. When we were nearly to the farmhouse, I pulled the Mustang off to the side. Velda and I got out, checked our handguns, and I handed her the better of the two black stocking masks, keeping for myself the one with two bullet holes and some negligible brown blood crud.
She held her ski mask in her left hand and gave it a skeptical look and its hollow eyes looked back. “Really?” she said.
“Really,” I said. “We went to the trouble of changing into dark clothes. Our faces would glow in the dark like those pastel clothes I ditched.”
She didn’t argue, just shrugged and tugged hers on. Half her ponytail popped out from in back of the balaclava. She could look cute in anything.
I gestured for her to follow me up the mild incline and she did. The desert terrain with its brush and small rocks made our approach, unimpeded by wind, noisier than we’d have liked. The night had turned damn near chilly and the sky had just enough moon—sort of a sideways Cheshire Cat grin—to cast an ivory glow; the stars seemed just for show. At the crest of the modest incline we lay on our bellies and took in a view of the old gable-roofed farmhouse, its barn-like satellite buildings, and the abandoned pen for absent horses. The apron of gravel was home to the same beat-up pickup truck, but added to the mix was a Dreamland Park white-and-black police cruiser. Probably the only Dreamland Park police cruiser.
No lights were on upstairs, but downstairs movement behind sheer drapes could be seen—someone hurrying around in there, never more than just a shape. Quick motion. Nervous?
Velda looked at me and I looked at her. Her eyes wondered what the activity was about. Mine told her I had no idea.
It seemed to be just one person. This couldn’t be the remaining two conspirators dibbying up the dough. If I was right—that Benson and Rhino were the sole survivors of the armored car crew—how long did it take to split up, say, ten bags, each containing the same amount of cash?
That’s when we heard the odd sound, percussive in the night.
Velda gave me a sharp glance and I returned it the same way—a crunch and a rattle and a swish, a crunch and a rattle and a swish, then a pause, and heavy breathing.
And again.
We scrambled to the other side of our hillock where a hump took us up to a new position; here we could once more lay belly down to take in the view, a dozen feet below.
And an interesting view it was.
The gentle slope of the cemetery, that modern-day Boot Hill where one grave in particular had been given extra loving care, had two late-night visitors. One was Chief Charlie Benson, Stetson pushed back on his head, his uniform looking less crisp now—well, he’d had a busy day—as he stood off to one side of a grave that was being robbed. He was holding a gun—my gun—on the digger.
Wasn’t that what was happening here? The term “grave robbing” had never seemed more appropriate. Ironically, the sole digger, his upper two-thirds revealing his identity as that of Joey Massey, had been—as Rainer Miller—the rightful occupant of this grave.
In a t-shirt and blue jeans splotched with dirt, Joey was leaning on his shovel now, out of breath.
“Jesus, Charlie,” said Joey (well, let’s call him Skinny Rhino from here on out) to his supervisor. “Why don’t you take a goddamn turn for a change?”
“Because,” Benson said, with his usual affability, making a one-handed procedure out of lighting up a trademark Marlboro, “you don’t have the gun.”
Velda next to me, again on her tummy, whispered, audible only to me, “Shall we take them?”
I shook my head.
Skinny Rhino dug and he kept digging. He scooped and he added to the rising pile of sandy earth to one side of the grave that was really just a hole in the ground. This growing dirt pile he made on the other side of the Chief, no doubt at Benson’s instruction, the man in charge not wanting to get a faceful of dry, sandy dirt. So Skinny Rhino scooped and flung and then he scooped and flung some more.
We watched for ten minutes before he hit something hard.
Skinny Rhino leaned on his shovel again. From where we lay we could see into the grave and it indeed held a coffin, although a cheap pinewood one, the Potter’s Field variety. And it hadn’t been six feet under. More like two—after all, those who had buried the box had known they’d be digging it up before long.
“Finally!” the Chief said, as if he’d been the one doing the physical labor. “Pry it open. Shake a leg.”
Sounded like the Chief had somewhere else to be. I bet the guest list didn’t include Skinny Rhino.
Nonetheless, the digger used his shovel to pry the lid off the pine box and soon he was lifting out the duffel-bag-with-handle canvas-and-leather money sacks to set on the edge of the grave near Benson. They were heavy and Skinny Rhino—who wasn’t in the best of shape—grunted and huffed as he did the task.
This went on a while until ten bags were lined up, close together, nudging each other, like a police line-up with too many participants. Skinny Rhino looked up at his partner, hoping not to die.
The Chief plucked off a walkie-talkie clipped to his belt. “Bring the cruiser around.” He signed off and said to the digger, “You’ll help with the loading.”
We heard the engine start up and crawled back over to our view of the farmhouse. Caught sight of the cruiser backing up a gravel drive toward the edge of the cemetery, but not who was driving. No lights on in the house now.
“You could give me one damn bag,” Skinny Rhino said, “and take the rest, you know. You could give me that much of a break. If I hadn’t planned this thing with Swiss-watch precision, where the hell would you be?”
The Marlboro Man let out Marlboro smoke. “Stuck playing nursemaid to a bunch of ancient cons and cops, I guess. But you’ll have to settle for gratitude. Do a good job helping load. Maybe I’ll feel more generous then.”
The cruiser ran out of gravel road at the cemetery’s edge about a third down from where Rainer Miller had never really rested in peace or otherwise. Getting out of the cruiser was Jimmy Leland, revealed as that young cop who’d been with Benson this morning at the pink-house crime scene. This explained why he’d looked shocked and a little sick at the time, and not due to the ugly decor—he’d seen that the two dead assassins were his co-workers at the Dreamland PD.
Jimmy used a key to open the cruiser’s trunk and then started up the mild incline to where the Chief, Skinny Rhino and ten bags of armored car loot waited. Then, under Benson’s direction, the other two men carried one awkward bag at a time by its handle over to the cruiser and piled it into the trunk.
Velda whispered, “Shouldn’t we…?”
“They’re doing fine,” I whispered back.
I would like to have seen Benson and the remaining member of his little department explain two million bucks in the trunk of their cruiser, should it come to that. Had they been collecting evidence maybe?
The loading didn’t take long at all, and two million bucks fit fine in the trunk of a police cruiser. Skinny Rhino and Jimmy Leland rejoined the Chief at the now truly empty grave.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” Benson said, and shot his fellow officer in the head, who, looking surprised, sat down hard on a nearby grave where things that used to be inside his head had splashed and now dripped down the headstone.
“This is getting out of hand,” I told Velda, still whispering, and pulled off and tossed the ski mask and so did she. Then, with her just behind me, I was on my feet coming slowly down the slope with the .38 S&W ready to clean house. “Hey! That’s enough!”
I would have liked nothing better than to shoot every one of these greedy assholes but I had a question I wanted answered, the one that launched this whole literal shooting match: Why Velda’s mother?
Benson and Skinny Rhino froze as Velda and I moved with dispatch in and around tombstones to the edge of the tableau.
“I happen to be an officer of the court,” I said, “as somebody reminded me the other day. I’d much rather add both of you to this boneyard, but… hell. Let’s see your hands.”
The Chief—the mask of civil servant long gone—was a desperate cornered animal now, but he had no recourse: his hands went up, and so did his upper lip in a beast-like snarl.
“I’ll take it from here, Handsome!”
Like the car that hit Velda’s mom, she came out of nowhere: Minnie Baxter, the kinda sexy grandma in the sequins and rhinestone pants suit—same one as last night—and that face that years ago had surely been pretty was now a sunken smiling skull in a skin sack, big bulging bloodshot eyes hovering over the double barrels of her shotgun gripped with ancient gnarled hands, as she stepped in and around the gravestones, coming closer, closer.
“You took your sweet time,” Skinny Rhino said to her, annoyed. Benson, putting the pieces together, was aghast, betrayer betrayed.
Velda, who had seen the photos of a showgirl of long ago, made her before I did: “Mike—Janet wasn’t Judy Sullivan… She
is!”
Janet Stewart had no doubt been some kingpin’s moll who testified and got put into Witness Protection; but not Rhino Massey’s moll, no. That had been Minnie Baxter, in her previous life. Janet was the night nurse, but Minnie worked days and had no doubt been the loving, patient caregiver who helped her man lose all that dangerous weight… so that they both could have a new life away from Dreamland Park, thanks to two million dollars and enough dead men and women to add an annex to this cemetery.
Velda and I were maybe ten feet away from the open grave along which Rhino and Benson stood side by side, conspirators and partners no more, just two men who wanted each other dead. But then so many business partnerships come to that, don’t they?
Velda had seen it before I had, but something in Judy’s face (and let’s call her Judy now, not Minnie) had finally given me the answer… it was the old gal’s expression when it came to her who this lovely ponytailed woman in black was.
I might have been asking her the time when I said, “You hired that hit-and-run homicide, didn’t you, Judy?”
The skull grin vanished and her eyes bulged a tad less; it was as if I’d slapped her or maybe tossed cold water in her face.
“She was a loose end,” Judy said. “Had to go.”
I stepped forward. “No she didn’t.”
“Stay still or get splattered, Handsome!”
“You were jealous. Did Rhino here carry a torch for his first love? Who he’d married, which he’d never done with you? Did he wonder about the daughter he never met?”
Skinny Rhino was neither confirming nor denying.
I went on: “Or maybe your man read about Velda in the papers and knew what a wild, wonderful woman he’d spawned, with such little effort. Did you think he’d have all that money and drop you like the crone you are and finally, at long last, live a life worth living with Velda’s mother—the only woman he ever really loved?”
I’d been taunting her to pull her attention my way, because I knew who she wanted to shoot: her lover’s daughter by another woman. And I would take a blast from a shotgun for that woman any goddamn day of the week.
But the witch turned her double barrels on Velda and was about to blast away when Rhino yelled, “No!” …and threw himself between them and took the blast full on in the chest. He crumpled, hugging her slender body as he slid down, painting her pants suit red, and Judy wailed and followed him down.
Benson used the confusion to point my own gun at me but the S&W did just fine blowing the top of his skull off, taking the cowboy Stetson with it and leaving a ragged Indian war bonnet of a head wound, jagged bone and yellow and red and green. He was so dead he couldn’t do anything but tumble in sideways, filling the grave, the Marlboro Man dying with his boots on even if they did stick out of that hole awkwardly.
Judy sat on the wildflowers at the base of the Rainer Miller gravestone and wept as she cradled to her the dead man she loved.
Velda was at my side, tears pooling; she clutched my arm. “Oh, Mike… what does it all mean?”
“I guess it means your daddy did love you, kitten.”
The old woman grabbed her shotgun, broke it open and stuffed two shells in. Velda clutched my arm harder but I shook my head—my .38 would stop Judy if need be.
But it didn’t have to: the old gal swung the shotgun under her chin and squeezed both triggers, and her head exploded like wet fireworks.
Velda gasped and clung to me.
“‘Dig two graves,’ they say,” I said, holding her, a faint wind whistling through the cemetery. “But this time that just won’t be enough.”



TIP OF THE FEDORA
While Dig Two Graves is not presented as an historical novel, in completing Mickey Spillane’s various in-progress or abandoned manuscripts I have attempted to fix the action within the continuity of the series, including the appropriate time frame. I’ve also endeavored to determine (sometimes an easy task, other times not) exactly when Mickey wrote the material I’m working with.
The two partial manuscripts I used to help develop a single continuity were written decades apart. The unfinished novella that became the “Velda’s mother” aspect of the book dates to the early 1960s. The first (incomplete) take on Dreamland Park (the second being Dead Street, published by Hard Case Crime in 2011) was written by Mickey in the early 2000s. That he did several versions of this story indicates the concept of a Witness Protection retirement community was one he found compelling.
For the purposes of the Hammer canon, this novel needs to follow The Snake (1964) and, as stated in the opening author’s note, takes place around that time.
In researching the Phoenix, Arizona, of this era, I consulted the following (and other Internet sources in a more cursory fashion): “The Adams: A Downtown Hotel With A 125-Year Legacy” by Douglas C. Towne; the Glen Echo Park website, no author given; “Exploring Vintage Sun City Arizona: A Look Back at the 60s” by Elizabeth Rose; “The Flame: The Restaurant That Set A Monkey Loose In Downtown Phoenix” also by Douglas C. Towne; “Phoenix 101: The Sixties” by Jon Talton; “Durant’s: A Phoenix Classic” by Phil Roberts; “All That Glitters: A History of the Disco Ball” by Jake Rossen; “Bellevue: The Best and Worst of America” by Aaron Rothstein; and “Eleven Hometown Restaurants In Arizona That Will Take You Back In Time” by Monica Spencer.
Any inaccuracies are my own, however—sometimes intentional as a matter of artistic license.
My continuing thanks to Titan Books publisher Nick Landau, co-owner Vivian Cheung, and their editorial staff, in particular Andrew Sumner, whose enthusiasm for, and knowledge about, Mike Hammer and Mickey Spillane make him the ideal editor for these novels. My gratitude to all of them for their unwavering support for the Mickey Spillane Legacy Project.
Mrs. Mickey Spillane—Jane Spillane—continues to make these efforts possible. My wife, writer Barbara Collins, again contributed her stellar work as in-house editor, always tempering criticism with praise. She served as both editor and sounding board, reading and responding to each chapter along the way.
Finally, my longtime friend and agent Dominick Abel continues to be indispensable where his clients Mickey and Max are concerned.



ABOUT THE AUTHORS
MICKEY SPILLANE and MAX ALLAN COLLINS collaborated on numerous projects, including twelve anthologies, three films, and the Mike Danger comic book series.
SPILLANE was the bestselling American mystery writer of the twentieth century. He introduced Mike Hammer in I, the Jury (1947), which sold in the millions, as did the six tough mysteries that soon followed. His controversial P.I. has been the subject of a radio show, comic strip, and several television series, starring Darren McGavin in the 1950s and Stacy Keach in the ’80s and ’90s. Numerous gritty movies have been made from Spillane novels, notably director Robert Aldrich’s seminal film noir Kiss Me Deadly (1955), The Girl Hunters (1963), in which the writer played his own famous hero, and I, the Jury (1982), which set the template for a decade of violent-crime-based action blockbusters.
COLLINS has earned an unprecedented twenty-five Private Eye Writers of America “Shamus” nominations, winning for the novels True Detective (1983) and Stolen Away (1993) in his Nathan Heller series, and in 2013 for “So Long, Chief,” a Mike Hammer short story begun by Spillane and completed by Collins. His graphic novel Road to Perdition is the basis of the Academy Award-winning Tom Hanks/Sam Mendes film. As a filmmaker in the Midwest, he has had half a dozen feature screenplays produced, including The Last Lullaby (2008), based on his innovative Quarry novels, also the basis of Quarry, a Cinemax TV series. As “Barbara Allan,” he and his wife Barbara’s collaborative novels include the “Trash ’n’ Treasures” mystery series (recently Antiques Liquidation).
The Grand Master “Edgar” Award, the highest honor bestowed by the Mystery Writers of America, was presented to Spillane in 1995 and Collins in 2017. Both Spillane (who died in 2006) and Collins also received the Private Eye Writers life achievement award, the Eye.



MIKE HAMMER NOVELS
In response to reader requests, I have assembled this chronology to indicate where the Hammer novels I’ve completed from Mickey Spillane’s unfinished manuscripts and other materials fit into the canon. An asterisk indicates the collaborative works (thus far). J. Kingston Pierce of the fine website The Rap Sheet pointed out an inconsistency in this list (as it appeared with Murder Never Knocks) that I’ve corrected.
M.A.C.
Killing Town*
I, the Jury
Lady, Go Die!*
The Twisted Thing (published 1966, written 1949)
My Gun Is Quick
Vengeance Is Mine!
One Lonely Night
The Big Kill
Kiss Me, Deadly
Kill Me, Darling*
Kill Me If You Can*
The Girl Hunters
The Snake
Dig Two Graves*
The Will to Kill*
The Big Bang*
Complex 90*
Murder Never Knocks*
The Body Lovers
Survival… Zero!
Kiss Her Goodbye*
The Killing Man
Masquerade for Murder*
Murder, My Love*
Black Alley
King of the Weeds*
The Goliath Bone*



ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS
MASQUERADE FOR MURDER
MICKEY SPILLANE & MAX ALLAN COLLINS
After Mike Hammer witnesses Wall Street superstar Vincent Colby getting clipped by a speeding red Ferrari, the shaken victim’s stockbroker father hires Hammer to find the driver. But the toughest private eye of them all soon is caught up in a series of bizarre, seemingly unconnected slayings marked by a forbidden martial arts technique.
What do a lovely redhead, a short-tempered bartender, an exotic call girl, a murdered police inspector and a movie stuntman have to do with a scheme that might have transformed young Colby into a psychological time bomb?
“One-time king of American pulp fiction Mickey Spillane left a stock of literary fragments for Max Allan Collins to expand into full-length novels. And a first-rate job he makes of it.”
Daily Mail
“It’s got a great sense of character and place and I think Spillane would be very proud of what his friend has created using his ideas. If you’re looking for a thriller to take you away from it all then this would be well worth a look.”
Runalong the Shelves Review
“Basically, we have Mickey Spillane does American Psycho. What could possibly go wrong? In a word, nothing. This is a superb book which hits every mark it aims for.”
The Dreamcage Review
TITANBOOKS.COM



ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS
MURDER, MY LOVE
MICKEY SPILLANE & MAX ALLAN COLLINS
Hammer is summoned to a meeting with Jamie Winters, United States Senator from New York, and Jamie’s lovely, very smart wife, Nicole, considered by many to be the power behind the throne. Winters is being blackmailed, and Hammer is given a list of suspects who may be behind the threats to the Senator’s contemplated White House bid.
But when the suspects begin to drop like flies, Hammer realizes there is more to this case than just a salacious tape. Dragged into the cutthroat world of politics, can Hammer solve the case before the Senator’s secret comes out?
TITANBOOKS.COM



ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS
THE GOLIATH BONE
MICKEY SPILLANE & MAX ALLAN COLLINS
In the midst of a Manhattan snowstorm, Hammer halts the violent robbery of a pair of college sweethearts who have stumbled onto a remarkable archaeological find in the Valley of Elah: the perfectly preserved femur of what may have been the biblical giant Goliath. Hammer postpones his marriage to his faithful girlfriend, Velda, to fight a foe deadlier than the mobsters and K.G.B. agents of his past—Islamic terrorists and Israeli extremists bent upon recovering the relic for their own agendas.
“Hard-boiled as hell and a fitting tribute to one of the masters of the craft.”
Independent on Sunday
“Entertaining and well-crafted. Faster than a Hollywood chariot chase. Fans will not be disappointed.”
Sunday Express
“A sharp, savvy piece of writing and it’s good to have P.I. Mike Hammer back.”
Sunday Telegraph
TITANBOOKS.COM



ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS
THE WILL TO KILL
MICKEY SPILLANE & MAX ALLAN COLLINS
Taking a midnight stroll along the Hudson River, Mike Hammer gets more than he bargained for: a partial corpse on an ice floe. The body is that of an ex-police captain, who spent the last years of his life as a butler to a millionaire—also now deceased.
Were both master and servant murdered? Captain Pat Chambers thinks so. But to prove it Hammer must travel to upstate New York to investigate the dead man’s family, all of whom have a motive for murder.
“Fans of the originals are likely to be satisfied.”
Publishers Weekly
“Spillane has said that true heroes never die, and the same undoubtedly can be said of his greatest creation, Mike Hammer.”
Criminal Element
TITANBOOKS.COM



ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS
MURDER NEVER KNOCKS
MICKEY SPILLANE & MAX ALLAN COLLINS
A failed attempt on his life by a contract killer gets Mike Hammer riled up. But it also lands him an unlikely job: security detail for a Hollywood producer having a party to honor his beautiful fiancée, a rising Broadway star. But it’s no walk in the park, as Hammer finds violence following him and his beautiful P.I. partner Velda into the swankiest of crime scenes.
In the meantime, Hammer is trying to figure out who put the hitman on him. Is there a connection with the death of a newsstand operator who took a bullet meant for him? A shadowy figure looking for the kill of his life?
“This novel supplies the goods: hard-boiled ambience, cynicism, witty banter, and plenty of tough-guy action.”
Booklist Review
“Max Allan Collins was an ideal choice to continue the bloody doings of Hammer.”
The Washington Times
TITANBOOKS.COM



ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS
KILL ME, DARLING
MICKEY SPILLANE & MAX ALLAN COLLINS
Mike Hammer’s secretary and partner Velda has walked out on him, and Mike is just surfacing from a four-month bender. But then an old cop turns up murdered, an old cop who once worked with Velda on the N.Y.P.D. Vice Squad. What’s more, Mike’s pal Captain Pat Chambers has discovered that Velda is in Florida, the moll of gangster and drug runner Nolly Quinn.
Hammer hits the road and drives to Miami, where he enlists the help of a horse-faced newspaperman and a local police detective. But can they find Velda in time? And what is the connection between the murdered vice cop in Manhattan, and Mike’s ex turning gun moll in Florida?
“[O]ne of his best, liberally dosed with the razor-edged prose and violence that marked the originals.”
Publishers Weekly
“For Mike Hammer’s fans—yes, there are still plenty of them out there—it’s a sure bet.”
Booklist
“It’s vintage peak-era Spillane so seamless it’s hard to see where the Spillane ends and the Collins picks up.”
Crime Time
TITANBOOKS.COM



ALSO AVAILABLE FROM TITAN BOOKS
KING OF THE WEEDS
MICKEY SPILLANE & MAX ALLAN COLLINS
As his old friend Captain Pat Chambers of Homicide approaches retirement, Hammer finds himself up against a clever serial killer targeting only cops. A killer Chambers had put away many years ago is suddenly freed on new, apparently indisputable evidence, and Hammer wonders if, somehow, this seemingly placid, very odd old man might be engineering cop killings that all seem to be either accidental or by natural causes
At the same time Hammer and Velda are dealing with the fallout—some of it mob, some of it federal government—over the 89-billion-dollar cache the detective is (rightly) suspected of finding not long ago…
“Collins’ witty, hardboiled prose would make Raymond Chandler proud.”
Entertainment Weekly
“Another terrific Mike Hammer caper that moves non-stop like a flying cheetah across the reader’s field of imagination.”
Pulp Fiction Reviews
TITANBOOKS.COM
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