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  Mickey Spillane and The Murder Room


   This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles
  by classic crime writers.


  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are
  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.


  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of
  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for
  decades.


  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid
  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. 
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  Chapter One


  The guy was dead as hell. He lay on the floor in his pyjamas with his brains scattered all over the rug and my gun was in his hand. I kept rubbing my face to wipe out the fuzz
  that clouded my mind, but the cops wouldnt let me. One would pull my hand away and shout a question at me that made my head ache even worse and another would slap me with a wet rag until I
  felt like I had been split wide open.


  I said, Goddamn it, stop!


  Then one of them laughed and shoved me back on the bed.


  I couldnt think, I couldnt remember, I was wound up like a spring and ready to bust. All I could see was the dead guy in the middle of the room and my gun. My gun! Somebody grabbed
  at my arm and hauled me upright and the questions started again. That was as much as I could take. I gave a hell of a kick and a fat face in a fedora pulled back out of focus and started to groan,
  all doubled up. Maybe I laughed, I dont know. Something made a coarse, cackling sound.


  Somebody said, Ill fix the bastard for that! but before he could the door opened and the feet coming in stopped all the chatter except the groan and I knew Pat was
  there.


  My mouth opened and my voice said, Good old Pat, always to the rescue.


  He didnt sound friendly. Of all the damn fool times to be drunk. Did anyone touch this man? Nobody answered. The fat face in the fedora was slumped in a chair and groaned
  again.


  He kicked me. The son of a bitch kicked me . . . right here.


  Another voice said, Thats right, Captain. Marshall was questioning him and he kicked him.


  Pat grunted an answer and bent over me. All right, Mike, get up. Come on, get up. His hand wrapped around my wrist and levered me into a right angle on the edge of the bed.


  Cripes, I feel lousy, I said.


  Im afraid youre going to feel a lot worse. He took the wet rag and handed it to me. Wipe your face off. You look like hell.


  I held the cloth in my hands and dropped my face into it. Some of the clouds broke up and disappeared. When the shaking stopped I was propped up and half pushed into the bathroom. The shower was
  a cold lash that bit into my skin, but it woke me up to the fact that I was a human being and not a soul floating in space. I took all I could stand and turned off the faucet myself, then stepped
  out. By that time Pat had a container of steaming coffee in my hand and practically poured it down my throat. I tried to grin at him over the top of it, only there was no humour in the grin and
  there was less in Pats tone.


  His words came out in a disgusted snarl. Cut the funny stuff, Mike. This time youre in a jam and a good one. What the devil has gotten into you? Good God, do you have to go off the
  deep end every time you get tangled with a dame?


  She wasnt a dame, Pat.


  O.K., she was a good kid and I know it. Theres still no excuse.


  I said something nasty. My tongue was still thick and uncoordinated, but he knew what I meant. I said it twice until he was sure to get it.


  Shut up, he told me. Youre not the first one its happened to. What do I have to do  smack you in the teeth with the fact that you were in love with a
  woman that got killed until you finally catch on that theres nothing more you can do about it?


  Nuts! There were two of them.


  All right, forget it. Do you know whats outside there?


  Sure, a corpse.


  Thats right, a corpse. Just like that. Both of you in the same hotel room and one of you dead. Hes got your gun and youre drunk. What about it?


  I shot him. I was walking in my sleep and I shot him.


  This time Pat said the nasty word. Quit lousing me up, Mike. I want to find out what happened.


  I waved my thumb towards the other room. Whered the goons come from?


  Theyre policemen, Mike. Theyre policemen just like me and they want to know the same things I do. At three oclock the couple next door heard what they thought was a
  shot. They attributed it to a street noise until the maid walked in this morning and saw the guy on the floor and passed out in the doorway. Somebody called the cops and there it was. Now, what
  happened?


  Ill be damned if I know, I said.


  Youll be damned if you dont.


  I looked at Pat, my pal, my buddy. Captain Patrick Chambers, Homicide Department of New Yorks finest. He didnt look happy.


  I felt a little sick and got the lid of the bowl up just in time. Pat let me finish and wash my mouth out with water, then he handed me my clothes. Get dressed. His mouth crinkled
  up and he shook his head disgustedly.


  My hands were shaking so hard I started to curse the buttons on my shirt. I got my tie under my collar, but I couldnt knot it, so I let the damn thing hang. Pat held my coat and I slid
  into it, thankful that a guy can still be a friend even when hes teed off at you.


  Fat Face in the fedora was still in the chair when I came out of the bathroom, only this time he was in focus and not groaning so much. If Pat hadnt been there he would have laid me out
  with the working end of a billy and laughed while he did it. Not by himself, though.


  The two uniformed patrolmen were from a police car and the other two were plain-clothes men from the local precinct. I didnt know any of them and none of them knew me, so we were even.
  The two plain-clothes men and one cop watched Pat with a knowledge behind their eyes that said, So its one of those things, eh?


  Pat put them straight pretty fast. He shoved a chair under me and took one himself. Start from the beginning, he said. I want all of it, Mike; every single
  detail.


  I leaned back and looked at the body on the floor. Someone had had the decency to cover it with a sheet. His name is Chester Wheeler. He owns a department store in Columbus, Ohio. The
  stores been in his family a long time. Hes got a wife and two kids. He was in New York on a buying tour for his business. I looked at Pat and waited.


  Go on, Mike.


  I met him in 1945, just after I got back from overseas. We were in Cincinnati during the time when hotel rooms were scarce. I had a room with twin beds and he was sleeping in the lobby. I
  invited him up to share a bed and he took me up on it. Then he was a captain in the Air Force, some kind of a purchasing agent, working out of Washington. We got drunk together in the morning,
  split up in the afternoon, and I didnt see him again until last night. I ran into him in a bar where he was brooding into a beer feeling sorry for himself and we had a great reunion. I
  remember we changed bars about half a dozen times, then he suggested we park here for the night, and we did. I bought a bottle and we finished it after we got up here. I think he began to get
  maudlin before we hit the sack, but I cant remember all the details. The next thing I knew somebody was beating my head trying to get me up.


  Is that all?


  Every bit of it, Pat.


  He stood up and looked around the room. One of the plain-clothes men anticipated his question and remarked, Everything is untouched, sir.


  Pat nodded and knelt over to look at the body. I would liked to have taken a look myself, but my stomach wouldnt stand it. Pat didnt speak to anyone in particular when he said,
  Wound self-inflicted. No doubt about it. His head jerked up in my direction. You know, youre going to lose your licence over this, Mike.


  I dont know why. I didnt shoot him, I said sourly.


  Fat Face sneered, How do you know you didnt, wise guy?


  I never shoot people when Im drunk, I snarled, unless they push me around and make like theyre tough.


  Wise guy.


  Yeah, real wise.


  Cut it out, the both of you, Pat snapped. Fat Face shut up and let me alone with my hangover. I slouched across the room to a chair in the corner and slid down into it. Pat was
  having a conference over by the door that wound up with everyone but Fat Face leaving. The door hadnt closed shut before the coroner came in, complete with wicker basket and
  pall-bearers.


  The little men in my head started up with their hammers and chisels, so I closed my eyes and let my ears do the work. The medical examiner and the cops reached the same conclusion. It was my gun
  that shot him. A big round .45 fired at very close range. The fingerprint boys picked my prints off the rod and the other guys too. His were on top.


  A call came in for Pat right then and while he was on the phone I heard Fat Face suggest something to the M.E. that brought me straight up in the chair.


  Fat Face said, . . . Murder just as easy. They were drunk and had an argument. Bright eyes plugged him and put the gun in his hand to make it look like suicide. Then he soused himself up
  with liquor to make it look good.


  The M.E. bobbed his head. Reasonable enough.


  You dirty fat slob, you! I came out of the chair like a shot and spun him round on his heels. Cop or no cop, I would have caved his nose in for him if Pat hadnt dropped the
  phone and stepped in between us. This time he took my arm and didnt let go until he finished his phone call. When the body had been hoisted into the basket and carted off Pat unbuttoned his
  coat and motioned for me to sit on the bed.


  I sat.


  He had his hands in his pockets and he spoke as much to the plain-clothes man as to me. His words didnt come easy, but he didnt stumble over them exactly. Ive been
  waiting for this, Mike. You and that damn gun of yours were bound to get in trouble.


  Stow it, Pat. You know I didnt shoot the guy.


  Do I?


  Hell, you ought to . . .


  Do you know you didnt?


  It was a closed room and I was so far gone I didnt even hear the gun go off. Youll get a paraffin test on the body that will prove it anyway. Ill go for one myself
  and that will settle that. What are we jawing about?


  About you and that rod, thats what! If the guy was a suicide youll be up the creek without a licence. They dont like for people to be carrying firearms and a load of
  liquor too.


  He had me cold on that one. His eyes swept the room, seeing the clothes on the backs of the chairs, the empty whisky bottles on the windowsill, the stubs of cigarettes scattered all over the
  floor. My gun was on the desk along with a spent casing, with the white powder clotting in the oil still showing the prints.


  Pat closed his eyes and grimaced. Lets go, Mike, he said.


  I put on my coat over the empty holster and squeezed between the two of them for the ride down to headquarters. There was a parking-lot ticket in my pocket, so I didnt worry about my
  heap. Fat Face had that look in his eyes that said he was hoping Id make a break for it so he could bounce me one. It was rough having to disappoint the guy.


  For once I was glad to have a friend in the department. Pat ran the tests off on me himself and had me stick around downstairs until the report was finished. I had the ashtray half filled before
  he came back down. What did it show? I asked him.


  Youre clean enough. The corpse carried the powder burns all right.


  Thats a relief.


  His eyebrows went up. Is it? The D.A. wants to have a little talk with you. It seems that you managed to find an awfully fussy hotel to play around in. The manager raised a stink and
  carried it all the way upstairs. Ready?


  I got up and followed him to the elevators, cursing my luck for running into an old buddy. What the hell got into the guy anyway? It would have been just as easy for him to jump out the damn
  window. The elevator stopped and we got out. It would have been better if there was an organ playing a dirge. I was right in the spirit for it.


  The D.A. was a guy who had his charming moments, only this time there werent any photographers around. His face wore a tailor-made look of sarcasm and there was ice in his words. He told
  me to sit down then perched himself on the edge of the desk. While Pat was running through the details he never took his eyes off me nor let his expression change one bit. If he thought he was
  getting under my skin with his professional leer he had another think coming. I was just about to tell him he looked like a frog when he beat me to it.


  Youre done in this town, Mr Hammer; I suppose you know that.


  What the hell could I say? He held all the cards.


  He slid off the desk and stood at parade rest so I could admire his physique, I guess. There were times when you proved yourself quite useful . . . and quite trying. You let yourself get
  out of hand once too often. Im sorry it happened this way; but its my opinion that the city is better off without you or your services. The D.A. was getting a big whang out of
  this.


  Pat shot him a dirty look, but kept his mouth shut. I wasnt a clam. Then Im just another citizen again?


  Thats right, with no licence and no gun. Nor will you ever have one again.


  Are you booking me for anything?


  I cant very well. I wish I could.


  He must have read what was coming in the lopsided grin I gave him because he got red from his collar up. For a D.A. youre a pain in the behind, I said. If it
  wasnt for me the papers would have run you in the comic section long ago.


  That will be enough, Mr Hammer!


  Shut your yap or arrest me, otherwise Ill exercise my rights as a citizen, and one of em happens to be objecting to the actions of any public official. Youve been
  after my hide ever since you walked into this office because I had sense enough to know where to look for a few killers. It made nice copy for the Press and you didnt even get an honourable
  mention. All I have to say is this . . . its a damn good thing the police are civil service. They have to have a little bit of common sense to get where they are. Maybe you were a good
  lawyer . . . you should have kept at it and quit trying to be king of the cops.


  Get out of here! His voice was a short fuse ready to explode any second. I stood up and jammed on my hat. Pat was holding the door open. The D.A. said, The very first time
  you so much as speed down Broadway, Im going to see to it personally that youre slapped with every charge in the book. That will make good Press copy too.


  I stopped with my hand on the knob and sneered at him, then Pat jerked my sleeve and I closed the door. In the hallway he kept his peace until we reached the stairs; it was as long as he could
  hold it. Youre a fool, Mike.


  Nuts, Pat. It was his game all the way.


  You could keep your trap closed, couldnt you?


  No! I licked the dryness from my lips and stuck a cigarette in my mouth. Hes been ready for me too long now. The jerk was happy to give me the shaft.


  So youre out of business.


  Yeah; Ill open up a grocery store.


  It isnt that funny, Mike. Youre a private investigator and a good cop when you have to be. There were times when I was glad to have you around. Its over now. Come on
  in my office . . . we might as well have a drink on it. He ushered me into his sanctum sanctorum and waved me into a chair. The bottom drawer of his desk had a special niche for a pint
  bottle and a few glasses, carefully concealed under a welter of blank forms. Pat drew two and handed one over to me. We toasted each other in silence, then spilled them down.


  It was a pretty good show while it lasted, Pat said.


  Sure was, I agreed, sure was. What happens now?


  He put the bottle and glasses away and dropped into the swivel chair behind his desk. Youll be called in if theres an inquest. The D.A. is liable to make it hard on you out
  of meanness. Meanwhile, youre clear to do what you please. I vouched for you. Besides, youre too well known to the boys to try to drop out of sight.


  Buy your bread and butter from me, will you?


  Pat let out a laugh. I wish you wouldnt take it so lightly. Youre in the little black book right now on the special S-list.


  I pulled out my wallet and slid my licence out of the card case and threw it on his desk. I wont be needing that any more.


  He picked it up and examined it sourly. A large envelope on the filing cabinet held my gun and the report sheet. He clipped the card to the form and started to put it back. On second thought he
  slid the magazine out of the rod and swore. Thats nice. They put it in here with a full load. He used his thumb to jack the shells out of the clip, spilling them on the
  desk.


  Want to kiss old betsy goodbye, Mike?


  When I didnt answer he said, What are you thinking of?


  My eyes were squinted almost shut and I started to grin again. Nothing, I said, nothing at all.


  He frowned at me while he dumped the stuff back in the envelope and closed it. My grin spread and he started to get mad. All right, damn it, whats so funny? I know that look . . .
  Ive seen it often enough. Whats going through that feeble mind of yours?


  Just thoughts, Pat. Dont be so hard on a poor unemployed pal, will you?


  Lets hear those thoughts.


  I picked a cigarette out of the container on his desk, then put it back after reading the label. I was just thinking of a way to get that ticket back, thats all.


  That seemed to relieve him. He sat down and tugged at his tie. Itll be a good trick if you can work it. I cant see how you can.


  I thumbed a match and lit up a smoke. It wont be hard.


  No? You think the D.A. will mail it back to you with his apologies?


  I wouldnt be a bit surprised.


  Pat kicked the swivel chair all the way around and glared at me. You havent got your gun any more, you cant hold him up.


  No, I laughed, but I can make a deal with him. Either he does mail it back with his apologies or Ill make a sap out of him.


  His palms cracked the desk and he was all cop again. This much wasnt a game. Do you know anything, Mike?


  No more than you. Everything I told you was the truth. Itll be easy to check and your laboratory backs up my statements. The guy was a suicide. I agree with you. He shot himself to
  pieces and I dont know why or when. All I know is where and that doesnt help. Now, have you heard enough?


  No, you bastard, I havent. This time he was grinning back at me. I shoved my hat on and left him there still grinning. When I closed the door I heard him kick the desk and
  swear to himself.


  I walked out into the glaring brightness of midday, whistling through my teeth, though by rights I should have been in a blue funk. I hopped in a cab at the corner and gave him my office
  address. All the way uptown I kept thinking about Chester Wheeler, or what was left of him on the rug. An out-an-out suicide and my gun in his mitt, they said. Private citizen Michael Hammer,
  thats me. No ticket, no gun and no business, even my hangover was gone. The driver let me out in front of my building and I paid him off, walked in and pushed the bell for the elevator.


  Velda was curled up in my big leather chair, her head buried in the paper. When I walked in she dropped it and looked at me. There were streaks across her face from wiping away the tears and her
  eyes were red. She tried to say something, sobbed and bit her lip.


  Take it easy, honey. I threw my coat on the rack and pulled her to her feet.


  Oh, Mike, what happened? It had been a long time since Id seen Velda playing woman like this. My great big beautiful secretary was human after all. She was better this
  way.


  I put my arms around her, running my fingers through the sleek midnight of her hair. I squeezed her gently and she put her head against my cheek. Cut it, sugar, nothing is that bad. They
  took away my ticket and made me a Joe Doe. The D.A. finally got me where he wanted me.


  She shook her hair and gave me a light tap in the ribs. That insipid little squirt! I hope you clobbered him good!


  I grinned at her G.I. talk. I called him a name, thats what I did.


  You should have clobbered him! Her head went down on my shoulder and sniffed. Im sorry, Mike. I feel like a jerk for crying.


  She blew her nose on my fancy pocket handkerchief and I steered her over to the desk. Get the sherry, Velda. Pat and I had a drink to the dissolution of the Mike Hammer enterprise. Now
  well drink to the new business. The S.P.C.D., Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Detectives.


  Velda brought out the makings and poured two short ones. It isnt that funny, Mike.


  Ive been hearing that all morning. The funny part is that its very funny.


  The sherry went down and we had another. I lit a pair of smokes and stuck one between her lips. Tell me about it, she said. The tears were gone now. Curiosity and a little anger
  were in her eyes, making them snap. For the second time today I rehashed what I knew of it, bringing the story right through the set-to in the D.A.s office.


  When I finished she said some very unladylike curses and threw her cigarette at the waste basket. Damn these public officials and their petty grievances, Mike. Theyll climb over
  anybody to get to the top. I wish I could do something instead of sitting here answering your mail. Id like to turn that pretty boy inside out! She threw herself into the leather
  chair and drew her legs up under her.


  I reached out a toe and flipped her skirt down. On some people legs are just to reach the ground. On Velda they were a hell of a distraction. Your days of answering the mail are over,
  kid.


  Her eyes got wet again, but she tried to smile it off. I know. I can always get a job in a department store. What will you do?


  Wheres your native ingenuity? You used to be full of ideas. I poured another glass of sherry and sipped it, watching her. For a minute she chewed on her fingernail, then
  raised her head to give me a puzzled frown.


  What are you getting at, Mike?


  Her bag, a green-leather shoulder-strap affair, was lying on the desk. I raised it and let it fall. It hit the polished wood with a dull clunk. You have a gun and a licence to carry it,
  havent you? And you have a private operators ticket yourself, havent you? O.K., from now on the business is yours. Ill do the legwork.


  A twitch pulled her mouth into a peculiar grin as she realized what I meant. Youll like that, too, wont you?


  What?


  The legwork.


  I slid off the edge of the desk and stood in front of her. With Velda I didnt take chances. I reached out a toe again and flipped her dress up to the top of her sheer nylons. She would
  have made a beautiful calendar. If I went for any Id go for yours, but Im afraid of that rod you use for ballast in your handbag.


  Her smile was a funny thing that crept up into her eyes and laughed at me from there. I just looked at her, a secretary with a built-in stand-off that had more on the ball than any of the
  devils helpers I had ever seen and could hold me over the barrel without saying a word.


  Youre the boss now, I said. Well forget about the mail and concentrate on a very special detail . . . getting my licence and my gun back where it belongs. The
  D.A. made me out a joker and put the screws on good. If he doesnt send em back with a nice, sweet note, the newspapers are going to wheel out the chopping block for the guy.


  I wont even tell you how to operate. You can call the signals and carry the ball yourself if you want to. Ill only stick my nose in during the practice sessions. But if
  youre smart, youll concentrate on the body of Chester Wheeler. When he was alive he was a pretty nice guy, a regular family man. All the grisly details are in the paper there and you
  can start from that. Meanwhile, Ill be around breaking ground for you and youll spot my tracks here and there. Youll find some signed blank cheques in the drawer for your
  expense account.


  I filled the sherry glass up again and drained it in one gulp. It was a beautiful day, a real dilly. My face cracked into a smile that was followed by a short rumble of pleasure.


  Once more Velda said, It isnt funny, Mike.


  I lit another cigarette and pushed my hat back on my head. Youll never know how real funny it actually is, kid. You see, only one bullet killed Chester Wheeler. I always carry six
  in the clip and when Pat emptied it out there were only four of them.


  Velda was watching me with the tip of her tongue clenched between her teeth. There wasnt any kitten-softness about her now. She was big and she was lovely, with the kind of curves that
  made you want to turn around and have another look. The lush fullness of her lips had tightened into the faintest kind of snarl and her eyes were the carnivorous eyes you could expect to see in the
  jungle watching you from behind a clump of bushes.


  I said it slowly. If you had that gun in your hand pointing at somebodys belly, could you pull the trigger and stand ready to pull it again if you had to?


  She pulled her tongue back and let her teeth close together. I wouldnt have to pull it twice. Not now I wouldnt.


  She was watching me as I walked across the office. I looked over my shoulder and waved so-long, then closed the door fast. She still hadnt bothered to pull her dress back down, and like
  Id said, I wasnt taking any chances.


  Some day she wasnt going to get so smart with me.


  Or maybe she would.
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