


TIME TO MURDER
AND CREATE

A MATTHEW SCUDDER CRIME NOVEL

LAWRENCE BLOCK

16009_fm.i-x.qrkv2  6/4/02  10:47 AM  Page 1



16009_fm.i-x.qrkv2  6/4/02  10:47 AM  Page 2



Contents

Epigraph

1 For seven consecutive Fridays I got tele-
phone calls from him.

2 For the next three days I read the papers
twice a day and waited for a phone call.

3 I suppose I had a fair idea what was in the
envelope before I opened it.

4 At four thirty that afternoon I was in a re-
ception room on the twenty-second . . .

5 I had arranged to meet Beverly Ethridge in
the bar at the Hotel Pierre at seven o’clock.

6 The cocktail lounge in the Pierre is illumi-
nated by small candles set in deep blue . . .

16009_fm.i-x.qrkv2  6/4/02  10:47 AM  Page 3



7 On his twenty-fifth birthday, Theodore
Huysendahl had come into an . . .

8 That was Thursday. I left Huysendahl’s of-
fice a little before noon and tried to . . .

9 I got to Polly’s a few minutes early. There
were four men and two women . . .

10 I didn’t have time to think it over. I guess
my reflexes were good.

11 By the time I got off the subway at Broad-
way and One Hundred Tenth, I was . . .

12 If Shari hadn’t known my name, I might
have left. Perhaps not; cop instincts . . .

13 I went to a bar, but stayed only long enough
to throw down two double . . .

14 I woke up with my head throbbing and a
liverish taste in the back of my throat.

15 He came at me in a rush, the knife held un-
derhand and arcing upward, and if it . . .

16 My preliminary statement was sketchy. The
man who took it, a detective named . . .

16009_fm.i-x.qrkv2  6/4/02  10:47 AM  Page 4



17 I spent half an hour under the shower with
the spray as hot as I could stand it.

18 It was around three when I left Huy-
sendahl’s office. I thought of calling . . .

19 I had never been in the building before.
There were two doormen on duty, and . . .

20 This time I got to St. Paul’s before it closed.
I stuffed a tenth of what I’d . . .

About the Author

Other Books by Lawrence Block

Praise for Lawrence Block

Enter the World of Matthew Scudder

Front Cover Image

Copyright

About the Publisher

16009_fm.i-x.qrkv2  6/4/02  10:55 AM  Page 5



16009_fm.i-x.qrkv2  6/4/02  10:47 AM  Page 6



Therefore was a single man only first created,
to teach thee that whosoever destroyeth a sin-
gle soul from the children of man, Scripture
charges him as though he had destroyed the
whole world.

—The Talmud
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For seven consecutive Fridays I got telephone calls
from him. I wasn’t always there to receive them. It
didn’t matter, because he and I had nothing to say
to each other. If I was out when he called, there
would be a message slip in my box when I got back
to the hotel. I would glance at it and throw it away
and forget about it.

Then, on the second Friday in April, he didn’t
call. I spent the evening around the corner at Arm-
strong’s, drinking bourbon and coffee and watch-
ing a couple of interns fail to impress a couple of
nurses. The place thinned out early for a Friday,
and around two Trina went home and Billie locked
the door to keep Ninth Avenue outside. We had a
couple of drinks and talked about the Knicks and
how it all depended on Willis Reed. At a quarter of
three I took my coat off the peg and went home.
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No messages.
It didn’t have to mean anything. Our arrange-

ment was that he would call every Friday to let me
know he was alive. If I was there to catch his call,
we would say hello to each other. Otherwise he’d
leave a message: Your laundry is ready. But he
could have forgotten or he could be drunk or al-
most anything.

I got undressed and into bed and lay on my side
looking out the window. There’s an office building
ten or twelve blocks downtown where they leave
the lights on at night. You can gauge the pollution
level fairly accurately by how much the lights ap-
pear to flicker. They were not only flickering wildly
that night, they even had a yellow cast to them.

I rolled over and closed my eyes and thought
about the phone call that hadn’t come. I decided he
hadn’t forgotten and he wasn’t drunk.

The Spinner was dead.

They called him the Spinner because of a habit he
had. He carried an old silver dollar as a good-luck
charm, and he would haul it out of his pants pocket
all the time, prop it up on a table top with his left
forefinger, then cock his right middle finger and
give the edge of the coin a flick. If he was talking to
you, his eyes would stay on the spinning coin while
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he spoke, and he seemed to be directing his words
as much to the dollar as to you.

I had last witnessed this performance on a week-
day afternoon in early February. He found me at
my usual corner table in Armstrong’s. He was
dressed Broadway sharp: a pearl-gray suit with a
lot of flash, a dark-gray monogrammed shirt, a silk
tie the same color as the shirt, a pearl tie tack. He
was wearing a pair of those platform shoes that
give you an extra inch and a half or so. They
boosted his height to maybe five six, five seven. The
coat over his arm was navy blue and looked like
cashmere.

“Matthew Scudder,” he said. “You look the
same, and how long has it been?”

“A couple of years.”
“Too damn long.” He put his coat on an empty

chair, settled a slim attaché case on top of it, and
placed a narrow-brimmed gray hat on top of the at-
taché case. He seated himself across the table from
me and dug his lucky charm out of his pocket. I
watched him set it spinning. “Too goddamned
long, Matt,” he told the coin.

“You’re looking good, Spinner.”
“Been havin’ a nice run of luck.”
“That’s always good.”
“Long as it keeps runnin’.”
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Trina came over, and I ordered another cup of
coffee and a shot of bourbon. Spinner turned to her
and worked his narrow little face into a quizzical
frown. “Gee, I don’t know,” he said. “Do you sup-
pose I could have a glass of milk?”

She said he could and went away to fetch it. “I
can’t drink no more,” he said. “It’s this fuckin’ ulcer.”

“They tell me it goes with success.”
“It goes with aggravation is what it goes with.

Doc gave me a list of what I can’t eat. Everything I
like is on it. I got it aced, I can go to the best restau-
rants and then I can order myself a plate of fuckin’
cottage cheese.”

He picked up the dollar and gave it a spin.
I had known him over the years while I was on

the force. He’d been picked up maybe a dozen
times, always on minor things, but he’d never done
any time. He always managed to buy his way off
the hook, with either money or information. He set
me up for a good collar, a receiver of stolen goods,
and another time he gave us a handle on a homicide
case. In between he would peddle us information,
trading something he’d overheard for a ten- or
twenty-dollar bill. He was small and unimpressive
and he knew the right moves and a lot of people
were stupid enough to talk in his presence.

He said, “Matt, I didn’t just happen to walk in
here off the street.”
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“I had that feeling.”
“Yeah.” The dollar started to wobble, and he

snatched it up. He had very quick hands. We al-
ways figured him for a sometime pickpocket, but I
don’t think anybody ever nailed him for it. “The
thing is, I got problems.”

“They go with ulcers, too.”
“You bet your ass they do.” Spin. “What it is, I

got something I want you to hold for me.”
“Oh?”
He took a sip of milk. He put the glass down and

reached over to drum his fingers against the attaché
case. “I got an envelope in here. What I want is for
you to hold on to it for me. Put it some place safe
where nobody’s gonna run across it, you know?”

“What’s in the envelope?”
He gave his head an impatient little shake. “Part

of it is you don’t have to know what’s in the enve-
lope.”

“How long do I have to hold it?”
“Well, that’s the whole thing.” Spin. “See, lots of

things can happen to a person. I could walk out,
step off the curb, get hit by the Ninth Avenue bus.
All the things that can happen to a person, I mean,
you just never know.”

“Is somebody trying for you, Spinner?”
The eyes came up to meet mine, then dropped

quickly. “It could be,” he said.
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“You know who?”
“I don’t even know if, never mind who.” Wob-

ble, snatch. Spin.
“The envelope’s your insurance.”
“Something like that.”
I sipped coffee. I said, “I don’t know if I’m right

for this, Spinner. The usual thing, you take your en-
velope to a lawyer and work out a set of instruc-
tions. He tosses it into a safe and that’s it.”

“I thought of that.”
“So?”
“No point to it. The kind of lawyers I know, the

minute I walk out of their office they got the fuckin’
envelope open. A straight lawyer, he’s gonna run
his eyes over me and go out and wash his hands.”

“Not necessarily.”
“There’s something else. Say I get hit by a bus,

then the lawyer would only have to get the enve-
lope to you. This way we cut out the middleman,
right?”

“Why do I have to wind up with the envelope?”
“You’ll find out when you open it. If you open it.”
“Everything’s very roundabout, isn’t it?”
“Everything’s very tricky lately, Matt. Ulcers and

aggravation.”
“And better clothes than I ever saw you wear in

your life.”
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“Yeah, they can fuckin’ bury me in ’em.” Spin.
“Look, all you gotta do is take the envelope, you
stick it in a safe-deposit box, something, some-
where, that’s up to you.”

“Suppose I get hit by a bus?”
He thought it over and we worked it out. The en-

velope would go under the rug in my hotel room. If
I died suddenly, Spinner could come around and re-
trieve his property. He wouldn’t need a key. He’d
never needed one in the past.

We worked out details, the weekly phone call,
the bland message if I wasn’t in. I ordered another
drink. Spinner still had plenty of milk left.

I asked him why he had picked me.
“Well, you were always straight with me, Matt.

You been off the force how long? A couple of years?”
“Something like that.”
“Yeah, you quit. I’m not good on the details. You

killed some kid or something?”
“Yeah. Line of duty, a bullet took a bad hop.”
“Catch a lot of static from on top?”
I looked at my coffee and thought about it. A

summer night, the heat almost visible in the air, the
air conditioning working overtime in the Spectacle,
a bar in Washington Heights where a cop got his
drinks on the house. I was off duty, except you
never really are, and two kids picked that night to
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hold up the place. They shot the bartender dead on
their way out. I chased them into the street, killed
one of them, splintered the other one’s thigh bone.

But one shot was off and took a richochet that
bounced it right into the eye of a seven-year-old girl
named Estrellita Rivera. Right in the eye, and
through soft tissue and on into the brain.

“That was out of line,” the Spinner said. “I
shouldn’ta brought it up.”

“No, that’s all right. I didn’t get any static. I got a
commendation, as a matter of fact. There was a
hearing, and I was completely exonerated.”

“And then you quit the force.”
“I sort of lost my taste for the work. And for other

things. A house on the Island. A wife. My sons.”
“I guess it happens,” he said.
“I guess it does.”
“So what you’re doing, you’re sort of a private

cop, huh?”
I shrugged. “I don’t have a license. Sometimes I

do favors for people and they pay me for it.”
“Well, getting back to our little business . . .” Spin.

“You’d be doing me a favor is what you’d be doing.”
“If you think so.”
He picked up the dollar in mid-spin, looked at it,

set it down on the blue-and-white checkered table-
cloth.

I said, “You don’t want to get killed, Spinner.”
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“Fuck, no.”
“Can’t you get out from under?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Let’s don’t talk about that

part of it, huh?”
“Whatever you say.”
“ ’Cause if somebody wants to kill you, what the

fuck can you do about it? Nothin’.”
“You’re probably right.”
“You’ll handle this for me, Matt?”
“I’ll hang on to your envelope. I’m not saying

what I’ll do if I have to open it, because I don’t
know what’s in it.”

“If it happens, then you’ll know.”
“No guarantees I’ll do it, whatever it is.”
He took a long look at me, reading something in

my face that I didn’t know was there. “You’ll do
it,” he said.

“Maybe.”
“You’ll do it. And if you don’t I won’t know

about it, so what the fuck. Listen, what do you
want in front?”

“I don’t know what it is I’m supposed to do.”
“I mean for keeping the envelope. How much do

you want?”
I never know how to set fees. I thought for a mo-

ment. I said, “That’s a nice suit you’re wearing.”
“Huh? Thanks.”
“Where’d you get it?”
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“Phil Kronfeld’s. Over on Broadway?”
“I know where it is.”
“You really like it?”
“It looks good on you. What did it set you back?”
“Three twenty.”
“Then that’s my fee.”
“You want the fuckin’ suit?”
“I want three hundred and twenty dollars.”
“Oh.” He tossed his head, amused. “You had me

goin’ there for a minute. I couldn’t understand
what the fuck you’d want with the suit.”

“I don’t think it would fit.”
“I guess not. Three twenty? Yeah, I guess that’s

as good a number as any.” He got out a fat alligator
wallet and counted out six fifties and a twenty.
“Three—two—oh,” he said, handing them to me.
“If this drags on and on and you want more, you let
me know. Good enough?”

“Good enough. Suppose I have to get in touch
with you, Spinner?”

“Uh-uh.”
“Okay.”
“Like, you won’t have to, and if I wanted to give

you an address I couldn’t anyway.”
“Okay.”
He opened the attaché and passed me a nine-by-

twelve manila envelope sealed on both ends with
heavy-duty tape. I took it from him and put it on
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the bench beside me. He gave the silver dollar a
spin, picked it up, put it in his pocket, and beck-
oned to Trina for the check. I let him have it. He
paid it and left a two-dollar tip.

“What’s so funny, Matt?”
“Just that I never saw you grab a check before.

And I’ve seen you pick up other people’s tips.”
“Well, things change.”
“I guess they do.”
“I didn’t do that often, dragging down somebody’s

tips. You do lots of things when you’re hungry.”
“Sure.”
He got to his feet, hesitated, put out his hand. I

shook it. He turned to go, and I said, “Spinner?”
“What?”
“You said the kind of lawyers you know would

open the envelope as soon as you left the office.”
“You bet your ass they would.”
“How come you don’t think I will?”
He looked at me as though the question was a

stupid one. “You’re honest,” he said.
“Oh, Christ. You know I used to take. I let you buy

your way out of a collar or two, for Christ’s sake.”
“Yeah, but you were always square with me.

There’s honest and there’s honest. You’re not
gonna open that envelope until you have to.”

I knew he was right. I just didn’t know how he
knew it. “Take care of yourself,” I said.
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“Yeah, you too.”
“Watch yourself crossing the street.”
“Huh?”
“Watch out for buses.”
He laughed a little, but I don’t think he thought it

was funny.
Later that day, I stopped off at a church and

stuffed thirty-two dollars into the poor box. I sat in
a rear pew and thought about the Spinner. He’d
given me easy money. All I had to do to earn it was
nothing at all.

Back in my room, I rolled up the rug and put
Spinner’s envelope beneath it, centering it under the
bed. The maid runs the vacuum cleaner occasion-
ally but never moves the furniture around. I put the
rug back in place and promptly forgot about the
envelope, and every Friday a call or a message
would assure me that Spinner was alive and the en-
velope could stay right where it was.
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For the next three days I read the papers twice a
day and waited for a phone call. Monday night I
picked up the early edition of the Times on the way
to my room. Under the heading of “Metropolitan
Briefs” there’s always a batch of crime items tagged
“From the Police Blotter,” and the last one was the
one I was looking for. An unidentified male, white,
height approximately five six, weight approximate-
ly one forty, age approximately forty-five, had been
fished out of the East River with a crushed skull.

It sounded right. I’d have put his age a few years
higher and his weight a few pounds lower, but oth-
erwise it sounded very right. I couldn’t know that it
was Spinner. I couldn’t even know that the man,
whoever he was, had been murdered. The skull
damage could have been done after he went into
the water. And there was nothing in the item to in-
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dicate how long he’d been in the water. If it was
more than ten days or so, it wasn’t Spinner; I’d
heard from him the Friday before.

I looked at my watch. It wasn’t too late to call
someone, but it was far too late to call someone
and seem casual about it. And it was too early to
open his envelope. I didn’t want to do that until I
was very certain he was dead.

I had a couple more drinks than usual, because
sleep was a long time coming. In the morning I woke
up with a headache and a bad taste in my mouth. I
used aspirin and mouthwash and went down to the
Red Flame for breakfast. I picked up a later Times,
but there was nothing further on the floater. They
had the same item as the earlier edition.

Eddie Koehler is a lieutenant now, attached to
the Sixth Precinct in the West Village. I called from
my room and managed to get through to him.
“Hey, Matt,” he said. “It’s been a while.”

It hadn’t been all that long. I asked about his fam-
ily and he asked about mine. “They’re fine,” I said.

“You could always go back there,” he said.
I couldn’t, for far more reasons than I wanted to

go into. I couldn’t start carrying a badge again, ei-
ther, but that didn’t keep him from asking his next
question.

“I don’t suppose you’re ready to rejoin the hu-
man race, huh?”

18 LAWRENCE BLOCK

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:43 AM  Page 18



“That’s not going to happen, Eddie.”
“Instead you got to live in a dump and scrounge

for every buck. Listen, you want to drink yourself
to death, that’s your business.”

“That’s right.”
“But what’s the sense paying for your own drinks

when you can drink free? You were born to be a
cop, Matt.”

“The reason I called—”
“Yeah, there has to be a reason, doesn’t there?”
I waited for a minute. Then I said, “Something in

the paper that caught my eye, and I thought maybe
you could save me a trip to the morgue. They took
a floater out of the East River yesterday. Little guy,
middle-aged.”

“So?”
“Could you find out if they identified him yet?”
“Probably. What’s your interest?”
“I got a missing husband I’m sort of looking for.

He fits the description. I could go down and take a
look at him, but I only know him from photo-
graphs and after a little while in the water—”

“Yeah, right. What’s your guy’s name and I’ll
find out.”

“Let’s do it the other way around,” I said. “It’s
supposed to be confidential, I don’t want to spread
the name if I don’t have to.”

“I guess I could make a couple of calls.”
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“If it’s my guy, you’ll get yourself a hat.”
“I figured as much. And if it’s not?”
“You’ll get my sincere gratitude.”
“Fuck you too,” he said. “I hope it’s your guy. I

can use a hat. Hey, that’s funny, come to think of
it.”

“How?”
“You’re looking for a guy and I’m hoping he’s

dead. You think about it, it’s pretty funny.”
The phone rang forty minutes later. He said, “It’s

a shame, I could’ve used a hat.”
“They didn’t get a make?”
“Oh, they got a make, they made him on finger-

prints, but he’s not a guy anybody’s gonna hire you
to look for. He’s a character, we got a sheet on him
a yard long. You must’ve run into him once or
twice yourself.”

“What’s his name?”
“Jacob Jablon. Did a little stooling, a little boost-

ing, all kinds of dumb shit.”
“Name’s familiar.”
“They called him the Spinner.”
“I did know him,” I said. “Haven’t run into him

in years. He used to spin a silver dollar all the
time.”

“Well, all he’s gonna spin now is in his grave.”
I drew a breath. I said, “He’s not my guy.”

20 LAWRENCE BLOCK

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:43 AM  Page 20



“I didn’t think so. I don’t think he was anybody’s
husband, and if he was she wouldn’t want him
found.”

“It’s not the wife who’s looking for my guy.”
“It’s not?”
“It’s his girlfriend.”
“I’ll be a son of a bitch.”
“And I don’t think he’s in town in the first place,

but I might as well string her for a few bucks. A guy
wants to disappear, he’s just going to do it.”

“That’s the way it generally goes, but if she
wants to hand you money—”

“That’s my feeling,” I said. “How long was the
Spinner in the water? Do they know that yet?”

“I think they said four, five days. What’s your in-
terest?”

“Getting him on prints, I figured it had to be
fairly recent.”

“Oh, prints’ll hold a week, easy. Longer some-
times, depending on the fish. Imagine fingerprinting
a floater—shit, if I did that I’d be a long time before
I wanted anything to eat. Imagine doing the au-
topsy.”

“Well, that shouldn’t be hard. Somebody must
have hit him on the head.”

“Considering who he was, I’d say there’s no
question. He wasn’t the type to go swimming and
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accidentally hit his head on a pier. What’ll you bet
they don’t come up with a conclusive homicide tag
for it, though?”

“Why’s that?”
“Because they don’t want this sitting in the open

file for the next fifty years, and who wants to bust
their balls finding out what happened to an asshole
like the Spinner? So he’s dead, so nobody’s gonna
cry for him.”

“I always got along with him.”
“He was a cheap little crook. Whoever bumped

him did the world a favor.”
“I suppose you’re right.”

I got the manila envelope out from under the rug.
The tape didn’t want to budge, so I got my penknife
from the dresser and slit the envelope open along
the fold. Then I just sat on the edge of the bed with
the envelope in my hand for a few minutes.

I didn’t really want to know what was in it.
After a while I opened it, and I spent the next

three hours in my room going over the contents.
They answered a few questions, but not nearly as
many as they asked. Finally I put everything back in
the envelope and returned it to its place under the
rug.

The cops would sweep Spinner Jablon under the
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rug, and that’s what I wanted to do with his enve-
lope. There were a lot of things I could do, and
what I most wanted to do was nothing at all, so un-
til my options had time to sort themselves out in my
head the envelope could stay in its hiding place.

I stretched out on the bed with a book, but after
I’d gone through a few pages I realized I was read-
ing without paying attention. And my little room
was beginning to feel even smaller than usual. I
went out and walked around for a while, and then I
hit a few places and had a few drinks. I started out
in Polly’s Cage, across the street from the hotel,
then Kilcullen’s, then Spiro and Antares. Some-
where along the way I stopped at a deli for a couple
of sandwiches. I wound up in Armstrong’s, and I
was still there when Trina ended her shift. I told her
to sit down and I’d buy her a drink.

“But just one, Matt. I got places to go, people to
see.”

“So do I, but I don’t want to go there and I don’t
want to see them.”

“You could be just the slightest bit drunk.”
“It’s not impossible.”
I went to the bar and got our drinks. Plain bour-

bon for me, a vodka and tonic for her. I came back
to the table, and she picked up her glass.

She said, “To crime?”
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“You’ve really only got time for one?”
“I don’t even have time for the one, but one’s got

to be the limit.”
“Then let’s not make it to crime. Let’s make it ab-

sent friends.”
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Chapter 3
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I suppose I had a fair idea what was in the envelope
before I opened it. When a man who sidesteps
through life by keeping his ears open suddenly
turns up wearing a three-hundred-dollar suit, it’s
not hard to figure out how he got it. After a lifetime
of selling information, the Spinner had come up
with something too good to sell. Instead of ped-
dling information, he had turned to peddling si-
lence. Blackmailers are richer than stool pigeons,
because their commodity is not a one-time thing;
they can rent it out to the same person over and
over for a lifetime.

The only problem is that their lifetimes tend to
shrink. The Spinner became a bad actuarial risk the
day he got successful. First aggravation and ulcers,
then a dented skull and a long swim.

A blackmailer needs insurance. He has to have
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some leverage that will convince his victim not to
terminate the blackmail by terminating the black-
mailer. Somebody—a lawyer, a girlfriend, anyone—
sits in the background with whatever evidence has
the victim squirming in the first place. If the black-
mailer dies, the evidence goes to the cops and the
shit hits the fan. Every blackmailer makes a point
of letting the victim know about this added ele-
ment. Sometimes there’s no confederate, no enve-
lope to be mailed, because evidence lying around is
dangerous to all concerned, so the blackmailer just
says that there is and figures the mark won’t call his
bluff. Sometimes the mark believes him, and some-
times he doesn’t.

Spinner Jablon probably told his mark about the
magic envelope from the beginning. But in February
he had started to sweat. He had decided that some-
body was trying to kill him, or was likely to try, so he
had put his envelope together. An actual envelope
wouldn’t keep him alive if the idea of the envelope
failed. He’d be just as dead, and he had known it.

But he had been, in the final analysis, a pro.
Penny-ante for almost all his life, but professional
just the same. And a professional doesn’t get mad.
He gets even.

He’d had a problem, though, and it became my
problem when I cut his envelope open and checked
its contents. Because Spinner had known that he
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would have to get even with somebody.
He just hadn’t known who.

The first thing I looked at was the letter. It was
typed, which suggested that at one time or another
he had stolen one more typewriter than he could
sell, so he’d kept it around. He hadn’t used it a hell
of a lot. His letter was full of xxxxxx’d-out words
and phrases, skips between letters, and enough mis-
spelled words to make it interesting. But it added
up to something like this:

Matt:
If you’re reading this I’m a dead man. I

hope it blows over but no bets on that. I think
somebody tried for me yesterday. There was
this car just about crawled up the curb coming
at me.

What I got going is blackmail. I fell into
some information worth good money. Years
of scrounging around and I finally stepped
right into it.

There is three of them. You’ll see how it lays
when you open the other envelopes. That is
the problem, the three of them, because if I’m
dead one of them did it and I don’t know
which. I got each one on a string and I don’t
know which one I’m choking.
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This Prager, two years ago December his
daughter ran down a kid on a tricycle and
kept on going on account of she was driving
on a suspended license and strung out on
speed and grass and I don’t know what else.
Prager has more money than God and he
spread it on everybody and his kid was never
picked up. All the information is in the enve-
lope. He was the first one, I overheard some
shit in a bar and I fed this one guy drinks and
he opened up for me. I’m not taking him for
anything he can’t afford and he just pays me
like you pay rent the first of the month but
who knows when a man is going to go crazy
and maybe that’s what happened. He wants
me dead, shit, he could hire it done easy
enough.

The Ethridge broad was just dumb luck. I
hit on her picture in the newspapers, some so-
ciety page hype, and I reckonized her from
this fuck film I saw some years back. Talk
about remembering a face, and who looks at
the face, but maybe she was giving head to
some dude and it caught in my mind. I read all
these schools she went to and I couldn’t add it
up, so I did some homework, and there was a
couple years when she dropped out of sight
and went into things a little heavy, and I got

30 LAWRENCE BLOCK

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:43 AM  Page 30



pictures and some other shit which you’ll see.
I been dealing with her and whether her hus-
band knows what’s happening or anything
else I don’t know. She is very hard and could
kill a person without turning a hare. You look
into her eyes and you know exactly what I
mean.

Huysendahl came in third on the string and
by this time I’m on the earie as a regular thing
because it’s all working so nice for me. What I
pick up on is his wife is a lezzie. Well this is
nothing spectacular Matt as you know. But
he’s rich as shit and he’s thinking about push-
ing for governor so why not dig a little. The
dyke thing is nothing, too many people know
it in front, and you spread it around and all
that happens is he gets the dyke vote which
maybe puts him over the top, so I don’t care
about that, but why is he still married to this
dyke, that’s my question. Like is there some-
thing kinky about him. So I work my ass to
the bone and it turns out there’s something
there, but getting a handle on it is something
else again. He’s not a normal queer but his
thing is young boys, younger the better. It’s a
sickness and it is enough to turn your stom-
ach. I got small things, like this kid hospital-
ized for internal injuries which Huysendahl
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paid the hospital bills, but I wanted to be able
to sink the hook so the pictures were a set up.
It don’t matter how I set it up but there was
other people involved. He must of shit when
he saw the pictures. The deal cost me a packet
but nobody ever made a better investment.

Matt the thing is if somebody hit me it was
one of them, or they hired it out which adds
up the same way, and what I want is for you
to fuck them good. The one that did it, not the
other two which played straight with me,
which is why I can’t leave this with a lawyer
and send it all to the police, because the ones
that played straight with me deserve to be off
the hook, not to mention if it goes to the
wrong cop he just works a shakedown and
whoever kills me is home free, except he’s still
paying out money.

The fourth envelope has your name on it
because it is for you. There is 3K in it and that
is for you. I don’t know if it should be more or
what it should be, but there’s always the
chance you’ll just put it in your pocket and
shitcan the rest of the stuff, which if it hap-
pens I’ll be dead and won’t know about it.
Why I think you’ll follow through is some-
thing I noticed about you a long time ago,
namely that you happen to think there is a dif-
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ference between murder and other crimes. I
am the same. I have done bad things all my
life but never killed anybody and never would.
I have known people who have killed which
I’ve known for a fact or a rumor and would
never get close to them. It is the way I am and
I think you are that way too and that is why
you might do something, and again if you
don’t I will not know it.

Your Friend,
Jake “Spinner” Jablon

Wednesday morning I got the envelope out from
under the carpet and took another long look at the
evidence. I got out my notebook and jotted down a
few details. I wasn’t going to be able to keep the
stuff on hand, because if I made any kind of move I
would be making myself visible, and my room
would no longer be a clever hiding place.

Spinner had nailed them down tight enough.
There was very little hard evidence to prove that
Henry Prager’s daughter Stacy had left the scene of
an accident in which three-year-old Michael Litvak
was run down and killed, but in this instance hard
evidence wasn’t necessary. Spinner had the name of
the garage where the Prager car had been repaired,
the names of the people in the police department
and Westchester D.A.’s office who had been
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reached, and a few other bits and pieces which
would do the job. If you handed the whole package
to a good investigative reporter, he wouldn’t be
able to leave it alone.

The material on Beverly Ethridge was more
graphic. The pictures alone might not have been
enough. There were a couple of four-by-five color
prints and half a dozen clips of film running a few
frames each. She was clearly identifiable through-
out, and there was no question what she was doing.
This by itself might not have been so damaging. A
lot of the things people do for a lark in their youth
can be written off readily enough after a few years
have passed, especially in those social circles where
every other closet sports a skeleton.

But the Spinner had done his homework, just as
he’d said. He traced Mrs. Ethridge, then Beverly
Guildhurst, from the time she left Vassar in her jun-
ior year. He turned up an arrest in Santa Barbara
for prostitution, sentence suspended. There was a
narcotics bust in Vegas, thrown out for lack of evi-
dence, with a strong implication that some family
money had pulled her ass out of the fire. In San
Diego she was working a badger game with a part-
ner who was a known pimp. It went sour one time;
she turned state’s evidence and picked up another
suspension, while her partner pulled one-to-five in
Folsom. The only time she served, as far as Spinner
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had been able to make out, was fifteen days in
Oceanside for drunk and disorderly.

Then she came back and married Kermit
Ethridge, and if she hadn’t gotten her picture in the
paper at just the wrong time, she’d have been home
free.

The Huysendahl material was hard to take. The
documentary evidence was nothing special: the
names of some prepubescent boys and the dates on
which Ted Huysendahl had allegedly had sexual rela-
tions with them, a stat of hospital records indicating
that Huysendahl had sprung for treatment of internal
injuries and lacerations for one Jeffrey Kramer, age
eleven. But the pictures did not leave you with the
feeling that you were looking at the people’s choice
for the next governor of New York State.

There were an even dozen of them, and they por-
trayed a fairly full repertoire. The worst one
showed Huysendahl’s partner, a young and slender
black boy, with his face contorted in pain while
Huysendahl penetrated him anally. The kid was
looking straight at the camera in that shot, as in
several of the others, and it was certainly possible
that the facial expression of agony was nothing but
theater, but that possibility wouldn’t prevent nine
out of ten average citizens from gladly fitting a
noose around Huysendahl’s neck and hanging him
from the nearest lamppost.
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Chapter 4
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At four thirty that afternoon I was in a reception
room on the twenty-second floor of a glass and
steel office building on Park Avenue in the high For-
ties. The receptionist and I had the room to our-
selves. She was behind a U-shaped ebony desk. She
was a shade lighter than the desk, and she wore her
hair in a tight-cropped Afro. I sat on a vinyl couch
the same color as the desk. The small white par-
son’s table beside it was sparsely covered with mag-
azines: Architectural Forum, Scientific American, a
couple different golf magazines, last week’s Sports
Illustrated. I didn’t think any of them would tell me
anything I wanted to know, so I left them where
they were and looked at the small oil on the far
wall. It was an amateurish seascape with a great
many small boats cavorting on a turbulent ocean.
Men leaned over the sides of the boat in the fore-
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ground. They seemed to be vomiting, but it was
hard to believe the artist had intended it that way.

“Mrs. Prager painted that,” the girl said. “His
wife?”

“It’s interesting.”
“All those in his office, she painted them, too. It

must be wonderful to have a talent like that.”
“It must be.”
“And she never had a lesson in her life.”
The receptionist found this more remarkable

than I did. I wondered when Mrs. Prager had taken
up painting. After her children were grown, I sup-
posed. There were three Prager children: a boy in
medical school at the University of Buffalo, a mar-
ried daughter in California, and the youngest,
Stacy. They had all left the nest now, and Mrs.
Prager lived in a landlocked house in Rye and
painted stormy seascapes.

“He’s off the phone now,” the girl said. “I didn’t
get your name, I’m afraid.”

“Matthew Scudder,” I said.
She buzzed him to announce my presence. I

hadn’t expected the name would mean anything to
him, and it evidently didn’t, because she asked me
what my visit was in reference to.

“I’m representing the Michael Litvak project.”
If that registered, Prager wasn’t letting on. She
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conveyed his continued puzzlement. “The Hit-and-
Run Cooperative,” I said. “The Michael Litvak
project. It’s a confidential matter, I’m sure he’ll
want to see me.”

I was sure he wouldn’t want to see me at all, ac-
tually, but she repeated my words and he couldn’t
really avoid it. “He’ll see you now,” she said, and
nodded her curly little head at a door marked 
PRIVATE.

His office was spacious, the far wall all glass with
a rather impressive view of a city that looks better
the higher up you go. The decor was traditional, in
sharp contrast to the harsh modern furnishings of
the reception room. The walls were paneled in dark
wood—individual boards, not the plywood stuff.
The carpet was the color of tawny port wine. There
were a lot of pictures on the walls, all of them
seascapes, all unmistakably the work of Mrs.
Henry Prager.

I had seen his picture in the papers I’d scanned in
the microfilm room at the library. Just head-and-
shoulder shots, but they had prepared me for a
larger man than the one who now stood up behind
the broad leather-topped desk. And the face in the
Bachrach photo had beamed with calm assurance.
Now it was lined with apprehension pinned in
place by caution. I approached the desk, and we
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stood looking each other over. He seemed to be
considering whether or not to offer his hand. He
decided against it.

He said, “Your name is Scudder?”
“That’s right.”
“I’m not sure what you want.”
Neither was I. There was a red leather chair with

wooden arms near the desk. I pulled it up and sat in
it while he was still on his feet. He hesitated a mo-
ment, then seated himself. I waited for a few sec-
onds on the off chance that he might have
something to say. But he was pretty good at wait-
ing.

I said, “I mentioned a name before. Michael Lit-
vak.”

“I don’t know the name.”
“Then I’ll mention another. Jacob Jablon.”
“I don’t know that name, either.”
“Don’t you? Mr. Jablon was an associate of

mine. We did some business together.”
“What kind of business would that be?”
“Oh, a little of this, a little of that. Nothing as

successful as your line of work, I’m afraid. You’re
an architectural consultant?”

“That’s correct.”
“Large-scale projects. Housing developments,

office buildings, that sort of thing.”
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“That’s hardly classified information, Mr. Scud-
der.”

“It must pay well.”
He looked at me.
“Actually, the phrase you just used. ‘Classified

information.’ That’s what I really wanted to talk to
you about.”

“Oh?”
“My associate Mr. Jablon had to leave town

abruptly.”
“I don’t see how—”
“He retired,” I said. “He was a man who worked

hard all his life, Mr. Prager, and he came into a sum
of money, you see, and he retired.”

“Perhaps you could come to the point.”
I took a silver dollar out of my pocket and gave it

a spin, but, unlike Spinner, I kept my eyes on
Prager’s face instead of on the coin. He could have
taken that face to any poker game in town and
done just fine with it. Assuming he played his cards
right.

“You don’t see many of these,” I said. “I went
into a bank a couple of hours ago and tried to buy
one. They just stared at me and then told me to go
see a coin dealer. I thought a dollar was a dollar,
you know? That’s the way it used to be. It seems the
silver content alone in these things is worth two or
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three bucks, and the collector value is even higher. I
had to pay seven dollars for this thing, believe it or
not.”

“Why did you want it?”
“Just for luck. Mr. Jablon has a coin just like this

one. Or at least it looked the same to me. I’m not a
numismatist. That’s a coin expert.”

“I know what a numismatist is.”
“Well, I only found that out today, while I was

finding out that a dollar’s not a dollar any more.
Mr. Jablon could have saved me seven bucks if he’d
left his dollar with me when he went out of town.
But he left me something else that’s probably worth
a little more than seven dollars. See, he gave me this
envelope full of papers and things. Some of them
have your name on them. And your daughter’s
name, and some other names I mentioned. Michael
Litvak, for example, but that’s not a name you rec-
ognize, is it?”

The dollar had stopped spinning. Spinner had al-
ways snatched it up when it started to wobble, but
I just let it drop. It landed heads.

“I thought since those papers had your name on
them, along with those other names, I thought you
might like to own them.”

He didn’t say anything, and I couldn’t think of
anything else to say. I picked up the silver dollar
and gave it another spin. This time we both
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watched it. It stayed spinning for quite a while on
the leather desk top. Then it glanced off a photo-
graph in a silver frame, wobbled uncertainly, and
landed heads again.

Prager picked up his desk phone and pushed a
buzzer. He said, “That’s all for today, Shari. Just put
the machine on and go ahead home.” Then, after a
pause: “No, they can wait, I’ll sign them tomorrow.
You can head along home now. Fine.”

Neither of us spoke until the door of the outer of-
fice opened and closed. Then Prager leaned back in
his chair and folded his hands on his shirt front. He
was a rather plump man, but there was no spare
flesh on his hands. They were slender, with long fin-
gers.

He said, “I gather you want to take up where—
what was his name?”

“Jablon.”
“Where Jablon took off.”
“Something like that.”
“I’m not a rich man, Mr. Scudder.”
“You’re not starving.”
“No,” he agreed. “I am not starving.” He looked

past me for a moment, probably at a seascape. He
said, “My daughter Stacy went through a difficult
period in her life. In the course of it, she had a very
unfortunate accident.”

“A little boy died.”
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“A little boy died. At the risk of sounding callous,
I’ll point out that that sort of thing happens all the
time. Human beings—children, adults, what does it
matter—people are killed accidentally every day.”

I thought of Estrellita Rivera with a bullet in her
eye. I don’t know if anything showed in my face.

“Stacy’s situation—her culpability, if you want
to call if that—stemmed not from the accident but
from her response after the fact. She didn’t stop. If
she had stopped, it would not have helped the boy
at all. He was killed instantly.”

“Did she know that?”
He closed his eyes for a moment. “I don’t know,”

he said. “Is that pertinent?”
“Probably not.”
“The accident . . . if she had stopped as she

should have done, I’m sure she would have been ex-
onerated. The boy rode his tricycle right off the
curb in front of her.”

“I understand she was on drugs at the time.”
“If you want to call marijuana a drug.”
“It doesn’t matter what we call it, does it? Maybe

she could have avoided the accident if she hadn’t
been stoned. Or maybe she would have had the
judgment to stop once she hit the kid. Not that it
matters any more. She was high, and she did hit the
boy, and she didn’t stop the car, and you managed
to buy her off.”
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“Was I wrong to do that, Scudder?”
“How do I know?”
“Do you have children?” I hesitated, then nod-

ded. “What would you have done?”
I thought about my sons. They weren’t old

enough to drive yet. Were they old enough to
smoke marijuana? It was possible. And what
would I do in Henry Prager’s place?

“Whatever I had to do,” I said. “To get them off.”
“Of course. Any father would.”
“It must have cost you a lot of money.”
“More than I could afford. But I couldn’t have

afforded not to, you see.”
I picked up my silver dollar and looked at it. The

date was 1878. It was a good deal older than I was,
and had held up a lot better.

“I thought it was over,” he said. “It was a night-
mare, but I managed to straighten everything out.
The people I dealt with, they realized that Stacy
was not a criminal. She was a good girl from a good
family who went through a difficult period in life.
That’s not uncommon, you know. They recognized
that there was no reason to ruin a second life be-
cause a horrible accident had taken one life. And
the experience—it’s awful to say this, but it helped
Stacy. She grew as a result of it. She matured. She
stopped using drugs, of course. And her life took
on more purpose.”
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“What’s she doing now?”
“She’s in graduate school at Columbia. Psychol-

ogy. She plans to work with mentally retarded chil-
dren.”

“She’s what, twenty-one?”
“Twenty-two last month. She was nineteen at the

time of the accident.”
“I suppose she has an apartment here in town?”
“That’s correct. Why?”
“No reason. She turned out all right, then.”
“All my children turned out well, Scudder. Stacy

had a difficult year or two, that’s all.” His eyes
sharpened their focus suddenly. “And how long do
I have to pay for that one mistake? That’s what I’d
like to know.”

“I’m sure you would.”
“Well?”
“How deep did Jablon have the hook in you?”
“I don’t understand.”
“What were you paying him?”
“I thought he was your associate.”
“It was a loose association. How much?”
He hesitated, then shrugged. “The first time he

came I gave him five thousand dollars. He gave the
impression that one payment would be the end of
it.”

“It never is.”
“So I understand. Then he came back a while
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later. He told me he needed more money. We finally
put things on a business basis. So much a month.”

“How much?”
“Two thousand dollars a month.”
“You could afford that.”
“Not all that easily.” He managed a small smile.

“I was hoping I could find a way to deduct it, you
know. Charge it to the business in some fashion.”

“Did you find a way?”
“No. Why are you asking all this? Trying to de-

termine just how much you can squeeze out of
me?”

“No.”
“This whole conversation,” he said suddenly.

“There’s something wrong with it. You don’t seem
like a blackmailer.”

“How so?”
“I don’t know. That man was a weasel, he was

calculating, slimy. You’re calculating, but in a dif-
ferent way.”

“It takes all kinds.”
He stood up. “I won’t go on paying indefinitely,”

he said. “I can’t live with a sword hanging over me.
Damn it, I shouldn’t have to.”

“We’ll work something out.”
“I don’t want my daughter’s life ruined. But I

won’t be bled to death.”
I picked up the silver dollar and put it in my
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pocket. I couldn’t make myself believe he had killed
the Spinner, but at the same time I couldn’t posi-
tively rule him out, and I was getting sick of the role
I was playing. I pushed my chair back and got to
my feet.

“Well?”
“I’ll be in touch,” I said.
“How much is it going to cost me?”
“I don’t know.”
“I’ll pay you what I paid him. I won’t pay any

more than that.”
“And how long will you pay me? Forever?”
“I don’t understand.”
“Maybe I can figure out something that’ll make us

both happy,” I said. “I’ll let you know when I do.”
“If you mean a single large payment, how could I

trust you?”
“That’s one of the things that has to be worked

out,” I said. “You’ll hear from me.”
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Chapter 5
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I had arranged to meet Beverly Ethridge in the bar
at the Hotel Pierre at seven o’clock. From Prager’s
office I walked to another bar, one on Madison Av-
enue. It turned out to be a hangout for advertising
people, and the noise level was high and the tension
unsettling. I had some bourbon and left.

On my way up Fifth Avenue, I stopped at St.
Thomas’s and slipped into a pew. I discovered
churches not long after I left the force and moved
away from Anita and the boys. I don’t know what
it is about them, exactly. They are about the only
place in New York where a person has room to
think, but I’m not sure that’s their sole attraction
for me. It seems logical to assume that there’s some
sort of personal quest involved, although I’ve no
real idea what it might be. I don’t pray. I don’t think
I believe in anything.
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But they are perfect places to sit and think things
out. I sat in St. Thomas’s and thought about Henry
Prager for a while. The thoughts didn’t lead any-
where in particular. If he’d had a more expressive
and less guarded face, I might have learned some-
thing one way or the other. He had done nothing to
give himself away, but if he had been clever enough
to nail the Spinner when the Spinner was already
on guard, he’d be clever enough to give damned lit-
tle away to me.

I had trouble seeing him as a murderer. At the
same time, I had trouble seeing him as a blackmail
victim. He didn’t know it, and it was hardly time
for me to tell him, but he should have told Spinner
to take his dirt and shove it. So much money gets
spread around to brush so many crimes under vari-
ous rugs that no one really had anything resem-
bling a hold on him. His daughter had committed a
crime a couple of years ago. A really tough prose-
cutor might have gone for vehicular homicide, but
more likely the charge would have been involun-
tary manslaughter and the sentence would have
been suspended. Given those facts, there was really
nothing much that could happen to her or to him
this long after the fact. There might be a touch of
scandal involved, but not enough to ruin either his
business or his daughter’s life.

So on the surface he had little motive for paying
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Spinner off, and less for killing him. Unless there
was more to it than I knew about.

Three of them, Prager and Ethridge and Huy-
sendahl, and they had all been paying silence
money to Spinner until one of them decided to
make the silence permanent. All I had to do was
find out which was which.

And I really didn’t want to.
For a couple of reasons. One of the best was that

there was no way I could have as good a shot at the
killer as the police could. All I had to do was dump
Spinner’s envelope on the desk of a good Homicide
cop and let him play it out. The department’s deter-
mination of time of death would be a lot more ac-
curate than the vague estimate Koehler had given
me. They could check alibis. They could put the
three possibles through intensive interrogation,
which all by itself would almost certainly be
enough to open it all up.

There was just one thing wrong with that: The
killer would wind up in slam, but the other two
would come out with dirty faces. I came very close
to passing it on to the cops anyway, figuring that
none of the three had spotless faces to begin with. A
hit-and-run killer, a hooker and con artist, a partic-
ularly nasty pervert—Spinner, with his personal
code of ethics, had felt that he owed those innocent
of his murder the silence they had purchased. But
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they had bought nothing from me, and I didn’t owe
them a thing.

The police would always be an option. If I never
got a handle on things, they would remain as a last
resort. But in the meantime I was going to make a
try, and so I had made an appointment with Beverly
Ethridge, I had dropped in on Henry Prager, and I
would see Theodore Huysendahl sometime the
next day. One way or another, they would all find
out I was Spinner’s heir and that the hook he’d had
in them was in as deep as ever.

A group of tourists passed in the aisle, pointing
out things to each other about the elaborate stone
carvings above the high altar. I waited until they
went by, sat for another minute or two, then got to
my feet. On my way out I examined the offering
boxes at the doors. You had your choice of further-
ing church work, overseas missions, or homeless
children. I put three of Spinner’s thirty hundred-
dollar bills in the slot for homeless children.

There are certain things I do without knowing
why. Tithing is one of them. A tenth of whatever I
earn goes to whatever church I happen to visit after
I’ve received the money. The Catholics get most of
my business, not because I’m partial to them but
because their churches are more apt to be open at
odd times.

St. Thomas’s is Episcopal. A plaque in front says
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they keep it open all week long so that passers-by
will have a refuge from the turmoil of midtown
Manhattan. I suppose the donations from tourists
cover their overhead. Well, they now had a quick
three hundred toward the light bill, courtesy of a
dead blackmailer.

I went outside and headed uptown. It was time to
let a lady know who was taking Spinner Jablon’s
place. Once they all knew, I would be able to take it
easy. I could just sit back and relax, waiting for
Spinner’s killer to try killing me.
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Chapter 6

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:43 AM  Page 59



16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:43 AM  Page 60



The cocktail lounge in the Pierre is illuminated by
small candles set in deep blue bowls, one to a table.
The tables are small and well separated from one
another, round white tables with two or three blue
velvet chairs at each. I stood blinking my eyes in the
darkness and looking for a woman in a white pants
suit. There were four or five unescorted women in
the room, none of them wearing a pants suit. I
looked instead for Beverly Ethridge, and found her
at a table along the far wall. She was wearing a
navy sheath and a string of pearls.

I gave my coat to the checkroom attendant and
walked directly to her table. If she watched my ap-
proach, she did so out of the corner of her eye. Her
head never turned in my direction. I sat down in the
chair across from her, and only then did she meet
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my eyes. “I am expecting someone,” she said, and
her eyes slipped away, dismissing me.

“I’m Matthew Scudder,” I said.
“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
“You’re pretty good,” I said. “I like your white

pants suit, it becomes you. You wanted to see if I
could recognize you so that you would know
whether I had the pictures or not. I suppose that’s
clever, but why not just ask me to bring one along?”

Her eyes returned, and we took a few minutes to
look at each other. It was the same face I’d seen in
the pictures, but it was hard to believe it was the
same woman. I don’t know that she looked all that
much older, but she did look a great deal more ma-
ture. More than that, there was an air of poise and
sophistication that was quite incompatible with the
girl in those pictures and on those arrest sheets. The
face was aristocratic and the voice said good
schools and good breeding.

Then she said, “A fucking cop,” and her face and
voice turned on the words and all the good breeding
vanished. “How did you come up with it, anyway?”

I shrugged. I started to say something, but a
waiter was on his way over. I ordered bourbon and
a cup of coffee. She nodded at him to bring her an-
other of what she was drinking. I don’t know what
it was. It had a lot of fruit in it.

When he was gone I said, “The Spinner had to
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leave town for a while. He wanted me to keep the
business going in his absence.”

“Sure.”
“Sometimes things happen that way.”
“Sure. You collared him and he threw me to you

as his own ticket out. He had to get himself picked
up by a crooked cop.”

“Would you be better off with an honest one?”
She put one hand to her hair. It was straight and

blonde, and styled in what I think they call a Sassoon
cut. It had been considerably longer in the pictures,
but the same color. Maybe the color was natural.

“An honest one? Where would I find one?”
“They tell me there’s a couple around.”
“Yeah, working traffic.”
“Anyway, I’m not a cop. Just crooked.” Her eye-

brows went up. “I left the force a few years back.”
“Then I don’t get it. How do you wind up with

the stuff?”
Either she was honestly puzzled or she knew

Spinner was dead and she was very good indeed.
That was the whole problem. I was playing poker
with three strangers and I couldn’t even get them all
around the same table.

The waiter came around with the drinks. I sipped
a little bourbon, drank a half inch of coffee, poured
the rest of the bourbon into the cup. It’s a great way
to get drunk without getting tired.
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“Okay,” she said.
I looked at her.
“You’d better lay it out for me, Mr. Scudder.”

The well-bred voice now, and the face returning to
its earlier planes. “I gather this is going to cost me
something.”

“A man has to eat, Mrs. Ethridge.”
She smiled suddenly, whether spontaneously or

not. Her whole face brightened with it. “I think you
really ought to call me Beverly,” she said. “It strikes
me as odd to be addressed formally by a man who’s
seen me with a cock in my mouth. And what do
they call you—Matt?”

“Generally.”
“Put a price on it, Matt. What’s it going to cost?”
“I’m not greedy.”
“I bet you tell that to all the girls. How greedy

aren’t you?”
“I’ll settle for the same arrangement you had

with Spinner. What’s good enough for him is good
enough for me.”

She nodded thoughfully, a trace of a smile play-
ing on her lips. She put the tip of one dainty finger
to her mouth and gnawed it.

“Interesting.”
“Oh?”
“The Spinner didn’t tell you much. We didn’t

have an arrangement.”
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“Oh?”
“We were trying to work one out. I didn’t want

him to nickel me to death a week at a time. I did
give him some money. I suppose it came to a total
of five thousand dollars over the past six months.”

“Not very much.”
“I also went to bed with him. I would have pre-

ferred giving him more money and less sex, but I
don’t have much money of my own. My husband is
a rich man, but that’s not the same thing, you see,
and I don’t have very much money.”

“But you’ve got a lot of sex.”
She licked her lip in a very obvious way. That

didn’t make it any less provocative. “I didn’t think
you noticed,” she said.

“I noticed.”
“I’m glad.”
I had some of my coffee. I looked around the

room. Everybody was poised and well dressed, and
I felt out of place. I was wearing my best suit, and I
looked like a cop in his best suit. The woman across
from me had made pornographic movies, prosti-
tuted herself, worked a confidence game. And she
was completely at ease here, while I knew I looked
out of place.

I said, “I think I’d rather have money, Mrs.
Ethridge.”

“Beverly.”
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“Beverly,” I agreed.
“Or Bev, if you prefer. I’m very good, you

know.”
“I’m sure you are.”
“I’m told I combine a professional’s skill and an

amateur’s zeal.”
“And I’m sure you do.”
“After all, you’ve seen photographic proof.”
“That’s right. But I’m afraid I have a greater need

for money than for sex.”
She nodded slowly. “With Spinner,” she said, “I

was trying to arrange something. I don’t have much
cash available now. I sold some jewelry, things of
that sort, but just to buy time. I could probably
raise some money if I had a little time. I mean some
substantial money.”

“How substantial?”
She ignored the question. “Here’s the problem.

Look, I was on the game, you know that. It was
temporary, it was what my psychiatrist calls a radi-
cal means of acting out inner anxieties and hostili-
ties. I don’t know what the fuck he’s talking about,
and I’m not sure he does either. I’m clean now, I’m
a respectable woman, I’m a fucking jet-setter in a
teensy way, but I know how the game works. Once
you start paying, you wind up paying for the rest of
your life.”

“That’s the usual pattern, all right.”
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“I don’t want that pattern. I want to make one
big buy and come up with everything. But it’s hard
to work out the mechanics of it.”

“Because I could always have copies of the pic-
tures.”

“You could have copies. You could also just hold
the information in your head, because the informa-
tion is enough to wreck me.”

“So you’d need a guarantee that one payment
was all you’d ever have to make.”

“That’s right. I’d need to have a hook stuck in
you so that you wouldn’t even think about keeping
any pictures. Or about coming back for another
shot at me.”

“It’s a problem,” I agreed. “You were trying to
work it that way with Spinner?”

“That’s right. Neither of us could come up with
an idea that the other liked, and in the meantime I
stalled him with sex and small change.” She licked
her lip. “It was rather interesting sex. His percep-
tions of me and all. I don’t suppose a little man like
that got much experience with young attractive
women. And of course the social thing, the Park
Avenue goddess, and at the same time he had those
pictures and he knew things about me, so I became
a special person for him. I didn’t find him attrac-
tive. And I didn’t like him, I didn’t like his manner
and I hated the hold he had over me. All the same,
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we did interesting things together. He was surpris-
ingly inventive. I didn’t like having to do things
with him, but I liked doing them, if you know what
I mean.”

I didn’t say anything.
“I could tell you some of the things we did.”
“Don’t bother.”
“It might turn you on, listening.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You don’t like me much, do you?”
“Not too much, no. I can’t really afford to like

you, can I?”
She drank some of her drink, then licked her lips

again. “You wouldn’t be the first cop I ever took to
bed,” she said. “When you’re in the game, that’s a
part of it. I don’t think I ever met a cop who wasn’t
worried about his cock. That it was too small, that
he wasn’t good at using it. I suppose that’s part of
carrying a gun and a nightstick and all the rest of it,
don’t you think?”

“Could be.”
“Personally, I always found cops to be built the

same as anyone else.”
“I think we’re getting off the subject, Mrs.

Ethridge.”
“Bev.”
“I think we ought to talk about money. One
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large sum of money, say, and then you can get off
the hook and I can let go of the fishing rod.”

“How much money are we talking about?”
“Fifty thousand dollars.”
I don’t know what sort of figure she was expect-

ing. I don’t know if she and Spinner had talked
price while they rolled around on expensive sheets.
She pursed her lips and gave a silent whistle, indi-
cating that the sum I’d mentioned was a very large
sum indeed.

She said, “You have expensive ideas.”
“You pay it once and it’s over.”
“Back on Square A. How do I know that?”
“Because when you pay over the money, I give

you a handle on me. I did something a few years
ago. I could go to jail for it for a long time. I can
write out a confession giving all the details. I’ll give
it to you when you pay the fifty thou, along with
the stuff Spinner has on you. That locks me in,
keeps me from doing a thing.”

“It wasn’t just something like police corrup-
tion.”

“No, it wasn’t.”
“You made somebody dead.”
I didn’t say anything.
She took her time thinking it over. She took out a

cigarette, tapped its end on a well-manicured nail. I
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guess she was waiting for me to light it for her. I re-
mained in character and let her light it for herself.

Finally she said, “It might work.”
“I’d be putting my neck in a noose. You wouldn’t

have to worry about me running out and yanking
on the rope.”

She nodded. “There’s only one problem.”
“The money?”
“That’s the problem. Couldn’t we lower the price

a little?”
“I don’t think so.”
“I just don’t have that kind of money.”
“Your husband does.”
“That doesn’t put it in my handbag, Matt.”
“I could always eliminate the middleman,” I

said. “Sell the goods directly to him. He’d pay.”
“You bastard.”
“Well? Wouldn’t he?”
“I’ll get the money somewhere. You bastard. He

probably wouldn’t pay, as a matter of fact, and
then your hold’s gone, isn’t it? Your hold and my
life, and we both wind up with nothing, and are
you sure you want to risk that?”

“Not if I don’t have to.”
“Meaning if I come up with the money. You’ve

got to give me some time.”
“Two weeks.”
She shook her head. “At least a month.”
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“That’s longer than I planned on staying in
town.”

“If I can have it faster, I will. Believe me, the
faster you’re off my back the better I like it. But it
might take me a month.”

I told her a month would be all right but I hoped
it wouldn’t take that long. She told me I was a bas-
tard and a son of a bitch, and then she turned
abruptly seductive again and asked me if I wouldn’t
like to take her to bed anyway for the hell of it. I
liked it better when she called me names.

She said, “I don’t want you calling me. How can
I get in touch with you?”

I gave her the name of my hotel. She tried not to
show it, but it was obvious that my openness sur-
prised her. Evidently the Spinner hadn’t wanted her
to know where she could find him.

I didn’t blame him.
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On his twenty-fifth birthday, Theodore Huy-
sendahl had come into an inheritance of two and a
half million dollars. A year later he’d added an-
other million and change by marrying Helen God-
wynn, and in the next five years or so he’d
increased their total wealth to somewhere in the
neighborhood of fifteen million dollars. At age
thirty-two he sold his business interests, moved
from a waterfront estate in Sands Point to a co-op
apartment on Fifth Avenue in the Seventies, and de-
voted his life to public service. The President ap-
pointed him to a commission. The Mayor installed
him as head of the Parks and Recreation Depart-
ment. He gave good interviews and made good
copy and the press loved him, and as a result he got
his name in the papers a lot. For the past few years
he’d been making speeches all over the state, turn-
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ing up at every Democratic fund-raising dinner,
calling press conferences all over the place, guesting
occasionally on television talk shows. He always
said that he was not running for governor, and I
don’t think even his own dog was dumb enough to
buy that one. He was running, and running very
hard, and he had a lot of money to spend and a lot
of political favors to call, and he was tall and good-
looking and radiantly charming, and if he had a po-
litical position, which was doubtful, it was not far
enough to either the left or the right to alienate vot-
ers in the great middle.

The smart money gave him one shot in three at
the nomination, and if he got that far he had a very
strong chance for election. And he was only forty-
one. He was probably already looking beyond Al-
bany in the direction of Washington.

A handful of nasty little photographs could end
all that in a minute.

He had an office in City Hall. I took the subway
down to Chambers Street and headed over there,
but first I detoured and walked up Centre Street
and stood in front of Police Headquarters for a few
minutes. There was a bar across the street where we
used to go before or after appearing in the Criminal
Courts Building. It was a little early for a drink,
though, and I didn’t much want to run into anyone,
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so I went over to City Hall and managed to find
Huysendahl’s office.

His secretary was an older woman with wiry
gray hair and sharp blue eyes. I told her I wanted to
see him, and she asked my name.

I took out my silver dollar. “Watch closely,” I
said, and set it spinning on the corner of her desk.
“Now just tell Mr. Huysendahl exactly what I’ve
done, and that I’d like to see him in private. Now.”

She scrutinized my face for a moment, probably in
an attempt to assess my sanity. Then she reached for
the telephone, but I put my hand gently atop hers.

“Tell him in person,” I said.
Another long sharp look, with her head cocked

slightly to one side. Then, without quite shrugging,
she got up and went into his office, closing the door
after her.

She wasn’t in there long. She came out looking
puzzled and told me Mr. Huysendahl would see me.
I’d already hung my coat on a metal rack. I opened
Huysendahl’s door, went in, closed it after me.

He started talking before he raised his eyes from
the paper he was reading. He said, “I thought it
was agreed that you were not to come here. I
thought we established—”

Then he looked up and saw me, and something
happened to his face.
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He said, “You’re not—”
I flipped the dollar into the air and caught it.

“I’m not George Raft, either,” I said. “Who were
you expecting?”

He looked at me, and I tried to get something out
of his face. He looked even better than his newspa-
per photos, and a lot better than the candid shots I
had of him. He was sitting behind a gray steel desk
in an office furnished with standard City-issue
goods. He could have afforded to redecorate it
himself—a lot of people in his position did that. I
don’t know what it said about him that he hadn’t,
or what it was supposed to say.

I said, “Is that today’s Times? If you were expect-
ing a different man with a silver dollar, you couldn’t
have read the paper very carefully. Third page of the
second section, toward the bottom of the page.”

“I don’t understand what this is all about.”
I pointed at the paper. “Go ahead. Third page,

second section.”
I stayed on my feet while he found the story and

read it. I’d seen it myself over breakfast, and I might
have missed it if I hadn’t been looking for it. I hadn’t
known whether it would make the paper or not, but
there were three paragraphs identifying the corpse
from the East River as Jacob “Spinner” Jablon and
giving a few of the highlights of his career.

I watched carefully while Huysendahl read the
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squib. There was no way his reaction could have
been anything other than legitimate. The color
drained instantly from his face, and a pulse ham-
mered in his temple. His hands clenched so vio-
lently that the paper tore. It certainly seemed to
mean that he hadn’t known Spinner was dead, but it
could also mean he hadn’t expected the body to come
up and was suddenly realizing what a pot he was in.

“God,” he said. “That’s what I was afraid of.
That’s why I wanted—oh, Christ!”

He wasn’t looking at me and he wasn’t talking to
me. I had the feeling that he didn’t remember I was
in the room with him. He was looking into the fu-
ture and watching it go down the drain.

“Just what I was afraid of,” he said again. “I
kept telling him that. If anything happened to him,
he said, a friend of his would know what to do with
those . . . those pictures. But he had nothing to fear
from me, I told him he had nothing to fear from
me. I would have paid anything, and he knew that.
But what would I do if he died? ‘You better hope I
live forever,’ that’s what he said.” He looked up at
me. “And now he’s dead,” he said. “Who are you?”

“Matthew Scudder.”
“Are you from the police?”
“No. I left the department a few years ago.”
He blinked. “I don’t know . . . I don’t know why

you’re here,” he said. He sounded lost and helpless,
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and I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had started
to weep.

“I’m sort of a freelance,” I explained. “I do favors
for people, pick up the odd dollar here and there.”

“You’re a private detective?”
“Nothing that formal. I keep my eyes and ears

open, that sort of thing.”
“I see.”
“Here I read this item about my old friend Spin-

ner Jablon, and I thought it might put me in a posi-
tion to do a favor for a person. A favor for you, as
a matter of fact.”

“Oh?”
“I figured that maybe Spinner had something

that you’d like to have your hands on. Well, you
know, keeping my eyes and ears open and all that,
you never know what I might come up with. What
I figured was that there might be some kind of a re-
ward offered.”

“I see,” he said. He started to say something else,
but the phone rang. He picked it up and started to
tell the secretary that he wasn’t taking any calls, but
this one was from His Honor and he decided not to
duck it. I pulled up a chair and sat there while
Theodore Huysendahl talked with the Mayor of
New York. I didn’t really pay much attention to the
conversation. When it ended, he used the intercom
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to stress that he was out to all callers for the time
being. Then he turned to me and sighed heavily.

“You thought there might be a reward.”
I nodded. “To justify my time and expenses.”
“Are you the . . . friend Jablon spoke of?”
“I was a friend of his,” I admitted.
“Do you have those pictures?”
“Let’s say I might know where they are.”
He rested his forehead on the heel of his hand

and scratched his hair. The hair was a medium
brown, not too long and not too short; like his po-
litical position, it was designed to avoid irritating
anyone. He looked at me over the tops of his
glasses and sighed again.

Levelly he said, “I would pay a substantial sum
to have those pictures in hand.”

“I can understand that.”
“The reward would be . . . a generous one.”
“I thought it probably would be.”
“I can afford a generous reward, Mr. . . . I don’t

think I got your name.”
“Matthew Scudder.”
“Of course. I’m usually quite good at names, ac-

tually.” His eyes narrowed. “As I said, Mr. Scudder,
I can afford a generous reward. What I cannot af-
ford is for that material to remain in existence.” He
drew a breath and straightened up in his chair. “I
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am going to be the next governor of the State of
New York.”

“So a lot of people say.”
“More people will say it. I have scope, I have

imagination, I have vision. I’m not a party hack in
debt to the bosses. I’m independently wealthy, I’m
not looking to enrich myself out of the public till. I
could be an excellent governor. The state needs
leadership. I could—”

“Maybe I’ll vote for you.”
He smiled ruefully. “I don’t suppose it’s time for a

political speech, is it? Especially at a time when I’m
so careful to deny that I’m a candidate. But you must
see the importance of this to me, Mr. Scudder.”

I didn’t say anything.
“Did you have a specific reward in mind?”
“You’d have to set that figure. Of course, the

higher it is, the more of an incentive it would be.”
He put his fingertips together and thought it

over. “One hundred thousand dollars.”
“That’s quite generous.”
“That’s what I would pay as a reward. For the re-

turn of absolutely everything.”
“How would you know you got everything

back?”
“I’ve thought of that. I had that problem with

Jablon. Our negotiations were complicated by the
difficulty I found in being in the same room with
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him. I knew instinctively that I would be at his
mercy on a permanent basis. If I gave him substan-
tial funds, he’d run through them sooner or later
and be back for more money. Blackmailers always
are, from what I understand.”

“Usually.”
“So I paid him so much a week. A weekly enve-

lope, old bills out of sequence, as if I were paying
ransom. As in a sense I was. I was ransoming all my
tomorrows.” He leaned back in his wooden swivel
chair and closed his eyes. He had a good head, a
strong face. I suppose there must have been weak-
ness in it, because he had shown this weakness in his
behavior, and sooner or later your character shows
up in your face. It takes longer in some faces than in
others; if there was weakness there, I couldn’t spot it.

“All my tomorrows,” he said. “I could afford
that weekly payment. I could think of it”—that
quick, rueful smile—“as a campaign expense. An
ongoing one. What worried me was my continued
vulnerability, not to Mr. Jablon but to what might
come to pass should he die. My God, people die
every day. Do you know how many New Yorkers
are murdered in the average day?”

“It used to be three,” I said. “A homicide once
every eight hours, that was the average. I suppose
it’s higher now.”

“The figure I heard was five.”
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“Higher in the summer. One week last July the
tally ran over fifty. Fourteen of them in one day.”

“Yes, I remember that week.” He looked away
for a moment, evidently lost in thought. I didn’t
know whether he was planning how to reduce
homicide rates when he was governor or how to
add my name to the list of victims. He said, “Can I
assume that Jablon was murdered?”

“I don’t see how you can assume anything else.”
“I thought that might happen. I worried about it,

that is. That sort of man, his kind runs a higher-
than-average risk of being murdered. I’m sure I
wasn’t his only victim.” His voice rose in pitch on
the last words of the sentence, and he waited for me
to confirm or deny his guess. I outwaited him, and
he went on. “But even if he weren’t murdered, Mr.
Scudder, men die. They don’t live forever. I didn’t
like paying that slimy gentleman every week, but
the prospect of ceasing to pay him was significantly
worse. He could die in any number of ways, any-
thing at all. A drug overdose, say.”

“I don’t think he used anything.”
“Well, you understand my point.”
“He could have been hit by a bus,” I said.
“Exactly.” Another long sigh. “I can’t go

through this again. Let me state my case quite
plainly. If you . . . recover the material, I’ll pay you
the figure I stated. One hundred thousand dollars,
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paid in any fashion you care to specify. Paid into a
private Swiss account, if you prefer. Or handed
over to you in cash. For that I’ll expect the return of
absolutely everything and your continued silence.”

“That makes sense.”
“I should think so.”
“But what guarantee would you have that you’re

getting what you pay for?”
His eyes studied me keenly before he spoke. “I

think I’m rather good at judging men.”
“And you’ve decided I’m honest?”
“Hardly that. No insult intended, Mr. Scudder,

but such a conclusion would be naive on my part,
wouldn’t it?”

“Probably.”
“What I have decided,” he said, “is that you are

intelligent. So let me spell things out. I will pay you
the sum I’ve mentioned. And if, at any time in the
future, you should attempt to extort further funds
from me, on whatever pretext, I would make con-
tact with . . . certain people. And have you killed.”

“Which might put you right on the spot.”
“It might,” he agreed. “But in a certain position I

would have to take just that chance. And I said be-
fore that I believe you are intelligent. What I meant
was that I feel you would be intelligent enough to
avoid finding out whether or not I’m bluffing. One
hundred thousand dollars should be a sufficient re-
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ward. I don’t think you’d be foolish enough to push
your luck.”

I thought it over, gave a slow nod. “One ques-
tion.”

“Ask it.”
“Why didn’t you think of making this offer to

the Spinner?”
“I did think of it.”
“But you didn’t make it.”
“No, Mr. Scudder, I did not.”
“Why?”
“Because I didn’t think he was sufficiently intelli-

gent.”
“I guess you were right about that.”
“Why do you say that?”
“He wound up in the river,” I said. “That wasn’t

very bright of him.”
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Chapter 8
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That was Thursday. I left Huysendahl’s office a lit-
tle before noon and tried to figure out what to do
next. I’d seen all three of them now. They were all
on notice, they all knew who I was and where to
find me. I in turn had picked up a handful of facts
about Spinner’s operation and not very much more.
Prager and Ethridge had given no indication of
knowing the Spinner was dead. Huysendahl had
seemed genuinely shocked and dismayed when I
pointed it out to him. So far as I could tell, I’d ac-
complished nothing beyond making a target out of
myself, and I wasn’t even certain I’d done that
right. It was conceivable I’d made myself all too
reasonable a blackmailer. One of them had tried
murder once, and it hadn’t worked too well, so he
might not be inclined to try it again. I could pick up
fifty grand from Beverly Ethridge and twice that
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from Ted Huysendahl and some as yet undeter-
mined sum from Henry Prager, and that would be
just perfect except for one thing. I wasn’t looking to
get rich. I was looking to trap a killer.

The weekend floated on by. I spent a little time in
the microfilm room at the library, scanning old is-
sues of the Times and picking up useless informa-
tion on my three possibles and their various friends
and relations. On the same page with an old story
about a shopping center with which Henry Prager
had been involved I happened to see my own name.
There was a story about a particularly good collar I
had made about a year before I left the force. A
partner and I had tagged a heroin wholesaler with
enough pure smack to give the world an overdose. I
would have enjoyed the story more if I hadn’t
known how it turned out. The dealer had a good
lawyer, and the whole thing got thrown out on a
technicality. The word at the time was that it had
taken an even twenty-five thou to put the judge in
the proper frame of mind.

You learn to get philosophical about things like
that. We didn’t manage to put the prick away, but
we hurt him pretty good. Twenty-five for the judge,
ten or fifteen easy for the lawyer, and on top of that
he’d lost the smack, which left him out what he’d
paid the importer plus what he could have expected
to clear when he turned it over. I’d have been hap-
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pier to see him in slam, but you take what you can
get. Like the judge.

Sometime Sunday I called a number I didn’t have
to look up. Anita answered, and I told her a money
order was on its way to her. “I came up with a cou-
ple of bucks,” I said.

“Well, we can find a use for it,” she said.
“Thanks. Do you want to talk to the boys?”

I did and I didn’t. They’re getting to an age where
it’s a little easier for me to talk to them, but it’s still
awkward over the phone. We talked about basket-
ball.

Right after I hung up, I had an odd thought. It
occurred to me that I might not be talking to them
again. Spinner had been a careful man by nature, a
man who had made himself inconspicuous reflex-
ively, a man who had felt most comfortable in deep
shadows, and he still had not been careful enough.
I was accustomed to open spaces, and in fact had to
stay enough in the open to invite a murder attempt.
If Spinner’s killer decided to take a shot at me, he
just might make it work.

I wanted to call back and talk to them again. It
seemed that there ought to be something important
for me to say, just on the off chance that I’d taken
on more than I could carry. But I couldn’t manage
to think what it might be, and a few minutes later
the impulse went away.
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I had a lot to drink that night. It was just as well
no one took a crack at me then. I’d have been easy.

Monday morning I called Prager. I’d left him on a
very loose leash, and I had to give it a yank. His
secretary told me he was busy on another line and
asked if I would hold. I held for a minute or two.
Then she came back to establish that I was still
hanging in there, and then she put me through to
him.

I said, “I’ve decided how we’ll work this so that
you’re covered. There’s something the police tried
to hang on me that they could never make stick.”
He didn’t know I’d been a cop myself. “I can write
out a confession, include enough evidence to make
it airtight. I’ll give that to you as part of our deal.”

It was basically the arrangement I’d tried out on
Beverly Ethridge, and it made the same kind of
sense to him that it had to her. Neither of them had
managed to spot the joker in it, either: All I had to
do was confess at great length to a crime that had
never happened, and while my confession might
make interesting reading, it would hardly enable
anyone to hold a gun to my head. But Prager didn’t
figure out that part of it, so he liked the idea.

What he didn’t like was the price I set.
“That’s impossible,” he said.
“It’s easier than paying it in bits and pieces. You
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were paying Jablon two thousand a month. You’ll
pay me sixty in one chunk, that’s less than three
years’ worth, and it’ll all be over once and for all.”

“I can’t raise that kind of money.”
“You’ll find a way, Prager.”
“I can’t manage it.”
“Don’t be silly,” I said. “You’re an important

man in your field, a success. If you don’t have it in
cash, you certainly have assets you can borrow
against.”

“I can’t do it.” His voice almost broke. “I’ve
had . . . financial difficulties. Some investments
haven’t turned out to be what they should have
been. The economy, there’s less building, the inter-
est rates are going crazy, just last week somebody
raised the prime rate to ten percent—”

“I don’t want an economics lesson, Mr. Prager. I
want sixty thousand dollars.”

“I’ve borrowed every cent I could.” He paused
for a moment. “I can’t, I have no source—”

“I’ll need the money fairly soon,” I cut in. “I
don’t want to stay in New York any longer than I
have to.”

“I don’t—”
“You do some creative thinking,” I said. “I’ll be

in touch with you.”
I hung up and sat in the phone booth for a

minute or two, until someone waiting to use it gave
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an impatient knock on the door. I opened the door
and stood up. The man who wanted to use the
phone looked as though he was going to say some-
thing, but he looked at me and changed his mind.

I wasn’t enjoying myself. I was putting Prager
through a wringer. If he’d killed Spinner, then
maybe he had it coming. But if he hadn’t, I was tor-
turing him to no purpose, and the thought did not
set well with me.

But one thing had come out of the conversation:
He was hurting for money. And if Spinner, too, had
been pushing for the fast final settlement, the big
bite so that he could get out of town before some-
one killed him, that might have been enough to put
the last bit of pressure on Henry Prager.

I’d been on the verge of ruling him out when I
saw him in his office. I just didn’t see that he had
enough of a motive, but now he seemed to have a
pretty good one after all.

And I’d just given him another.

I called Huysendahl a little later. He was out, so I
left my number, and he called around two.

“I know I wasn’t supposed to call you,” I said,
“but I have some good news for you.”

“Oh?”
“I’m in a position to claim my reward.”
“You managed to turn up that material?”
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“That’s right.”
“Very quick work,” he said.
“Oh, just sound detective procedure and a little

bit of luck.”
“I see. It may take some time to, uh, assemble the

reward.”
“I don’t have very much time, Mr. Huysendahl.”
“You have to be reasonable about this, you

know. The sum we discussed is substantial.”
“I understand you have substantial assets.”
“Yes, but hardly in cash. Not every politician has

a friend in Florida with that kind of money in a
wall safe.” He chuckled over the line, and seemed
disappointed when I didn’t join in. “I’ll need some
time.”

“How much time?”
“A month at the outside. Perhaps less than that.”
The role was easy enough, since I kept getting to

rehearse it. I said, “That’s not soon enough.”
“Really? Just how much of a hurry are you in?”
“A big one. I want to get out of town. The cli-

mate doesn’t agree with me.”
“Actually, it’s been rather mild the past few

days.”
“That’s just the trouble. It’s too hot.”
“Oh?”
“I keep thinking about what happened to our mu-

tual friend, and I wouldn’t want it to happen to me.”
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“He must have made someone unhappy.”
“Yeah, well, I’ve made a few people unhappy

myself, Mr. Huysendahl, and what I want to do is
get the hell out of here within the week.”

“I don’t see how that would be possible.” He
paused for a moment. “You could always go and
come back for the reward when things have had a
chance to cool down somewhat.”

“I don’t think I’d like to do it that way.”
“That’s rather an alarming statement, don’t you

think? The sort of venture we’ve discussed requires
a certain amount of give-and-take. It has to be a co-
operative venture.”

“A month is just too long.”
“I might be able to manage it in two weeks.”
“You might have to,” I said.
“That sounds disturbingly like a threat,”
“The thing is, you’re not the only person furnish-

ing a reward.”
“I’m not surprised.”
“Right. And if I have to leave town before I can

collect the reward from you, well, you never know
what might happen.”

“Don’t be foolish, Scudder.”
“I don’t want to be. I don’t think either of us

should be foolish.” I took a breath. “Look, Mr. Huy-
sendahl, I’m sure it’s nothing we can’t work out.”

“I certainly hope you’re right.”
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“How does two weeks sound to you?”
“Difficult.”
“Can you manage it?”
“I can try. I hope I can manage it.”
“So do I. You know how to reach me.”
“Yes,” he said. “I know how to reach you.”

I hung the phone up and poured a drink. Just a
small one. I drank half of it and nursed the rest of
it. The phone rang. I tossed down the last of the
bourbon and picked it up. I thought it would be
Prager. It was Beverly Ethridge.

She said, “Matt, it’s Bev. I hope I didn’t wake
you?”

“You didn’t.”
“Are you alone?”
“Yes. Why?”
“I’m lonesome.”
I didn’t say anything. I remembered sitting across

the table from her, making it obvious that she
wasn’t getting to me. The performance had evi-
dently convinced her. But I knew better. The
woman was good at getting to people.

“I hoped we could get together, Matt. There are
things we ought to talk about.”

“All right.”
“Would you be free around seven this evening?

I’ve appointments until then.”
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“Seven’s fine.”
“The same place?”
I remembered how I had felt in the Pierre. This

time we would meet on my turf. But not Arm-
strong’s; I didn’t want to take her there.

“There’s a place called Polly’s Cage,” I said.
“Fifty-seventh between Eighth and Ninth, middle
of the block, the downtown side.”

“Polly’s Cage? It sounds charming.”
“It’s better than it sounds.”
“Then I’ll see you there at seven. Fifty-seventh

between Eighth and Ninth—that’s very near your
hotel, isn’t it?”

“It’s across the street.”
“That’s very convenient,” she said.
“It’s handy for me.”
“It might be handy for both of us, Matt.”

I went out and had a couple of drinks and some-
thing to eat. Around six I got back to my hotel. I
checked with the desk, and Benny told me I’d had
three calls and there had been no messages.

I wasn’t in my room ten minutes before the
phone rang. I picked it up, and a voice I didn’t rec-
ognize said, “Scudder?”

“Who’s this?”
“You ought to be very careful. You go off half-

cocked and upset people.”
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“I don’t think I know you.”
“You don’t want to know me. All you gotta

know is it’s a big river, plenty of room in it, you
don’t want to try and fill it up all by yourself.”

“Who wrote that line for you, anyway?”
The phone clicked.
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Chapter 9
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I got to Polly’s a few minutes early. There were four
men and two women drinking at the bar. Behind it,
Chuck was laughing politely at something one of
the women had said. On the jukebox Sinatra was
asking them to send in the clowns.

The room is a small one, with the bar on the right
side as you enter. A railing runs the length of the
room, and on the left of it there is an area a few
steps up that contains about a dozen tables. They
were all unoccupied now. I walked to the break in
the railing, climbed the steps, and took the table
that was farthest from the door.

Polly’s gets most of its play around five, when
thirsty people leave their offices. The really thirsty
ones stick around longer than the rest, but the place
doesn’t pick up much passer-by trade, and almost
always closes fairly early. Chuck pours generous
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drinks, and the five o’clock drinkers usually tap out
early on. On Fridays the TGIF crowd shows a cer-
tain amount of perseverance, but other times they
generally lock up by midnight, and they don’t even
bother opening up on Saturdays or Sundays. It’s a
bar in the neighborhood without being a neighbor-
hood bar.

I ordered a double bourbon, and had put half of
it away by the time she walked in. She hesitated in
the doorway, not seeing me at first, and some con-
versations died as heads turned her way. She
seemed unaware of the attention she was drawing,
or too accustomed to it to take notice of it. She
spotted me, came over, and sat opposite me. The
bar conversations resumed once it was established
that she wasn’t up for grabs.

She slid her coat off her shoulders and onto the
back of her chair. She was wearing a hot-pink
sweater. It was a good color for her, and an excel-
lent fit. She took a pack of cigarettes and a lighter
from her handbag. This time she didn’t wait for me
to light her cigarette. She drew in a lot of smoke,
blew it out in a thin column, and watched with evi-
dent interest as it ascended toward the ceiling.

When the waitress came over she ordered gin
and tonic. “I’m rushing the season,” she said. “It’s
really too cold out for summer drinks. But I’m such
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a warm person emotionally that I can carry it off,
don’t you think?”

“Whatever you say, Mrs. Ethridge.”
“Why do you keep forgetting my first name?

Blackmailers shouldn’t be so formal with their vic-
tims. It’s easy for me to call you Matt. Why can’t
you call me Beverly?”

I shrugged. I didn’t really know the answer my-
self. It was hard to be sure what was my own reac-
tion to her and what was a part of the role I was
playing. I didn’t call her Beverly largely because she
wanted me to, but that was an answer that only led
to another question.

Her drink came. She put out her cigarette, sipped
her gin and tonic. She breathed deeply, and her
breasts rose and fell within the pink sweater.

“Matt?”
“What?”
“I’ve been trying to figure out a way to raise the

money.”
“Good.”
“It’s going to take me some time.”
I played them all the same way, and they all came

back with the same response. Everybody was rich
and nobody could get a few dollars together.
Maybe the country was in trouble, maybe the econ-
omy was as bad as everybody said it was.
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“Matt?”
“I need the money right away.”
“You son of a bitch, don’t you think I’d like to

get this over with as soon as possible? The only way
I could get the money is from Kermit, and I can’t
tell him what I need it for.” She lowered her eyes.
“Anyway, he hasn’t got it.”

“I thought he had more money than God.”
She shook her head. “Not yet. He has an income,

and it’s substantial, but he doesn’t come into the
principal until he’s thirty-five.”

“When does that happen?”
“In October. That’s his birthday. The Ethridge

money is all tied up in a trust that terminates when
the youngest child turns thirty-five.”

“He’s the youngest?”
“That’s right. He’ll come into the money in Oc-

tober. That’s in six months. I’ve decided, I’ve even
mentioned it to him, that I’d like to have some
money of my own. So that I won’t be dependent
upon him to the extent that I am now. That’s the
kind of request he can understand, and he’s more or
less agreed to it. So in October he’ll give me money.
I don’t know how much, but it will certainly be
more than fifty thousand dollars, and then I’ll be
able to work things out with you.”

“In October.”
“Yes.”
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“You won’t have money in your hands then,
though. There’ll be a lot of paperwork involved.
October’s six months from now, and it’ll be an-
other six months easy before you’ve got cash in
hand.”

“Will it really take that long?”
“Easily. So we’re not talking about six months,

we’re talking about a year, and that’s too long.
Even six months is too long. Hell, one month is too
long, Mrs. Ethridge. I want to get out of this
town.”

“Why?”
“I don’t like the climate.”
“But spring’s here. These are New York’s best

months, Matt.”
“I still don’t like it.”
She closed her eyes, and I studied her face in re-

pose. The lighting in the room was perfect for her,
paired electric candles glowing against the red
flecked wallpaper. At the bar, one of the men got to
his feet, picked up some of the change in front of
him, and headed for the door. On the way out he
said something, and one of the women laughed
loudly. Another man entered the bar. Somebody
put money in the jukebox, and Lesley Gore said it
was her party and she would cry if she wanted to.

“You’ve got to give me time,” she said.
“I haven’t got it to give.”
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“Why do you have to get out of New York?
What are you afraid of, anyway?”

“The same thing the Spinner was afraid of.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “He was very nervous

toward the end,” she said. “It made the bed part
very interesting.”

“It must have.”
“I wasn’t the only one on his string. He made

that fairly obvious. Are you playing his whole
string, Matt? Or just me?”

“It’s a good question, Mrs. Ethridge.”
“Yeah, I like it myself. Who killed him, Matt?

One of his other customers?”
“You mean he’s dead?”
“I read newspapers.”
“Sure. Sometimes your picture’s in them.”
“Yeah, and wasn’t that just my lucky day. Did

you kill him, Matt?”
“Why would I do that?”
“So that you could take his nice little number

away from him. I thought you shook him down.
Then I read how they fished him out of the river.
Did you kill him?”

“No. Did you?”
“Sure, with my little bow and arrow. Listen, wait

a year for your money and I’ll double it. A hundred
thousand dollars. That’s nice interest.”

“I’d rather take the cash and invest it myself.”
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“I told you I can’t get it.”
“How about your family?”
“What about them? They don’t have any

money.”
“I thought you had a rich daddy.”
She winced, and covered it by lighting another

cigarette. Both our drinks were empty. I motioned
to the waitress, and she brought fresh ones. I asked
if there was any coffee made. She said there wasn’t
but she’d make a pot if I wanted. She sounded as
though she really hoped I wouldn’t want her to. I
told her not to bother.

Beverly Ethridge said, “I had a rich great-grand-
father.”

“Oh?”
“My own father followed in his father’s foot-

steps. The gentle art of turning a million dollars
into a shoestring. I grew up thinking the money
would always be there. That’s what made every-
thing that happened in California so easy. I had a
rich daddy and I never really had to worry about
anything. He could always bail me out. Even the se-
rious things weren’t serious.”

“Then what happened?”
“He killed himself.”
“How?”
“Sat in the car in a closed garage with the motor

running. What’s the difference?”
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“None, I guess. I always wonder how people do
it, that’s all. Doctors usually use guns, did you
know that? They have access to the simplest, clean-
est ways in the world, an O.D. of morphine, any-
thing like that, and instead they generally blow
their brains out and make a hell of a mess. Why did
he kill himself?”

“Because the money was gone.” She picked up
her glass, but paused with it halfway to her mouth.
“That was why I came back east. All of a sudden he
was dead, and instead of money there were debts.
There was enough insurance so that my mother can
live decently. She sold the house, moved to an
apartment. With that and Social Security, she gets
along.” She took a long drink now. “I don’t want to
talk about it.”

“All right.”
“If you took those pictures to Kermit, you

wouldn’t get anything. You’d just queer your own
pitch. He wouldn’t buy them, because he wouldn’t
care about my good name. He’d just care about his
own, which would mean getting rid of me and find-
ing a wife as bloodless as he is.”

“Maybe.”
“He’s playing golf this week. A pro-am tourna-

ment, they have them the day before the regular
tournaments. He gets a professional golfer for a
partner, and if they finish in the money the pro gets
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a few dollars out of it. Ketmit gets the glory. It’s his
chief passion, golf.”

“I thought you were.”
“I’m nicely ornamental. And I can act like a lady.

When I have to.”
“When you have to.”
“That’s right. He’s out of town now, getting

ready for this tournament. So I can stay out as late
as I want. I can do as I please.”

“Handy for you.”
She sighed. “I guess I can’t use sex this time, can

I?”
“I’m afraid not.”
“It’s a shame. I’m used to using it, I’m damned

good at it. Hell. A hundred thousand dollars a year
from now is a lot of money.”

“It’s also a bird in the bush.”
“I wish to hell I had something to use on you. Sex

doesn’t work, and I don’t have money. I have a cou-
ple of dollars in a savings account, my own
money.”

“How much?”
“About eight thousand. I haven’t had the interest

entered in a long time. You’re supposed to take the
book in once a year. Somehow I never got around
to it. I could give you what I’ve got, a down pay-
ment.”

“All right.”
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“A week from today?”
“What’s wrong with tomorrow?”
“Uh-uh.” She shook her head emphatically.

“No. All I can buy for my eight thousand is time,
right? So I’m going to buy a week with it right off.
A week from today you’ll have the money.”

“I don’t even know you’ve got it.”
“No, you don’t.”
I thought it over. “All right,” I said finally. “Eight

thousand dollars a week from today. But I’m not
going to wait a year for the rest of it.”

“Maybe I could turn some tricks,” she said.
“Like four hundred and twenty of ’em at a hundred
dollars a throw.”

“Or forty-two hundred at ten.”
“You fucker,” she said.
“Eight thousand. A week from today.”
“You’ll get it.”

I offered to put her in a cab. She said she’d get her
own and that I could pay for the drinks this time. I
stayed at the table for a few minutes after she left,
then paid the check and went out. I crossed the
street and asked Benny if there were any messages.
There weren’t, but a man had called and not left his
name. I wondered if it was the man who had threat-
ened to put me in the river.

I went over to Armstrong’s and took my usual
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table. The place was crowded for a Monday. Most
of the faces were familiar. I had bourbon and cof-
fee, and the third time around I caught a glimpse of
a face that looked familiar in an unfamiliar way.
On her next circuit of the tables, I crooked a finger
at Trina. She came over to me with her eyebrows
up, and the expression accented the feline cast to
her features.

“Don’t turn around,” I said. “At the bar in front,
right between Gordie and the guy in the denim
jacket.”

“What about him?”
“Probably nothing. Not right away, but in a cou-

ple of minutes, why don’t you walk past him and
get a look at him?”

“And then what, Cap’n?”
“Then report back to Mission Control.”
“Aye-aye, sir.”
I kept my eyes facing toward the door but con-

centrated on what I could see of him at the periph-
ery of my vision, and it wasn’t my imagination. He
did keep glancing my way. It was hard to gauge his
height, because he was sitting down, but he looked
almost tall enough to play basketball. He had an
outdoor face and modishly long sand-colored hair.
I couldn’t make out his features very well—he was
the length of the room away from me—but I got an
impression of cool, competent toughness.
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Trina drifted back with a drink I hadn’t gotten
around to ordering. “Camouflage,” she said, set-
ting it before me. “I have given him the old once-
over. What did he do?”

“Nothing that I know of. Have you seen him be-
fore?”

“I don’t think so. In fact, I’m sure I haven’t, be-
cause I would remember him.”

“Why?”
“He tends to stand out in a crowd. You know

who he looks like? The Marlboro man.”
“From the commercials? Didn’t they use more

than one guy?”
“Sure. He looks like all of them. You know, high

rawhide boots and a wide-brimmed hat and
smelling of horseshit, and the tattoo on his hand.
He’s not wearing boots or a hat, and he doesn’t
have the tattoo, but it’s the same image. Don’t ask
me if he smells of horseshit. I didn’t get close
enough to tell.”

“I wasn’t going to ask.”
“What’s the story?”
“I’m not sure there is one. I think I saw him a lit-

tle while ago in Polly’s.”
“Maybe he’s making the rounds.”
“Uh-huh. Same rounds I’m making.”
“So?”
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I shrugged. “Probably nothing. Thanks for the
surveillance work, away.”

“Do I get a badge?”
“And a decoder ring.”
“Neat,” she said.
I waited him out. He was definitely paying atten-

tion to me. I couldn’t tell whether he knew I was
taking an interest in him as well. I didn’t want to
look straight at him.

He could have tagged me from Polly’s. I wasn’t
sure I’d seen him there, just felt I’d noticed him
somewhere or other. If he’d picked me up at Polly’s,
then it wasn’t hard to tie him to Beverly Ethridge;
she could have set up the date in the first place in
order to put a tag on me. But even if he had been at
Polly’s, that didn’t prove anything; he could have
picked me up earlier and tailed me there. I hadn’t
been making myself hard to find. Everybody knew
where I lived, and I’d spent the whole day in the
neighborhood.

It was probably around nine thirty when I no-
ticed him, maybe closer to ten. It was almost eleven
when he packed it in and left. I had decided he was
going to leave before I did, and I would have sat
there until Billie closed the place if necessary. It
didn’t take that long, and I hadn’t thought it would.
The Marlboro man didn’t look like the sort who
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enjoyed biding his time in a Ninth Avenue gin mill,
even as congenial a gin mill as Armstrong’s. He was
too active and western and outdoorsy, and by
eleven o’clock he had mounted his horse and rid-
den off into the sunset.

A few minutes after he left, Trina came over and
sat down across from me. She was still on duty, so I
couldn’t buy her a drink. “I have more to report,”
she said. “Billie has never seen him before. He
hopes he never sees him again, he says, because he
does not like to serve alcoholic beverages to men
with eyes like that.”

“Eyes like what?”
“He did not go into detail. You could probably

ask him. What else? Oh, yes. He ordered beer. Two
of them, in about as many hours. Wurzburger dark,
if you care.”

“Not awfully.”
“He also said—”
“Shit.”
“Billie rarely says ‘shit.’ He says ‘fuck’ a lot, but

rarely ‘shit,’ and he didn’t say it now. What’s the
matter?”

But I was up from the table and on my way to the
bar. Billie ambled over, polishing a glass with a
towel. He said, “You move fast for a big man,
stranger.”

“My mind moves slow. That customer you had—”
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“The Marlboro man, Trina calls him.”
“That’s the one. I don’t suppose you got around

to washing his glass yet, did you?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact I did. This is it here, as

best I recall.” He held it up for my inspection. “See?
Spotless.”

“Shit.”
“That’s what Jimmie says when I don’t wash

them. What’s the matter?”
“Well, unless the bastard was wearing gloves, I

have just done something stupid.”
“Gloves. Oh. Fingerprints?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I thought that only worked on the tube.”
“Not when they come as a gift. Like on a beer

glass. Shit. If he ever comes in again, which would
be too much to hope for—”

“I pick up the glass with a towel and put it some
place very safe.”

“That’s the idea.”
“If you’d told me . . .”
“I know. I should have thought of it.”
“All I was interested in was seeing the last of

him. I don’t like people like him anywhere, and es-
pecially in bars. He made two beers last an hour
apiece, and that was just fine with me. I was not
about to push drinks on him. The less he drank and
the sooner he left, the happier he made me.”
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“Did he talk at all?”
“Just to order the beers.”
“You catch any kind of an accent?”
“Didn’t notice it at the time. Let me think.” He

closed his eyes for a few seconds. “No. Standard
American nondescript. I usually notice voices, and I
can’t dredge up anything special about his. I can’t
believe he’s from New York, but what does that
prove?”

“Not too much. Trina said you didn’t like his
eyes.”

“I didn’t like them at all.”
“How so?”
“The feeling they gave me. It’s hard to describe. I

couldn’t even tell you what color they were, al-
though I think they were light rather than dark. But
there was something about them, they stopped at
the surface.”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“There was no depth to them. They could have

been glass eyes, almost. Did you happen to watch
Watergate?”

“Some of it. Not much.”
“One of those pricks, one of the ones with a Ger-

man name—”
“They all had German names, didn’t they?”
“No, but there were two of them. Not Halde-

man. The other one.”

118 LAWRENCE BLOCK

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:44 AM  Page 118



“Ehrlichman.”
“That’s the prick. Did you happen to see him?

Did you notice his eyes? No depth to them.”
“A Marlboro man with eyes like Ehrlichman.”
“This isn’t connected with Watergate or any-

thing, is it, Matt?”
“Only in spirit.”

I went back to my table and had a cup of coffee. I’d
have liked to sweeten it with bourbon, but I de-
cided it wasn’t sensible. The Marlboro man didn’t
figure to try to take me tonight. There were too
many people who could place him at the scene.
This was simple reconnaissance. If he was going to
try anything on, it would be some other time.

That was the way it looked to me, but I wasn’t
sure enough by my reasoning to walk home with
too much bourbon in my bloodstream. I was prob-
ably right, but I didn’t want to risk being very
wrong.

I took what I’d seen of the guy and pasted in
Ehrlichman’s eyes and Billie’s general impression of
him, and I tried to match up the picture with my
three angels. I couldn’t make anything work. He
could be some construction roughneck off one of
Prager’s projects, he could be a healthy young stud
Beverly Ethridge liked to have around, he could be
pro talent Huysendahl had hired for the occasion.
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Fingerprints would have given me a make on him,
but my mental reflexes had been too slow for me to
take advantage of the opportunity. If I could find
out who he was I could come up around him from
behind, but now I had to let him make his play and
meet him head on.

I guess it was about twelve thirty when I paid my
tab and left. I eased the door open carefully, feeling
a little foolish, and I scanned both sides of Ninth
Avenue in both directions. I didn’t see my Marl-
boro man, or anything else that looked at all men-
acing.

I started toward the corner of Fifty-seventh
Street, and for the first time since it all started I had
the feeling of being a target. I had set myself up this
way quite deliberately, and it had certainly seemed
like a good idea at the time, but ever since the Marl-
boro man had turned up things had become very
different. It was real now, and that was what made
all the difference.

There was movement in a doorway ahead of me,
and I was up on the balls of my feet before I recog-
nized the old woman. She was in her usual spot in
the doorway of the boutique called Sartor Resar-
tus. She’s always there when the weather’s decent.
She always asks for money. Most of the time I give
her something.

She said, “Mister, if you could spare—” and I

120 LAWRENCE BLOCK

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:44 AM  Page 120



found some coins in my pocket and gave them to
her. “God will bless you,” she said.

I told her I hoped she was right. I walked on to-
ward the corner, and it’s a good thing it wasn’t rain-
ing that night, because I heard her scream before I
heard the car. She let out a shriek, and I spun
around in time to see a car with its high beams on
vault the curb at me.
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Chapter 10
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I didn’t have time to think it over. I guess my re-
flexes were good. At least they were good enough. I
was off balance from spinning around when the
woman screamed, but I didn’t stop to get my bal-
ance. I just threw myself to the right. I landed on a
shoulder and rolled up against the building.

It was barely enough. If a driver has the nerve, he
can leave you no room at all. All he has to do is
bounce his car off the side of the building. That can
be rough on the car and rough on the building, but
it’s roughest of all on the person caught between
the two. I thought he might do that, and then when
he yanked the wheel at the last minute I thought he
might do it accidentally, fishtailing the car’s rear
end and swatting me like a fly.

He didn’t miss by much. I felt a rush of air as the
car hurtled past me. Then I rolled over and watched
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him cut back off the sidewalk and onto the avenue.
He snapped off a parking meter on his way,
bounced when he hit the asphalt, then put the pedal
on the floor and hit the corner just as the light
turned red. He sailed right through the light, but
then, so do half the cars in New York. I don’t re-
member the last time I saw a cop ticket anybody for
a moving violation. They just don’t have the time.

“These crazy, crazy drivers!”
It was the old woman, standing beside me now,

making tsk sounds.
“They just drink their whiskey,” she said, “and

they smoke their reefers, and then they go out for a
joy ride. You could have been killed.”

“Yes.”
“And after all that, he didn’t even stop to see if

you were all right.”
“He wasn’t very considerate.”
“People are not considerate any more.”
I got to my feet and brushed myself off. I was

shaking, and badly rattled. She said, “Mister, if you
could spare . . .” and then her eyes clouded slightly
and she frowned at some private puzzlement.
“No,” she said. “You just gave me money, didn’t
you? I’m very sorry. It’s difficult to remember.”

I reached for my wallet. “Now this is a ten-dollar
bill,” I said, pressing it into her hand. “You make
sure you remember, all right? Make sure you get the
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right amount of change when you spend it. Do you
understand?”

“Oh, dear,” she said.
“Now you’d better go home and get some sleep.

All right?”
“Oh, dear,” she said. “Ten dollars. A ten-dollar

bill. Oh, God bless you, sir.”
“He just did,” I said.

Isaiah was behind the desk when I got back to the
hotel. He’s a light-skinned West Indian with bright
blue eyes and kinky rust-colored hair. He has large
dark freckles on his cheeks and on the backs of his
hands. He likes the midnight-to-eight shift because
it’s quiet and he can sit behind the desk working
double-acrostics, toking periodically from a bottle
of cough syrup with codeine in it.

He does the puzzles with a nylon-tipped pen. I
asked him once if it wasn’t more difficult that way.
“Otherwise there is no pride in it, Mr. Scudder,”
he’d said.

What he said now was that I’d had no calls. I went
upstairs and walked down the hall to my room. I
checked to see if there was any light coming from
under the door, and there wasn’t, and I decided that
that didn’t prove anything. Then I looked for scratch
marks around the lock, and there weren’t any, and I
decided that that didn’t prove anything either, be-
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cause you could pick those hotel locks with dental
floss. Then I opened the door and found there was
nothing in the room but the furniture, which stood
to reason, and I turned on the light and closed and
locked the door and held my hands at arm’s length
and watched the fingers tremble.

I made myself a stiff drink and then I made my-
self drink it. For a moment or two my stomach
picked up the shakes from my hands and I didn’t
think the whiskey was going to stay down, but it
did. I wrote some letters and numbers on a piece of
paper and put it in my wallet. I got out of my
clothes and stood under the shower to wash off a
coating of sweat. The worst sort of sweat, com-
posed of equal parts of exertion and animal fear.

I was toweling dry when the phone rang. I didn’t
want to pick it up. I knew what I was going to hear.

“That was just a warning, Scudder.”
“Bullshit. You were trying. You’re just not good

enough.”
“When we try, we don’t miss.”
I told him to fuck off and hung up. I picked it up

a few seconds later and told Isaiah no calls before
nine, at which time I wanted a wake-up call.

Then I got into bed to see whether I could sleep.

I slept better than I’d expected. I woke up only
twice during the night, and both times it was the
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same dream, and it would have bored a Freudian
psychiatrist to tears. It was a very literal dream, no
symbols to it at all. Pure reenactment, from the mo-
ment I left Armstrong’s to the moment the car
closed on me, except that in the dream the driver
had the necessary skill and balls to go all the way,
and just as I knew he was going to put me between
the rock and the hard place, I woke up, with my
hands in fists and my heart hammering.

I guess it’s a protective mechanism, dreaming like
that. Your unconscious mind takes the things you
can’t handle and plays with them while you sleep
until some of the sharp corners are worn off. I don’t
know how much good those dreams did, but when
I awoke for the third and last time a half-hour be-
fore I was supposed to get my wake-up call, I felt a
little better about things. It seemed to me that I had
a lot to feel good about. Someone had tried for me,
and that’s what I had been looking to provoke all
along. And someone had missed, and that was also
as I wanted it.

I thought about the phone call. It had not been
the Marlboro man. I was reasonably certain of
that. The voice I’d heard was older, probably
around my own age, and it had had the flavor of
New York streets in its tones.

So there looked to be at least two of them in on
it. That didn’t tell me much, but it was something
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else to know, another fact to file and forget. Had
there been more than one person in the car? I tried
to remember what I had seen in the brief glimpse I’d
had while the car was bearing down on me. I hadn’t
seen much, not with the headlights pitched right at
my eyes. And by the time I’d turned for a look at the
departing car, it was already a good distance past
me and moving fast. And I’d been more intent on
catching the plate number than counting heads.

I went downstairs for breakfast, but couldn’t
manage more than a cup of coffee and a piece of
toast. I bought a pack of cigarettes out of the ma-
chine and smoked three of them with my coffee.
They were the first I’d had in almost two months,
and I couldn’t have gotten a better hit if I’d
punched them right into a vein. They made me
dizzy but in a nice way. After I’d finished the three,
I left the pack on the table and went outside.

I went down to Centre Street and found my way
to the Auto Squad room. A pink-cheeked kid who
looked to be fresh out of John Jay asked if he could
help me. There were half a dozen cops in the room,
and I didn’t recognize any of them. I asked if Ray
Landauer was around.

“Retired a few months ago,” he said. To one of
the others he called, “Hey, Jerry, when did Ray re-
tire anyway?”
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“Musta been October.”
He turned to me. “Ray retired in October,” he

said. “Can I help you?”
“It was personal,” I said.
“I can find his address if you want to give me a

minute.”
I told him it wasn’t important. It surprised me

that Ray had packed it in. He didn’t seem old
enough to retire. But he was older than me, come to
think of it, and I had had fifteen years on the force
and had been off it for more than five, so that made
me retirement age myself.

Maybe the kid would have given me a peek at the
hot-car sheet. But I would have had to tell him who
I was and go through a lot of bullshit that wouldn’t
be necessary with someone I knew. So I left the
building and started walking toward the subway.
When an empty cab came along, I changed my
mind and grabbed it. I told the driver I wanted the
Sixth Precinct.

He didn’t know where it was. A few years ago, if
you wanted to drive a cab you had to be able to
name the nearest hospital or police station or fire-
house from any point in the city. I don’t know when
they dropped the test, but now all you have to do is
be alive.

I told him it was on West Tenth, and he got there
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without too much trouble. I found Eddie Koehler
in his office. He was reading something in the
News, and it wasn’t making him happy.

“Fucking Special Prosecutor,” he said. “What’s a
guy like this accomplish except aggravate people?”

“He gets his name in the papers a lot.”
“Yeah. Figure he wants to be governor?”
I thought of Huysendahl. “Everybody wants to

be governor.”
“That’s the fucking truth. Why do you figure that

is?”
“You’re asking the wrong person, Eddie. I can’t

figure out why anybody wants to be anything.”
His cool eyes appraised me. “Shit, you always

wanted to be a cop.”
“Since I was a kid. I never wanted to be anything

else, as far back as I can remember.”
“I was the same way. Always wanted to carry a

badge. I wonder why. Sometimes I think it was how
we were brought up, the cop on the corner, every-
body respecting him. And the movies we saw as a
kid. The cops were the good guys.”

“I don’t know. They always shot Cagney in the
last reel.”

“Yeah, but the fucker had it coming. You’d
watch and you’d be crazy about Cagney but you
wanted him to buy the farm at the end. He couldn’t
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fucking get away with it. Sit down, Matt. I don’t
see you much lately. You want some coffee?”

I shook my head but I sat down. He took a dead
cigar from his ashtray and put a match to it. I took
two tens and a five from my wallet and put them on
his desk.

“I just earned a hat?”
“You will in a minute.”
“Just so the Special Prosecutor don’t get wind of

it.”
“You don’t have anything to worry about, do

you?”
“Who knows? You get a maniac like that and

everybody’s got something to worry about.” He
folded the bills and put them in his shirt pocket.
“What can I do for you?”

I got out the slip of paper I’d written on before go-
ing to bed. “I’ve got part of a license number,” I said.

“Don’t you know anybody at Twenty-sixth
Street?”

That was where the Motor Vehicle people had
their offices. I said, “I do, but it’s a Jersey plate. I’m
guessing the car was stolen and that you can turn it
up on the G.T.A. sheet. The three letters are either
LKJ or LJK. I only got a piece of the three numbers.
There’s a nine and a four, possibly a nine and two
fours, but I don’t even know the order.”
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“That should be plenty, if it’s on the sheet. All
this towing, sometimes people don’t report thefts.
They just assume we towed it, and they don’t go
down to the pound if they don’t happen to have the
fifty bucks, and then it turns out it was stolen. Or
by then the thief dumped it and we did tow it away,
and they wind up paying for a tow, but not from
where they parked it. Hang on, I’ll get the sheet.”

He left his cigar in the ashtray, and it was out
again by the time he got back. “Grand Theft
Auto,” he said. “Give me those letters again.”

“LKJ or LJK.”
“Uh-huh. You got a make and model on it?”
“Nineteen forty-nine Kaiser-Frazer.”
“Huh?”
“Late-model sedan, dark. That’s about as much

as I got. They all look about the same.”
“Yeah. Nothing on the main sheet. Let’s see what

came in last night. Oh, hello, LJK nine one four.”
“That sounds like it.”
“Seventy-two Impala two-door, dark green.”
“I didn’t count the doors, but that’s got to be it.”
“Belongs to a Mrs. William Raiken from Upper

Montclair. She a friend of yours?”
“I don’t think so. When did she report it?”
“Let’s see. Two in the morning, it says here.”
I had left Armstrong’s around twelve thirty, so
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Mrs. Raiken hadn’t missed her car right away. They
could have put it back and she never would have
known it was gone.

“Where did it come from, Eddie?”
“Upper Montclair, I suppose.”
“I mean where did she have it parked when they

swiped it?”
“Oh.” He had closed the list; now he flipped it

open to the last page. “Broadway and a Hundred
Fourteenth. Hey, that leads to an interesting ques-
tion.”

It damn well did, but how did he know that? I
asked him what question it led to.

“What was Mrs. Raiken doing on Upper Broad-
way at two in the morning? And did Mr. Raiken
know about it?”

“You’ve got a dirty mind.”
“I shoulda been a Special Prosecutor. What’s

Mrs. Raiken got to do with your missing hus-
band?”

I looked blank, then remembered the case I’d in-
vented to explain my interest in Spinner’s corpse.
“Oh,” I said. “Nothing. I wound up telling his wife
to forget it. I got a couple days’ work out of it.”

“Uh-huh. Who took the car and what did they
do with it last night?”

“Destroyed public property.”
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“Huh?”
“They knocked over a parking meter on Ninth

Avenue, then got the hell away in a hurry.”
“And you just happened to be there, and so you

just happened to catch the license number, and nat-
urally you figured the car was stolen but you
wanted to check because you’re a public-spirited
citizen.”

“That’s close.”
“It’s crap. Sit down, Matt. What are you into

that I oughta know about?”
“Nothing.”
“How does a stolen car tie into Spinner Jablon?”
“Spinner? Oh, the guy they took out of the river.

No connection.”
“Because you were just looking for this woman’s

husband.” I saw my slip then, but waited to see if
he’d caught it, and he had. “It was his girlfriend
looking for him last time I heard it. You’re being
awful cute with me, Matt.”

I didn’t say anything. He picked his cigar out of
the ashtray and studied it, then leaned over and
dropped it in his wastebasket. He straightened up
and looked at me, then away, then at me again.

“What are you holding out?
“Nothing you have to know.”
“How do you get tied into Spinner Jablon?”
“It’s not important.”
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“And what’s with the car?”
“That’s not important either.” I straightened up.

“Spinner got dropped in the East River, and the car
sheared off a parking meter on Ninth between
Fifty-seventh and Fifty-eighth. And the car was
stolen uptown, so none of this has been going on in
the Sixth Precinct. There’s nothing you’ve got to
know, Eddie.”

“Who killed Spinner?”
“I don’t know.”
“Is that straight?”
“Of course it’s straight.”
“Are you playing tag with somebody?”
“Not exactly.”
“Jesus Christ, Matt.”
I wanted to get out of there. I wasn’t holding out

anything he had a claim on, and I really couldn’t
give him or anybody else what I had. But I was
playing a lone hand and ducking his questions, and
I could hardly expect him to like it.

“Who’s your client, Matt?”
Spinner was my client, but I could see no profit in

saying so. “I don’t have one,” I said.
“Then what’s your angle?”
“I’m not sure I have an angle, either.”
“I hear things to the effect that Spinner was in

the dollars lately.”
“He was well dressed the last time I saw him.”
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“That so?”
“His suit set him back three hundred and twenty

dollars. He happened to mention it.”
He looked at me until I averted my own gaze. In

a low voice he said, “Matt, you don’t want people
driving cars at you. It’s unhealthy. You sure you
don’t want to lay it all out for me?”

“As soon as it’s time, Eddie.”
“And you’re sure it’s not time yet?”
I took my time answering. I remembered the feel

of that car rolling at me, remembered what actually
happened, and then remembered how I dreamed it,
with the driver taking the big car all the way to the
wall.

“I’m sure,” I said.

At the Lion’s Head I had a hamburger and some
bourbon and coffee. I was a little surprised that the
car had been stolen so far uptown. They could have
picked it up early on and parked it in my neighbor-
hood, or the Marlboro man could have made a
phone call between the time I left Polly’s and the time
he found his way into Armstrong’s. Which would
mean there were at least two people in the thing,
which I had already decided on the basis of the voice
I’d heard over the telephone. Or he could have—

No, it was pointless. There were too many possi-
ble scenarios I could write for myself, and none of
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them was going to get me anywhere but confused.
I signaled for another cup of coffee and another

shot, mixed them together, and worked on it. The
tail end of my conversation with Eddie had gotten
in the way. There was something I had learned
from him, but the problem was that I didn’t know
that I knew it. He had said something that had rung
a very muted bell, and I couldn’t get it to ring again.

I got a dollar’s worth of change and went over to
the phone. Jersey Information gave me William
Raiken’s number in Upper Montclair. I called it and
told Mrs. Raiken I was from the Auto Theft Squad,
and she said was surprised we had recovered her
car so soon and did I happen to know if it was at all
damaged.

I said, “I’m afraid we haven’t recovered your car
yet, Mrs. Raiken.”

“Oh.”
“I just wanted to get some details. Your car was

parked at Broadway and One Hundred Fourteenth
Street?”

“That’s right. On One Hundred Fourteenth, not
on Broadway.”

“I see. Now, our records indicate that you re-
ported the theft at approximately two A.M. Was that
immediately after you noticed the car was missing.

“Yes. Well, just about. I went to where I parked
the car and it wasn’t there, of course, and my first
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thought was it was towed away. I was parked
legally, but sometimes there are signs you don’t see,
different regulations, but anyway they don’t do any
towing that far uptown, do they?”

“Not above Eighty-sixth Street.”
“That’s what I thought, although I always man-

age to find a legal space. Then I thought maybe I’d
made a mistake and I actually left the car on a Hun-
dred Thirteenth, so I went and checked, but of
course it wasn’t there either, so then I called my hus-
band to have him pick me up, and he said to report
the theft, so that was when I called you. Maybe
there was fifteen or twenty minutes between when I
missed the car and when I actually placed the call.”

“I see.” I was sorry now that I’d asked. “And
when did you park the car, Mrs. Raiken?”

“Let me see. I had the two classes, an eight
o’clock short-story workshop and a ten o’clock
course in Renaissance history, but I was a little
early, so I guess I parked a little after seven. Is that
important?”

“Well, it won’t aid in recovering the vehicle, Mrs.
Raiken, but we try to develop data to pinpoint the
times when various crimes are likely to occur.”

“That’s interesting,” she said. “What good does
that do?”

I had always wondered that myself. I told her it
was part of the overall crime picture, which is what
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I generally had been told when I’d asked similar
questions. I thanked her and assured her that her
car would probably be recovered shortly, and she
thanked me, and we said good-bye to each other
and I went back to the bar.

I tried to determine what I’d learned from her
and decided I’d learned nothing. My mind wan-
dered, and I found myself wondering just what
Mrs. Raiken had been doing on the Upper West
Side in the middle of the night. She hadn’t been
with her husband, and her last class must have let
out around eleven. Maybe she’d just had a few
beers at the West End or one of the other bars
around Columbia. Quite a few beers, maybe,
which would explain why she’d walked around the
block looking for her car. Not that it mattered if
she’d had enough beer to float a battleship, because
Mrs. Raiken didn’t have a whole hell of a lot to do
with Spinner Jablon or anybody else, and whether
or not she had anything to do with Mr. Raiken was
their business and none of my own, and—

Columbia.
Columbia is at One Hundred Sixteenth and

Broadway, so that’s where she would have been
taking courses. And someone else was studying at
Columbia, taking graduate courses in psychology
and planning to work with retarded children.

I checked the phone book. No Prager, Stacy, be-
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cause single women know better than to put their
first names in telephone books. But there was a
Prager, S., on West One Hundred Twelfth between
Broadway and Riverside.

I went back and finished my coffee. I left a bill on
the bar. At the doorway I changed my mind, looked
up Prager, S., again, and made a note of the address
and phone number. On the chance that S. stood for
Seymour or anything other than Stacy, I dropped a
dime in the slot and dialed the number. I let it ring
seven times, then hung up and retrieved my dime.
There were two other dimes with it.

Some days you get lucky.
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Chapter 11
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By the time I got off the subway at Broadway and
One Hundred Tenth, I was a lot less impressed by
the coincidence I had turned up. If Prager had de-
cided to kill me, either directly or through hirelings,
there was no particular reason why he would have
stolen a car two blocks away from his daughter’s
apartment. It looked at first glance as though it
ought to add up to something, but I wasn’t sure
that it did.

Of course, if Stacy Prager had a boyfriend, and if
he turned out to be the Marlboro man . . .

It looked to be worth a try. I found her building,
a five-story brownstone which now held four
apartments to a floor. I rang her bell, and there was
no answer. I rang a couple of other bells on the top
floor—it’s surprising how often people buzz you in
that way—but no one was home, and the vestibule
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lock looked very easy. I used a pick on it, and I
couldn’t have opened it much faster with a key. I
climbed three steep flights of stairs and knocked on
the door of 4-C. I waited and knocked again, and
then I opened both the locks on her door and made
myself at home.

There was one fairly large room with a convert-
ible sofa and a sprinkling of Salvation Army furni-
ture. I checked the closet and the dresser, and all I
learned was that if Stacy had a boyfriend he lived
elsewhere. There was no signs of male occupancy.

I gave the place a very casual toss, just trying to
get some sense of the person who lived there. There
were a lot of books, most of them paperbacks, most
of them dealing with some aspect of psychology.
There was a stack of magazines: New York and
Psychology Today and Intellectual Digest. There
was nothing stronger than aspirin in the medicine
chest. Stacy kept her apartment in good order, and
it in turn gave the impression that her life was also
in good order. I felt a violator standing there in her
apartment, scanning the titles of her books, rum-
maging through the clothes in her closet. I grew in-
creasingly uncomfortable in the role, and my
failure to find anything to justify my presence aug-
mented the feeling. I got out of there and closed up
after myself. I locked one of the locks; the other had
to be locked with a key, and I figured she would
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simply decide she had failed to lock it on the way
out.

I could have found a nice framed photo of the
Marlboro man. That would have been handy, but it
just hadn’t happened. I left the building and went
around the corner and had a cup of coffee at a
lunch counter. Prager and Ethridge and Huy-
sendahl, and one of them had killed Spinner and
had tried to kill me, and I didn’t seem to be getting
anywhere.

Suppose it was Prager. Things seemed to form a
pattern, and although they didn’t really lock in
place, they had the right sort of feel to them. He
was on the hook in the first place because of a hit-
and-run case, and so far a car had been used twice.
Spinner’s letter mentioned a car jumping a curb at
him, and one had certainly taken a shot at me last
night. And he was the one who seemed to be feeling
the bite financially. Beverly Ethridge was stalling
for time, Theodore Huysendahl had agreed to my
price, and Prager said he didn’t know how he could
raise the money.

So suppose it was him. If so, he had just tried to
commit murder, and he hadn’t made it work, and
he was probably a little shaky about it. If it was
him, now was a good time to rattle the bars of his
cage. And if it wasn’t him, I’d be in a better position
to know it if I dropped in on him.
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I paid for my coffee and went out and flagged a
cab.

The black girl looked up at me when I entered his
office. It took her a second or two to place me, and
then her dark eyes took on a wary expression.

“Matthew Scudder,” I said.
“For Mr. Prager?”
“That’s right.”
“Is he expecting you, Mr. Scudder?”
“I think he’ll want to see me, Shari.”
She seemed startled that I remembered her name.

She got hesitantly to her feet and stepped out from
behind the U-shaped desk.

“I’ll tell him you’re here,” she said.
“You do that.”
She slipped through Prager’s door, drawing it

swiftly shut behind her. I sat on the vinyl couch and
looked at Mrs. Prager’s seascape. I decided that the
men were vomiting over the sides of the boat. There
was no question about it.

The door opened and she returned to the recep-
tion room, again closing the door after her. “He’ll
see you in about five minutes,” she said.

“All right.”
“I guess you got important business with him.”
“Fairly important.”
“I just hope things go right. That man has not
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been himself lately. It just seems the harder a man
works and the more successful he grows, that’s all
the more pressure he has bearing down upon him.”

“I guess he’s been under a lot of pressure lately.”
“He has been under a strain,” she said. Her eyes

challenged me, holding me responsible for Prager’s
difficulty. It was a charge I could not deny.

“Maybe things will clear up soon,” I suggested.
“I truly hope so.”
“I suppose he’s a good man to work for?”
“A very good man. He has always been—”
But she didn’t get to finish the sentence, because

just then there was the sound of a truck backfiring,
except trucks do that at ground level, not on the
twenty-second floor. She had been standing beside
her desk, and she stayed frozen there for a moment,
eyes wide, the back of her hand pressed to her
mouth. She held the pose long enough for me to get
out of my chair and beat her to his door.

I yanked it open, and Henry Prager was seated at
his desk, and of course it had not been a truck
backfiring. It had been a gun. A small gun, .22 or
.25 caliber from the look of it, but when you put
the barrel in your mouth and tilt it up toward the
brain, a small gun is all you really need.

I stood in the doorway, trying to block it, and she
was at my shoulder, small hands hammering at my
back. For a moment I didn’t yield, and then it
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seemed to me that she had at least as much right as
I to look at him. I took a step into the room and she
followed me and saw what she’d known she was
going to see.

Then she started to scream.
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If Shari hadn’t known my name, I might have left.
Perhaps not; cop instincts die hard if they die at all,
and I had spent too many years despising those re-
luctant witnesses who slipped off into the shadows
to feel comfortable playing the role myself. Nor
would it have sat well to duck out on a girl in her
condition.

But the impulse was surely present. I looked at
Henry Prager, his body slumped over his desk, his
features contorted in death, and I knew that I was
looking at a man I had killed. His finger had pulled
the trigger, but I’d put the gun in his hand by play-
ing my game a little too well.

I had not asked to have his life intertwined with
mine, nor had I sought to be a factor in his death.
Now his corpse confronted me; one hand was
stretched across the desk, as if pointing at me.
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He had bribed his daughter’s way out of an unin-
tentional homicide. The bribery had laid him open
to blackmail, which had provoked another homi-
cide, this one intentional. And that first murder had
only sunk the barb deeper—he was still being
blackmailed, and he could always be tagged for
Spinner’s murder.

And so he had tried to murder again, and had
failed. And I turned up in his office the next day,
and so he told his secretary he wanted five minutes,
but he’d taken only two or three of them.

He’d had the gun at hand. Perhaps he’d checked
it earlier in the day to make sure it was loaded. And
perhaps, while I waited in the outer office, he enter-
tained thoughts of greeting me with a bullet.

But it is one thing to run a man down on a dark
street at night or to knock a man unconscious and
throw him in the river. And it is something else
again to shoot a man in your own office with your
secretary a few yards away. Perhaps he had meas-
ured out these considerations in his mind. Perhaps
he had already resolved on suicide. I couldn’t ask
him now, and what did it matter? Suicide protected
his daughter, while murder would have exposed
everything. Suicide got him off a treadmill that
turned faster than his legs could travel.

I had some of these thoughts as I stood there re-
garding his corpse, others in the hours that fol-
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lowed. I don’t know how long I looked at him
while Shari sobbed against my shoulder. Not all
that long, I suppose. Then reflexes took over, and I
steered the girl back to the outer office and made
her sit on the couch. I picked up her phone and di-
aled 911.

The crew that caught it was from the Seventeenth
Precinct over on East Fifty-first. The two detectives
were Jim Heaney and a younger man named
Finch—I didn’t catch his first name. I had known
Jim enough to nod to, and that made it a little eas-
ier, but even with total strangers I didn’t look to be
in for much trouble. Everything added up to suicide
to begin with, and the girl and I could both confirm
that Prager was all alone when the gun went off.

The lab boys went through the motions all the
same, although their hearts weren’t in it. They took
a lot of pictures and made a lot of chalk marks,
wrapped and bagged the gun, and finally zipped
Prager into a body bag and got him out of there.
Heaney and Finch took Shari’s statement first so
that she could go home and collapse on her own
time. All they really wanted was for her to plug the
standard gaps so that the coroner’s inquest could
return a verdict of suicide, so they fed her questions
and confirmed that her boss had been depressed
and edgy lately, that he had been evidently worried

TIME TO MURDER AND CREATE 155

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:44 AM  Page 155



about business, that his moods had been abnormal
and out of character, and, on the mechanical side,
that she had seen him a few minutes before the shot
sounded, that she and I had been sitting in the outer
office at the time, and that we had entered simulta-
neously to find him dead in his chair.

Heaney told her that was fine. Someone would
be around for a formal statement in the morning,
and in the meantime Detective Finch would see her
home. She said that wasn’t necessary, she’d get a
cab, but Finch insisted.

Heaney watched the two of them leave. “You bet
Finch’ll take her home,” he said. “That’s quite an
ass on that little lady.”

“I didn’t notice.”
“You’re getting old. Finch noticed. He likes the

black ones, especially built like that. Myself, I don’t
fool around, but I got to admit I get a kick out of
working with Finch. If he gets half the ass he tells
me about, he’s gonna fuck himself to death. Tell
you the truth, I don’t think he makes any of it up,
either. The broads go for him.” He lit a cigarette
and offered the pack to me. I passed. He said,
“That girl now, Shari, I’ll give you odds he nails
her.”

“Not today he won’t. She’s pretty shaky.”
“Hell, that’s the best time. I don’t know what the

hell it is, but that’s when they want it the most. Go
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tell a woman her husband got killed, like breaking
the news, now would you make a pass at a time like
that? Whatever she looks like, would you do it?
Neither would I. You should hear the stories that
son of a bitch tells. Couple of months ago we had
this ironworker falls off a girder, Finch has to break
the news to the wife. He tells her, she cracks up, he
gives her a hug to comfort her, pets her a little, and
the next thing he knows she’s got his zipper down
and she’s blowing him.”

“That’s if you take Finch’s word for it.”
“Well, if half what he says is true, and I think he’s

straight about it. I mean, he tells me when he strikes
out, too.”

I didn’t much want to have this conversation, but
neither did I want to make my feelings obvious, so
we went through a few more stories of Finch’s love
life and then wasted a few minutes reviewing mu-
tual friends. This might have taken longer had we
known each other better. Finally he picked up his
clipboard and concentrated on Prager. We went
through the automatic questions, and I confirmed
what Shari had told him.

Then he said, “Just for the record, any chance he
could’ve been dead before you got here?” When I
looked blank, he spelled it out. “This is off the wall,
but just for the record. Suppose she killed him,
don’t ask me how or why, and then she waits for
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you or somebody else to come in, and then she
fakes talking to him, and she’s sitting with you, and
she triggers a gun, I don’t know, a thread or some-
thing, and then the two of you discover the body
together and she’s covered.”

“You better cut out all that television, Jim. It’s af-
fecting your brain.”

“Well, it could happen that way.”
“Sure. I heard him talking to her when she went

inside. Of course, she could have set up a tape
recorder—”

“All right, for Christ’s sake.”
“If you want to explore all the possibilities—”
“I said it was just off the wall. You watch what

they do on Mission Impossible and you wonder
how criminals are so stupid in real life. So what the
hell, a crook can watch television too, and maybe
he picks up an idea. But you heard him talking, and
we can forget tape recorders, and that settles that.”

Actually, I hadn’t heard Prager talking, but it was
a lot simpler to say that I had. Heaney wanted to
explore possibilities; all I wanted to do was get out
of there.

“How do you fit into this, Matt? You working
for him?”

I shook my head. “Checking out some refer-
ences.”

“Checking on Prager?”
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“No. On somebody who used him for a refer-
ence, and my client wanted a fairly intensive check.
I saw Prager last week and I was in the neighbor-
hood so I dropped in to clear up a couple of
points.”

“Who’s the subject of the investigation?”
“What’s the difference? Somebody who worked

with him eight or ten years ago. Nothing to do with
him knocking himself off.”

“You didn’t really know him, then. Prager.”
“Met him twice. Once, come to think of it, since

I didn’t really get to see much of him today. And I
talked briefly with him on the phone.”

“He in some kind of trouble?”
“Not any more. I can’t tell you much, Jim. I

didn’t know the guy or much about his situation.
He seemed depressed and agitated. As a matter of
fact, he impressed me as thinking the world was af-
ter him. He was very suspicious the first time I saw
him, as if I was part of a plot to harm him.”

“Paranoia.”
“Like that, yes.”
“Yeah, it all fits together. Business troubles and

the feeling everything’s closing in on you, and
maybe he thought you were going to hassle him to-
day, or maybe he reached a point, you know, he’s
had it up to here and he just can’t stand to see one
more person. So he takes the gun out of the drawer
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and there’s a bullet in his brain before he has time
to think it over. I wish to God they’d keep those
handguns off the market. They truck ’em in by the
ton out of the Carolinas. What do you bet that was
an unregistered gun?”

“No bet.”
“He probably thought he was buying it for pro-

tection. Little rinky-dink Spanish gun, you could
hit a mugger six times in the chest and not stop
him, and all it’s good for is blowing your brains
out. Had a guy about a year ago, it wasn’t even
good for that. Decided to kill himself and only did
half the job and he’s a vegetable now. Now he
oughta kill himself, the life he’s got left to him, but
he can’t even move his hands.” He lit another ciga-
rette. “You want to drop around tomorrow and
dictate a statement?”

I told him I could do better than that. I used
Shari’s typewriter and knocked out a short state-
ment with all the facts in the right places. He read it
over and nodded. “You know the form,” he said.
“Saves us all some time.”

I signed what I’d typed up, and he added it to the
papers on his clipboard. He shuffled through them
and said, “His wife’s where? Westchester. Thank
Christ for that. I’ll phone the cops up there and let
them have the fun of telling her her husband’s
dead.”
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I caught myself just in time to keep from volun-
teering the information that Prager had a daughter
in Manhattan. It wasn’t something I was likely to
know. We shook hands, and he said he wished
Finch would get back. “The bastard scored again,”
he said. “He figured to. Just so he don’t stick
around for seconds. And he might. He really likes
the spades.”

“I’m sure he’ll tell you all about it.”
“He always does.”
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Chapter 13
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I went to a bar, but stayed only long enough to
throw down two double shots, one right after the
other. There was a time factor involved. Bars re-
main open until four in the morning, but most
churches close up shop by six or seven. I walked
over to Lexington and found a church I couldn’t re-
member having been to before. I didn’t notice the
name of it. Our Lady of Perpetual Bingo, probably.

They were having some sort of service, but I
didn’t pay any attention to it. I lit a few candles and
stuffed a couple of dollars in the slot, then took a
seat in the rear and silently repeated three names
over and over. Jacob Jablon, Henry Prager, Estrel-
lita Rivera, three names, three candles for three
corpses.

During the worst times after I shot and killed Es-
trellita Rivera, I had been unable to keep my mind
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from going over and over what had happened that
night. I kept trying to repeal time and change the
ending, like an antic projectionist reversing the film
and drawing the bullet back into the barrel of the
gun. In the new version that I wanted to superim-
pose on reality, all my shots were on target. There
were no ricochets, or if there were they spent them-
selves harmlessly, or Estrellita spent an extra
minute picking out peppermints in the candy store
and wasn’t in the wrong place at the wrong time,
or—

There was a poem I’d had to read in high school,
and it had nagged at me from somewhere in the
back of my mind until one day I went to the library
and ran it down. Four lines from Omar Khayyam:

The moving finger writes, and having writ
Moves on. Nor all your piety and wit
Can call it back to cancel half a line
Nor all your tears wash out a word of it.

I had tried hard to blame myself for Estrellita
Rivera, but in a certain sense it wouldn’t stick. I
had been drinking, certainly, but not heavily, and
my overall marksmanship that night could not be
faulted. And it was proper for me to shoot at the
robbers. They were armed, they were fleeing from
one killing already, and there were no civilians in
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the line of fire. A bullet ricocheted. Those things
happen.

Part of the reason I left the force was that those
things happen and I did not want to be in a position
where I could do wrong things for right reasons.
Because I had decided that, while it might be true
that the end does not justify the means, neither do
the means justify the end.

And now I had deliberately programmed Henry
Prager to kill himself.

I hadn’t seen it that way, of course. But I couldn’t
see that it made too much difference. I had begun
by pressuring him into attempting a second murder,
something he would never have done otherwise. He
had killed Spinner, but if I had simply destroyed
Spinner’s envelope I’d have left Prager with no need
ever to kill again. But I’d given him reason to try,
and he had tried and failed, and then he’d been
backed into a corner and chosen, impulsively or de-
liberately, to kill himself.

I could have destroyed that envelope. I had no
contract with Spinner. I’d agreed only to open the
envelope if I failed to hear from him. I could have
given away the whole three thousand instead of a
tenth of it. I had needed the money, but not that
badly.

But Spinner had made a bet, and he’d turned out
a winner. He had spelled it all out: “Why I think
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you’ll follow through is something I noticed about
you a long time ago, namely that you happen to
think there is a difference between murder and
other crimes. I am the same. I have done bad things
all my life but never killed anybody and never
would. I have known people who have killed which
I’ve known for a fact or a rumor and would never
get close to them. It is the way I am and I think that
you are that way too . . .”

I could have done nothing, and then Henry
Prager would not have wound up in a body bag.
But there is a difference between murder and other
crimes, and the world is a worse place for the mur-
derers it allows to walk unpunished, as Henry
Prager would have walked had I done nothing.

There should have been another way. Just as the
bullet should not have ricocheted into a little girl’s
eye. And try telling all that to the moving finger.

Mass was still going on when I left. I walked a
couple of blocks, not paying much attention to
where I was, and then I stopped at a Blarney Stone
and took communion.

It was a long night.
The bourbon kept refusing to do its job. I moved

around a lot, because every bar I hit had one person
in it whose company put me on edge. I kept seeing
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him in the mirror and taking him with me wherever
I went. The activity and the nervous energy proba-
bly burned off a lot of the alcohol before it had a
chance to get to me, and the time I spent walking
around was time I could have more profitably spent
sitting in one place and drinking.

The kind of bars I chose had something to do
with keeping me relatively sober. I usually drink in
dark quiet places where a shot is two ounces, three
if they know you. Tonight I was hitting Blarney
Stones and White Roses. The prices were consider-
ably lower but the shot glasses were small, and
when you paid for an ounce that’s what you got,
and even so it was apt to be about 30 percent water.

At one place on Broadway they had the basket-
ball game on. I watched the last quarter on a big
color set. The Knicks were down by a point when
the quarter started, and wound up dropping it by
twelve or thirteen. That was the fourth game for
the Celtics.

The guy next to me said, “And next year they
lose Lucas and DeBusschere, and Reed’s knees are
still gonna be shit, and Clyde can’t do it all, so
where the fuck are we?”

I nodded. What he said sounded reasonable to me.
“Even at the end of three, dead even for three pe-

riods, and they got Cowens and What’s-his-name

TIME TO MURDER AND CREATE 169

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:44 AM  Page 169



with five fouls, and then they can’t find the basket.
I mean, they don’t fucking try, you know?”

“Must be my fault,” I said.
“Huh?”
“They started falling apart when I started watch-

ing. It must be my fault.”
He looked me over and backed off a step. He

said, “Easy, guy. I didn’t mean nothing.”
But he’d read me wrong. I’d been absolutely seri-

ous.

I wound up at Armstrong’s, where they pour per-
fectly fine drinks, but by then I’d lost my taste for it.
I sat in the corner with a cup of coffee. It was a
quiet night, and Trina had time to join me.

“I kept a weather eye open,” she said, “but saw
of him neither hide nor hair.”

“How’s that?”
“The cowboy. Just my cute little way of saying he

hasn’t been around tonight. Wasn’t I supposed to
keep watch, like a good Junior G-Man?”

“Oh, the Marlboro man. I thought I saw him
tonight.”

“Here?”
“No, earlier. I’ve been seeing a lot of shadows

tonight.”
“Is something wrong?”
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“Yeah.”
“Hey.” She covered my hand with one of hers.

“What’s the matter, baby?”
“I keep finding new people to light candles for.”
“I don’t get you. You’re not drunk, are you,

Matt?”
“No, but not for lack of trying. I have had better

days.” I sipped coffee, put the cup down on the
checkered cloth. I took out Spinner’s silver dollar—
correction, my dollar, I’d bought and paid for it—
and I gave it a spin. I said, “Last night somebody
tried to kill me.”

“God! Around here?”
“A few doors down the block.”
“No wonder you’re—”
“No, that’s not it. This afternoon I got even. I

killed a man.” I thought she would take her hand
from atop mine, but she didn’t. “I didn’t exactly kill
him. He stuck a gun in his mouth and pulled the
trigger. A little Spanish gun, they truck them in by
the ton from the Carolinas.”

“Why do you say you killed him?”
“Because I put him in a room and the gun was

the only door out of it. I boxed him in.”
She looked at her watch. “Fuck it,” she said. “I

can leave early for a change. If Jimmie wants to sue
me for half an hour, then the hell with him.” She
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reached behind her neck with both hands to unfas-
ten her apron. The movement emphasized the swell
of her breasts.

She said, “Like to walk me home, Matt?”
We had used each other a few times over the

months to keep the lonelies away. We liked each
other in and out of bed, and both of us had the vital
security of knowing it could never lead to anything.

“Matt?”
“I couldn’t do you much good tonight, kid.”
“You could keep me from getting mugged on the

way home.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah, Mr. Detective, but you don’t know what I

mean.” She touched my cheek with her forefinger.
“I wouldn’t let you near me tonight anyway. You
need a shave.” Her face softened into a smile. “I
was offering a little coffee and company,” she said.
“I think you could use it.”

“Maybe I could.”
“Plain old coffee and company.”
“All right.”
“Not tea and sympathy, nothing like that.”
“Just coffee and company.”
“Uh-huh. Now tell me it’s the best offer you’ve

had all day.”
“It is,” I said. “But that’s not saying a hell of a

lot.”
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* * *
She made good coffee, and she managed to come
up with a pint of Harper’s to flavor it with. By the
time I was done talking, the pint had gone from
mostly full to mostly empty.

I told her most of it. I left out anything that
would make Ethridge or Huysendahl identifiable,
and I didn’t spell out Henry Prager’s smarmy little
secret. I didn’t mention his name, either, although
she figured to dope it out for herself if she bothered
to read the morning papers.

When I was finished she sat there for a few min-
utes, head tilted to one side, eyes half lidded, smoke
drifting upward from her cigarette. At length she
said she didn’t see how I could have done things
differently.

“Because suppose you managed to let him know
that you weren’t a blackmailer, Matt. Suppose you
got a little more evidence together and went to him.
You would have exposed him, wouldn’t you?”

“One way or another.”
“He killed himself because he was afraid of ex-

posure, and that was while he thought you were a
blackmailer. If he knew you were going to hand
him over to the cops, wouldn’t he have done the
same thing?”

“He might not have had the chance.”
“Well, maybe he was better off having the chance.
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Nobody forced him to take it, it was his decision.”
I thought it over. “There’s still something

wrong.”
“What?”
“I don’t exactly know. Something doesn’t fit to-

gether the way it should.”
“You just have to have something to feel guilty

about.” I guess the line hit home enough to show in
my face, because she blanched. “I’m sorry,” she
said. “Matt, I’m sorry.”

“For what?”
“I was just, you know, being cute.”
“Many a true word is et cetera.” I stood up. “It’ll

look better in the morning. Things generally do.”
“Don’t leave.”
“I had the coffee and company, and thanks for

both. Now I’d better get on home.”
She was shaking her head. “Stay over.”
“I told you before, Trina—”
“I know you did. I don’t particularly want to

fuck either, as a matter of fact. But I really don’t
want to sleep alone.”

“I don’t know if I can sleep.”
“Then hold me until I fall asleep. Please, baby?”
We went to bed together and held each other.

Maybe the bourbon finally got around to working,
or maybe I was more exhausted than I’d realized,
but I fell asleep like that, holding her.
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Chapter 14
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I woke up with my head throbbing and a liverish
taste in the back of my throat. A note on her pillow
advised me to help myself to breakfast. The only
breakfast I could face was in the bottle of Harper’s,
and I helped myself to it, and, along with a couple
of aspirins from her medicine cabinet and a cup of
lousy coffee from the deli downstairs, it took some
of the edge off the way I felt.

The weather was good and the air pollution
lighter than usual. You could actually see the sky. I
headed back to the hotel, picking up a paper on the
way. It was almost noon. I don’t usually get that
much sleep.

I would have to call them, Beverly Ethridge and
Theodore Huysendahl. I had to let them know that
they were off the hook, that in fact they’d never ac-
tually been on it in the first place. I wondered what
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their reactions would be. Probably a combination
of relief and some indignation about having been
gulled. Well, that would be their problem. I had
enough of my own.

I’d have to see them in person, obviously. I
couldn’t manage it over the phone. I didn’t look
forward to it, but did look forward to having it be-
hind me. Two brief phone calls and two brief meet-
ings and I would never have to see either of them
again.

I stopped at the desk. There was no mail for me,
but there was a phone message. Miss Stacy Prager
had called. There was a number where I was to call
her as soon as possible. It was the number I had di-
aled from the Lion’s Head.

In my room I checked through the Times. Prager
was on the obit page under a two-column headline.
Just his obituary, with the statement that he had
died of an apparently self-inflicted gunshot wound.
It was apparent, all right. I was not mentioned in
the article. I’d thought that was how his daughter
might have gotten my name. Then I looked at the
message slip again. She had called around nine the
night before, and the first edition of the Times
wouldn’t have hit the street before eleven or twelve.

So that meant she’d learned my name from the
police. Or that she had heard it earlier, from her fa-
ther.
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I picked up the phone, then put it down again. I
did not much want to talk to Stacy Prager. I
couldn’t imagine that there was anything I wanted
to hear from her, and I knew there was nothing I
wanted to say to her. The fact that her father was a
murderer was not something she would learn from
me, nor would anyone else. Spinner Jablon had had
the revenge he’d purchased from me. So far as the
rest of the world was concerned, his case could re-
main in the Open file forever. The police didn’t care
who had killed him, and I didn’t feel obliged to tell
them.

I picked up the phone again and called Beverly
Ethridge. The line was busy. I broke the connection
and tried Huysendahl’s office. He was out to lunch.
I waited a few minutes and tried the Ethridge num-
ber again, and it was still busy. I stretched out on
the bed and closed my eyes, and the phone rang.

“Mr. Scudder? My name is Stacy Prager.” A
young and earnest voice. “I’m sorry I haven’t been
in. After I called last night I wound up taking the
train so I could be with my mother.”

“I just got your message a few minutes ago.”
“I see. Well, would it be possible for me to talk

with you? I’m at Grand Central, I could come to
your hotel or meet you wherever you say.”

“I’m not sure how I could help you.”
There was a pause. Then she said, “Maybe you
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can’t. I don’t know. But you were the last person to
see my father alive, and I—”

“I didn’t even see him yesterday, Miss Prager. I
was waiting to see him at the time it happened.”

“Yes, that’s right. But the thing is . . . listen, I’d
really like to meet with you, if that’s all right.”

“If there’s anything I could help you with over
the telephone—”

“Couldn’t I meet you?”
I asked her if she knew where my hotel was. She

said she did, and that she could be there in ten or
twenty minutes and she would phone me from the
lobby. I hung up and wondered how she had known
how to reach me. I’m not in the telephone book. And
I wondered if she’d known about Spinner Jablon, and
if she’d known about me. If the Marlboro man was
her boyfriend, and if she’d been in on the planning . . .

If so, it was logical to believe that she’d hold me re-
sponsible for her father’s death. I couldn’t even argue
the point—I felt responsible myself. But I couldn’t re-
ally believe she’d have a cute little gun in her hand-
bag. I’d ragged Heaney about watching television. I
don’t watch all that much television myself.

It took her fifteen minutes, during which time I
tried Beverly Ethridge again and got another busy
signal. Then Stacy called from the lobby, and I went
downstairs to meet her.
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Long dark hair, straight, parted in the middle. A
tall, slender girl with a long, narrow face and dark,
bottomless eyes. She wore clean well-tailored blue
jeans and a lime-green cardigan sweater over a
simple white blouse. Her handbag had been made
by cutting the legs off another pair of jeans. I de-
cided it was highly unlikely there was a gun in it.

We confirmed that I was Matthew Scudder and
she was Stacy Prager. I suggested coffee, and we
went to the Red Flame and took a booth. After they
gave us the coffee, I told her I was very sorry about
her father but that I still couldn’t imagine why she
wanted to see me.

“I don’t know why he killed himself,” she said.
“Neither do I.”
“Don’t you?” Her eyes searched my face. I tried

to imagine her as she had been a few years ago,
smoking grass and dropping pills, running down a
child and freaking out sufficiently to drive away
from what she’d done. That image failed to jibe
with the girl seated across the Formica table from
me. She now seemed alert and aware and responsi-
ble, wounded by her father’s death but strong
enough to ride it out.

She said, “You’re a detective.”
“More or less.”
“What does that mean?”
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“I do some private work on a free-lance basis.
None of it as interesting as it may sound.”

“And you were working for my father?”
I shook my head. “I’d seen him once last week,”

I said, and went on to repeat the cover story I’d
given Jim Heaney. “So I really didn’t know your fa-
ther at all.”

“That’s very strange,” she said.
She stirred her coffee, added more sugar, stirred

it again. She took a sip and put the cup back in the
saucer. I asked her why it was strange.

She said, “I saw my father the night before last.
He was waiting at my apartment when I got home
from classes. He took me out for dinner. He does
that—did that—once or twice a week. But usually
he would call me first to arrange it. He said he just
had the impulse and took the chance that I’d be
coming home.”

“I see.”
“He was very upset. Is that the right word? He

was agitated, he was unsettled about something.
He was always inclined to be a moody man, very
exuberant when things were going right, very de-
pressed when they weren’t. When I was first getting
into Abnormal Psych and studied the manic-
depressive syndrome I got tremendous echoes of
my father. I don’t mean that he was insane in any
sense of the word, but that he had the same kind of
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mood swings. They didn’t interfere with his life, it
was just that he had that type of personality.”

“And he was depressed the night before last?”
“It was more than depression. It was a combina-

tion of depression and the kind of hyperactive ner-
vousness you can get on speed. I would have thought
he had taken some amphetamines except I know
how he feels about drugs. I had a period of drug use
a few years ago and he made it pretty clear how he
felt, so I didn’t really believe he was on anything.”

She drank some more coffee. No, there was no
gun in her purse. This was a very open girl. If she
had a gun she’d have used it immediately.

She said, “We had dinner in a Chinese restaurant
in the neighborhood. That’s the Upper West Side,
that’s where I live. He hardly touched his food. I
was very hungry myself, but I kept picking up his
vibrations and I wound up not eating very much ei-
ther. His conversation kept rambling all over the
place. He was very concerned about me. He asked
several times if I ever used drugs any more. I don’t,
and I told him so. He asked about my classes, if I
was happy with my coursework and if I felt I was
on the right track so far as how I would be earning
a living. He asked if I was involved with anybody
romantically, and I said I wasn’t, nothing serious.
And then he asked me if I knew you.”

“He did?”
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“Yes. I said the only Scudder I knew was the
Scudder Falls Bridge. He asked if I had ever been to
your hotel—he named the hotel and asked if I had
been there—and I said I hadn’t. He said that was
where you lived. I didn’t really understand what he
was driving at.”

“Neither do I.”
“He asked if I ever saw a man spin a silver dollar.

He took a quarter and spun it on the top of the
table and asked if I had ever seen a man do that
with a silver dollar. I said no, and I asked him if he
was feeling all right. He said he was fine, and that it
was very important that I shouldn’t worry about
him. He said if anything happened to him that I
would be all right and not to worry.”

“Which made you more concerned than ever.”
“Of course. I was afraid . . . I was afraid of all

kinds of things, and scared even to think of them.
Like I thought he might have been to the doctor
and found out there was something wrong with
him. But I called the doctor he always goes to, I did
that last night, and he hadn’t been there since his
annual physical last November, and there was
nothing wrong with him then except slightly high
blood pressure. Of course, maybe he went to some
other doctor, there’s no way of knowing unless it
shows up in the autopsy. They have to do an au-
topsy in cases like this. Mr. Scudder?”
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I looked at her.
“When they called me, when I found out he had

killed himself, I wasn’t surprised.”
“You expected it?”
“Not consciously. I didn’t really expect it, but

once I heard, it all seemed to fit. In some way or
other, I guess I knew he was trying to tell me he was
going to die, trying to tie off the ends before he did
it. But I don’t know why he did it. And then I heard
that you were there when he did it, and I remem-
bered his asking me about you, if I knew you, and I
wondered how you fit into it all. I thought maybe
there was some problem in his life and you were in-
vestigating it for him, because the policeman said
you were a detective, and I wondered . . . I just
don’t understand what it was all about.”

“I can’t imagine why he mentioned my name.”
“You really weren’t working for him?”
“No, and I hadn’t had very much contact with

him, it was just a superficial matter of confirming
another man’s references.”

“Then it doesn’t make sense.”
I considered. “We did talk for a while last week,” I

said. “I suppose it’s possible something I said seemed
to have a special impact on his thinking. I can’t imag-
ine what it might have been, but we had one of those
rambling conversations, and he might have picked up
on something without my noticing it.”
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“I suppose that would have to be the explana-
tion.”

“I can’t conceive of anything else.”
“And then, whatever it was, it stayed on his

mind. So he brought up your name because he
couldn’t bring himself to mention what it was that
you said, or what it meant to him. And then when
his secretary said you were there it must have sort
of triggered things in his mind. Triggered. That’s an
interesting choice of word, isn’t it?”

It had triggered things, the girl’s announcing my
presence. There was no question about it.

“I can’t make anything out of the silver dollar.
Unless it’s the song. ‘You can spin a silver dollar on
a barroom floor and it’ll roll because it’s round.’
What’s the next line? Something about a woman
never knows what a good man she has until she
loses him, something like that. Maybe he meant he
was losing everything now, I don’t know. I guess his
mind, I guess it wasn’t terribly clear at the end.”

“He must have been under a strain.”
“I guess so.” She looked away for a moment.

“Did he ever say anything to you about me?”
“No.”
“Are you sure?”
I pretended to concentrate, then said I was sure.
“I just hope he realized that everything’s all right

with me now. That’s all. If he had to die, if he
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thought he had to die, I at least hope he knew I’m
okay.”

“I’m sure he did.”
She’d been going through a lot since they called

her and told her. Longer than that: since that dinner
at the Chinese place. And she was going through
plenty now. But she wasn’t going to cry. She wasn’t
a crier. She was a strong one. If he’d had half her
strength, he wouldn’t have had to kill himself. He
would have told Spinner to go screw himself in the
first place, and he wouldn’t have paid blackmail
money, wouldn’t have killed once, wouldn’t have
had to try to kill a second time. She was stronger
than he had been. I don’t know how much pride
you can take in that kind of strength. You either
have it or you don’t.

I said, “So that was the last time you saw him. At
the Chinese restaurant.”

“Well, he walked me back to my apartment.
Then he drove home.”

“What time was that? That he left your place.”
“I don’t know. Probably around ten or ten thirty,

maybe a little later. Why do you ask?”
I shrugged. “No reason. Call it habit. I was a cop

for a lot of years. When a cop runs out of things to
say, he finds himself asking questions. It hardly
matters what the questions are.”

“That’s interesting. A kind of a learned reflex.”
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“I suppose that’s the term for it.”
She drew a breath. “Well,” she said. “I want to

thank you for meeting with me. I wasted your
time—”

“I have plenty of time. I don’t mind wasting
some of it now and then.”

“I just wanted to learn whatever I could about . . .
about him. I thought there might be something, that
he would have had some last message for me. A
note, or a letter he might have mailed. I guess it’s part
of not really believing he’s dead, that I can’t believe
I’ll never hear from him one way or the other. I
thought—well, thank you, anyway.”

I didn’t want her to thank me. She had no reason
on earth to thank me.

An hour or so later, I reached Beverly Ethridge. I
told her I had to see her.

“I thought I had until Tuesday. Remember?”
“I want to see you tonight.”
“Tonight’s impossible. And I don’t have the

money yet, and you agreed to give me a week.”
“It’s something else.”
“What?”
“Not over the phone.”
“Jesus,” she said. “Tonight is absolutely impossi-

ble, Matt. I have an engagement.”
“I thought Kermit was out playing golf.”
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“That doesn’t mean I sit home alone.”
“I can believe that.”
“You really are a bastard, aren’t you? I was in-

vited to a party. A perfectly respectable party, the
kind where you keep your clothes on. I could meet
you tomorrow if it’s absolutely necessary.”

“It is.”
“Where and when?”
“How about Polly’s? Say around eight o’clock.”
“Polly’s Cage. It’s a little tacky, isn’t it?”
“A little,” I agreed.
“And so am I, huh?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“No, you’re always the perfect gentleman. Eight

o’clock at Polly’s. I’ll be there.”
I could have told her to relax, that the ball game

was over, instead of letting her spend another day
under pressure. But I figured she could handle the
pressure. And I wanted to see her face when I let
her off the hook. I don’t know why. Maybe it was
the particular kind of spark we struck off each
other, but I wanted to be there when she found out
that she was home free.

Huysendahl and I didn’t strike those sparks. I
tried him at his office and couldn’t reach him, and
on a hunch I tried him at home. He wasn’t there,
but I managed to talk to his wife. I left a message
that I would be at his office at two the next after-
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noon and that I would call again in the morning to
confirm the appointment.

“And one other thing,” I said. “Please tell him
that he has absolutely nothing to worry about. Tell
him everything’s all right now and everything will
work out fine.”

“And he’ll know what that means?”
“He’ll know,” I said.

I napped for a while, had a late bite at the French
place down the block, then went back to my room
and read for a while. I came very close to making an
early night of it, but around eleven my room started
to feel a little bit more like a monastic cell than it
generally does. I’d been reading The Lives of the
Saints, which may have had something to do with it.

Outside it was trying to make up its mind to rain.
The jury was still out. I went around the corner to
Armstrong’s. Trina gave me a smile and brought me
a drink.

I was only there for an hour or so. I did quite a bit
of thinking about Stacy Prager, and even more about
her father. I liked myself a little less now that I’d met
the girl. On the other hand, I had to agree with what
Trina had suggested the night before. He had indeed
had the right to pick that way out of his trouble, and
now at least his daughter was spared the knowledge
that her father had killed a man. The fact of his
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death was horrible, but I could not easily construct a
scenario which would have worked out better.

When I asked for the check Trina brought it over
and perched on the edge of my table while I counted
out bills. “You’re looking a little cheerier,” she said.

“Am I?”
“Little bit.”
“Well, I had the best night’s sleep I’ve had in a

while.”
“Is that so? So did I, strangely enough.”
“Good.”
“Quite a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”
“Hell of a coincidence.”
“Which proves there are better sleeping aids than

Seconal.”
“You’ve got to use them sparingly, though.”
“Or you get hooked on them?”
“Something like that.”
A guy two tables away was trying to get her at-

tention. She gave him a look, then turned back to
me. She said, “I don’t think it’ll ever get to be a
habit. You’re too old and I’m too young and you’re
too withdrawn and I’m too unstable and we’re
both generally weird.”

“No argument.”
“But once in a while can’t hurt, can it?”
“No.”
“It’s even kinda nice.”
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I took her hand and gave it a squeeze. She
grinned quickly, scooped up my money, and went
off to find out what the pest two tables down
wanted. I sat there watching her for a moment,
then got up and went out the door.

It was raining now, a cold rain with a nasty wind
behind it. The wind was blowing uptown and I was
walking downtown, which didn’t make me particu-
larly happy. I hesitated, wondering if I ought to go
back inside for one more drink and give it a chance
for the worst of it to blow over. I decided it wasn’t
worth it.

So I started walking toward Fifty-seventh Street,
and I saw the old beggarwoman in the doorway of
Sartor Resartus. I didn’t know whether to applaud
her industry or worry about her; she wasn’t usually
out on nights like this. But it had been clear until re-
cently, so I decided she must have taken her post
and then found herself caught in the rain.

I kept walking, reaching into my pocket for
change. I hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed, but
she couldn’t expect ten dollars from me every night.
Only when she saved my life.

I had the coins ready, and she came out of the
doorway as I reached it. But it wasn’t the old woman.

It was the Marlboro man, and he had a knife in
his hand.
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He came at me in a rush, the knife held underhand
and arcing upward, and if it hadn’t been raining he
would have had me cold. But I got a break. He lost
his footing on the wet pavement and had to check
the knife thrust in order to regain his balance, and
that gave me time to react enough to duck back
from him and set myself for his next try.

I didn’t have to wait long. I was up on the balls of
my feet, arms loose at my sides, a tingling sensation
in my hands and a pulse working in my temple. He
rocked from side to side, his broad shoulders hint-
ing and feinting, and then he came at me. I’d been
watching his feet and I was ready. I dodged to the
left, pivoted, threw a foot at his kneecap. And
missed, but bounced back and squared off again
before he could set himself for another lunge.

He began circling to his left, circling like a prize-
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fighter stalking an opponent, and when he’d com-
pleted a half circle and had his back to the street, I
figured out why. He wanted to corner me so that I
couldn’t make a run for it.

He needn’t have bothered. He was young and
trim and athletic and outdoorsy. I was too old and
carried too much weight, and for too many years
the only exercise I had got was bending my elbow.
If I tried to run, all I’d manage to do would be to
give him my back for a target.

He leaned forward and began transferring the
knife from hand to hand. That looks good in the
movies, but a really good man with a knife doesn’t
waste his time that way. Very few people are really
ambidextrous. He had started off with the knife in
his right hand, and I knew it would be in his right
hand when he made his next pass, so all he did with
his hand-to-hand routine was give me breathing
space and let me tune in on his timing.

He also gave me a little hope. If he’d waste en-
ergy with games like that, he wasn’t all that great
with a knife, and if he was amateur enough I had a
chance.

I said, “I don’t have much money on me, but
you’re welcome to it.”

“Don’t want your money, Scudder. Just you.”
Not a voice I’d heard before, and certainly not a

New York voice. I wondered where Prager had
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found him. After having met Stacy, I was fairly sure
he wasn’t her type.

“You’re making a mistake,” I said.
“It’s your mistake, man. And you already made

it.”
“Henry Prager killed himself yesterday.”
“Yeah? I’ll have to send him some flowers.” Back

and forth with the knife, knees tensing, relaxing.
“I’m gonna cut you up pretty, man.”

“I don’t think so.”
He laughed. I could see his eyes now by the light

of the street lamps, and I knew what Billie meant.
He had killer eyes, psychopath eyes.

I said, “I could take you if we both had knives.”
“Sure you could, man.”
“I could take you with an umbrella.” And what I

really wished I had was an umbrella or a walking
stick. Anything that gives you a little reach is a bet-
ter defense against a knife than another knife. Bet-
ter than anything short of a gun.

I wouldn’t have minded a gun just then, either.
When I left the police department, one immediate
benefit was that I no longer had to carry a gun
every waking moment. It was very important to me
at the time not to carry a gun. Even so, for months
I’d felt naked without one. I had carried one for fif-
teen years, and you sort of get used to the weight.

If I’d had a gun now, I’d have had to use it. I
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could tell that about him. The sight of a gun
wouldn’t make him drop the knife. He was deter-
mined to kill me, and nothing would keep him from
trying. Where had Prager found him? He wasn’t
professional talent, certainly. Lots of people hire
amateur killers, of course, and unless Prager had
some mob connections I didn’t know about, he
wouldn’t be likely to have access to any of the pro
hit men.

Unless—
That almost started me on a whole new train of

thought, and the one thing I couldn’t afford to do
was let my mind wander. I came back to reality in a
hurry when I saw his feet change their shuffling pat-
tern, and I was ready when he closed in on me. I
had my moves figured and I had him timed, and I
started my kick just as he was getting into his
thrust, and I was lucky enough to get his wrist. He
lost his balance but managed not to take a spill, and
while I managed to jar the knife loose from his
hand, it didn’t sail far enough to do me much good.
He caught his balance and reached for the knife,
and got it before my foot did. He scrambled back-
ward almost to the edge of the curb, and before I
could jump him he had the knife at his side and I
had to back off.

“Now you’re dead, man.”
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“You talk a good game. I almost had you that
time.”

“I think I’ll cut you in the belly, man. Let you go
out nice and slow.”

The more I kept talking, the more time he’d take
between rushes. And the more time he took, the
better chance there was that someone would join
the party before the guest of honor wound up on
the end of the knife. Cabs cruised by periodically,
but not many of them, and the weather had cut the
pedestrian traffic down to nothing. A patrol car
would have been welcome, but you know what
they say about cops, they’re never around when
you want ’em.

He said, “Come on, Scudder. Try and take me.”
“I’ve got all night.”
He rubbed his thumb across the blade of the

knife. “It’s sharp,” he said.
“I’ll take your word for it.”
“Oh, I’ll prove it to you, man.”
He backed off a little, moving in the same shuf-

fling gait, and I knew what was coming. He was go-
ing to commit himself to one headlong rush, and
that meant it wouldn’t be a fencing match any
more, because if he didn’t stab me on the first lunge
he’d wind up tumbling me to the ground and we’d
wrestle around there until only one of us got up. I
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watched his feet and avoided getting taken in by the
shoulder fakes, and when he came I was ready.

I dropped to one knee and went way down after
he’d already committed himself, and his knife hand
went over my shoulder and I came up under him,
my arms around his legs, and in one motion I spun
and heaved. I got my legs into it and threw him as
high and as far as I could, knowing he’d drop the
knife when he landed, knowing I’d be on him in
time to kick it away and put a toe into the side of
his head.

But he never did drop the knife. He went high
into the air and his legs kicked at nothing and he
turned lazily in midair like an Olympic diver, but
when he came down there was no water in the
swimming pool. He had one hand extended to
break the fall, but he didn’t land right. The impact
of his head on the concrete was like that of a melon
dropped from a third-floor window. I was fairly
sure he’d have a skull fracture, and that can be
enough to kill you.

I went over and looked at him and knew it didn’t
matter if his skull was fractured or not, because he
had landed on the back of his head while falling
forward, and he was now in a position you can’t
achieve unless your neck is broken. I looked for a
pulse, not expecting to find one, and I couldn’t get a
beat. I rolled him over and put my ear to his chest
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and didn’t hear anything. He still had the knife in
his hand, but it wouldn’t do him any good now.

“Holy shit.”
I looked up. It was one of the neighborhood

Greeks who did his drinking at Spiro and Antares.
We would nod at each other now and then. I didn’t
know his name.

“I saw what happened,” he said. “Bastard was
tryin’ to kill you.”

“That’s just what you can help me explain to the
police.”

“Shit, no. I didn’t see nothin’, you know what I
mean?”

I said, “I don’t care what you mean. How hard
do you think it’ll be for me to find you if I want to?
Go back into Spiro’s and pick up the phone and
dial nine one one. You don’t even need a dime to do
it. Tell ’em you want to report a homicide in the
Eighteenth Precinct and give ’em the address.”

“I don’t know about that.”
“You don’t have to know anything. All you have

to do is what I just told you.”
“Shit, there’s a knife in his hand, anybody can see

it was self-defense. He’s dead, huh? You said homi-
cide, and the way his neck’s bent. Can’t walk the
fuckin’ streets any more, the whole fuckin’ city’s a
fuckin’ jungle.”

“Make the call.”
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“Look—”
“You dumb son of bitch, I’ll give you more ag-

gravation than you’d ever believe. You want cops
driving you crazy for the rest of your life? Go make
the call.”

He went.
I kneeled down next to the body and gave it a

fast but thorough frisk. What I wanted was a name,
but there was nothing on him to identify him. No
wallet, just a money clip in the shape of a dollar
sign. Sterling silver, it looked like. He had a little
over three hundred dollars. I put the ones and fives
back into the clip and returned it to his pocket. I
stuffed the rest into my own pocket. I had more of
a use for it than he did.

Then I stood there waiting for the cops to show
and wondering if my little friend had called them.
While I was waiting, a couple of cabs stopped from
time to time to ask what had happened and if they
could help. Nobody’d taken the trouble while the
Marlboro man was waving the knife at me, but
now that he was dead everybody wanted to live
dangerously. I shooed them all away and waited
some more, and finally a black-and-white turned at
Fifty-seventh Street and ignored the fact that Ninth
Avenue runs one way downtown. They cut the
siren and trotted over to where I was standing over
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the body. Two men in plainclothes; I didn’t recog-
nize either of them.

I explained briefly who I was and what had hap-
pened. The fact that I was an ex-cop myself didn’t
hurt a bit. Another car pulled up while I was talk-
ing, with a lab crew, and then an ambulance.

To the lab crew I said, “I hope you’re going to
print him. Not after you get him to the morgue.
Take a set of prints now.”

They didn’t ask who I was to be giving orders. I
guess they assumed I was a cop and that I probably
ranked them pretty well. The plainclothes guy I’d
been talking to raised his eyebrows at me.

“Prints?”
I nodded. “I want to know who he is, and he

wasn’t carrying any I.D.”
“You bothered to look?”
“I bothered to look.”
“Not supposed to, you know.”
“Yes, I know. But I wanted to know who would

take the trouble to kill me.”
“Just a mugger, no?”
I shook my head. “He was following me around

the other day. And he was waiting for me tonight,
and he called me by name. Your average mugger
doesn’t research his victims all that carefully.”

“Well, they’re printing him, so we’ll see what we
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come up with. Why would anybody want to kill
you?”

I let the question go by. I said, “I don’t know if
he’s local or not. I’m sure somebody’ll have a sheet
on him, but he may never have taken a fall in New
York.”

“Well, we’ll take a look and see what we got. I
don’t think he’s a virgin, do you?”

“Not likely.”
“Washington’ll have him if we don’t. Want to

come over to the station? Probably a few of the
boys you know from the old days.”

“Sure,” I said. “Gagliardi still making the cof-
fee?”

His face clouded. “He died,” he said. “Just about
two years ago. Heart attack, he was just sitting at
his desk and he bought it.”

“I never heard. That’s a shame.”
“Yeah, he was all right. Made good coffee, too.”
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My preliminary statement was sketchy. The man
who took it, a detective named Birnbaum, noticed
as much. I’d simply said that I had been assaulted
by a person unknown to me at a specific place and
time, that my assailant had been armed with a
knife, that I had been unarmed, and that I had
taken defensive measures which had involved
throwing my assailant in such a way that, though I
had not so intended, the ensuing fall had resulted in
his death.

“This punk knew you by name,” Birnbaum said.
“That’s what you said before.”

“Right.”
“That’s not in here.” He had a receding hairline,

and he paused to rub where the hair had previously
been. “You also told Lacey he’d been following you
around past couple of days.”
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“I noticed him once I’m sure of, and I think I saw
him a few other times.”

“Uh-huh. And you want to hang around while
we trace the prints and try to figure out who he
was.”

“Right.”
“You didn’t wait to see if we turned up any I.D.

on him. Which means you probably looked and
saw he wasn’t carrying anything.”

“Maybe it was just a hunch,” I suggested. “Man
goes out to murder somebody, he doesn’t carry
identification around. Just an assumption on my
part.”

He raised his eyebrows for a minute, then
shrugged. “We can let it go at that, Matt. Lot of
times I check out an apartment when nobody’s
home, and wouldn’t you know it that they got care-
less and left the door open, because of course I
wouldn’t think of letting myself in with a loid.”

“Because that would be breaking-and-entering.”
“And we wouldn’t want that, would we?” He

grinned, then picked up my statement again.
“There’s things you know about this bird that you
don’t want to tell. Right?”

“No. There’s things I don’t know.”
“I don’t get it.”
I took one of his cigarettes from the pack on the

desk. If I wasn’t careful I’d get the habit again. I
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spent some time lighting up, getting the words in
the right order.

I said, “You’re going to be able to clear a case off
the books, I think. A homicide.”

“Give me a name.”
“Not yet.”
“Look, Matt—”
I drew on the cigarette. I said, “Let me do it my

way for a little while. I’ll fill in part of it for you, but
nothing goes on paper for the time being. You’ve
got enough already to wrap what happened tonight
as justifiable homicide, don’t you? You got a wit-
ness and you’ve got a corpse with a knife in his
hand.”

“So?”
“The corpse was hired to tag me. When I know

who he is I’m probably going to know who hired
him. I think he was also hired to kill somebody else
a while ago, and when I know his name and back-
ground I’ll be able to come up with evidence that
should lock right into the person who’s paying the
check.”

“And you can’t open up on any of this in the
meantime?”

“No.”
“Any particular reason?”
“I don’t want to get the wrong person in trou-

ble.”
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“You play a very lone hand, don’t you?”
I shrugged.
“They’re checking downtown right now. If he

doesn’t show there, we’ll wire the prints down to
the Bureau in D.C. It could add up to a long night.”

“I’ll hang around, if it’s all right.”
“I’d just as soon you did, matter of fact. There’s a

couch in the loot’s office if you want to close your
eyes for a while.”

I said I’d wait until the word came back from
downtown. He found something to do, and I went
into an empty office and picked up a newspaper. I
guess I fell asleep, because the next thing I knew,
Birnbaum was shaking my shoulder. I opened my
eyes.

“Nothing downtown, Matt. Our boy’s never
taken a bust in New York.”

“That’s what I thought.”
“I thought you didn’t know anything about

him.”
“I don’t. I’m running hunches, I told you that.”
“You could save us trouble if you told us where

to look.”
I shook my head. “I can’t think of anything faster

than wiring Washington.”
“His prints are already on the wire. Might be a

couple of hours anyway, and it’s getting light out-
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side already. Why don’t you go home, and I’ll give
you a call soon as anything comes in.”

“You got a full set. Doesn’t the Bureau do this
sort of things by computer these days?”

“Sure. But somebody has to tell the computer
what to do, and they tend to take their time down
there. Go home and get some sleep.”

“I’ll wait.”
“Suit yourself.” He started for the door, then

turned to remind me about the couch in the lieu-
tenant’s office. But the time I’d dozed in the chair
had taken the edge off the urge to sleep. I was ex-
hausted, certainly, but sleep was no longer possible.
Too many mental wheels were starting to turn, and
I couldn’t shut them off.

He had to be Prager’s boy. It just had to add up
that way. Either he had somehow missed the news
that Prager was dead and out of the picture, or he
was tied in close to Prager and wanted me dead out
of spite. Or he had been hired through an interme-
diary, somehow, and didn’t know that Prager was a
part of it. Something, anything, because other-
wise—

I didn’t want to think about the otherwise.
I had been telling Birnbaum the truth. I had a

hunch, and the more I thought about it the more I
believed in it, and at the same time I kept wanting
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to be wrong. So I sat around the station house and
read newspapers and drank endless cups of weak
coffee and tried not to think about all of the things
I couldn’t possibly avoid thinking about. Some-
where along the line Birnbaum went home, after
he’d briefed another detective named Guzik, and
around nine thirty Guzik came over to me and said
they had a make from Washington.

He read it off the teletype sheet. “Lundgren,
John Michael. Date of birth fourteen March ’forty-
three. Place of birth San Bernardino, California.
Whole trail of arrests here, Matt. Living off im-
moral earnings, assault, assault with a deadly
weapon, grand theft auto, grand larceny. He did lo-
cal bits all up and down the West Coast, pulled
some hard time in Quentin.”

“He pulled a one-to-five in Folsom,” I said. “I
don’t know whether they called it extortion or lar-
ceny. That would have been fairly recent.”

He looked up at me. “I thought you didn’t know
him.”

“I don’t. He was working a badger game. Ar-
rested in San Diego, and his partner turned state’s
evidence and got off. Sentence suspended.”

“That’s more detail than I’ve got here.”
I asked him if he had a cigarette. He said he

didn’t smoke. He turned to ask if anybody had a
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cigarette, but I told him to forget it. “Get somebody
with a steno pad,” I said. “There’s a lot to tell.”

I gave them everything I could think of. How Bev-
erly Ethridge had worked her way in and out of the
world of crime. How she had married well and
turned herself back into the society type she had
been in the first place. How Spinner Jablon had
pieced it all together on the strength of a newspaper
photo and turned it into a neat little blackmail op-
eration.

“I guess she stalled him for a while,” I said. “But
it kept being expensive, and he kept pushing for
bigger money. Then her old boyfriend Lundgren
came east and showed her a way out. Why pay
blackmail when it’s so much easier to kill the black-
mailer? Lundgren was a pro as a criminal but an
amateur as a killer. He tried a couple of different
methods on Spinner. Tried to get him with a car,
then wound up hitting him over the head and put-
ting him in the East River. Then he tried for me
with the car.”

“And then with the knife.”
“That’s right.”
“How did you get into it?”
I explained, leaving out the names of Spinner’s

other blackmail victims. They didn’t like that
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much, but there wasn’t anything much they could
do about it. I told them how I had staked myself
out as a target and how Lundgren had taken the
bait.

Guzik kept interrupting to tell me I should have
given everything to the cops right off, and I kept
telling him it was something I had not been willing
to do.

“We’d’ve handled it right, Matt. Jesus, you talk
about Lundgren’s an amateur, shit, you ran around
like an amateur yourself and almost got your ass in
the wringer. You wound up going up against a knife
with nothing but your hands, and it’s dumb luck
you’re alive this minute. The hell, you ought to
know better, you were a cop fifteen years, and you
act like you don’t know what the department’s all
about.”

“How about the people who didn’t kill Spinner?
What happens to them if I hand you the whole
thing right off the bat?”

“That’s their lookout, isn’t it? They come into it
with dirty hands. They got something to hide, that
shouldn’t be getting in the way of a murder investi-
gation.”

“But there was no investigation. Nobody gave a
shit about Spinner.”

“Because you were withholding evidence.”
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I shook my head. “That’s horseshit,” I said. “I
didn’t have evidence that anybody killed Spinner. I
had evidence that he was blackmailing several peo-
ple. That was evidence against Spinner, but he was
dead, and I didn’t think you were particularly anx-
ious to take him out of the morgue and throw him
in a cell. The minute I had murder evidence I put it
in your hand. Look, we could argue all day. Why
don’t you put out a pickup order on Beverly
Ethridge?”

“And charge her with what?”
“Two counts of conspiracy to murder.”
“You’ve got the blackmail evidence?”
“In a safe place. A safe-deposit box. I can bring it

here in an hour.”
“I think I’ll come along with you and get it.”
I looked at him.
“Maybe I want to see just what’s in the envelope,

Scudder.”
It had been Matt up until then. I wondered what

kind of a number he wanted to run. Maybe he was
just fishing, but he had visions of something or
other. Maybe he wanted to take my place in the
blackmail dodge, only he’d want real money, not
the name of a murderer. Maybe he figured the other
pigeons had committed real crimes and he could
buy himself a commendation by knocking them
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off. I didn’t know him well enough to guess which
motivation would be consistent with the man, but
it didn’t really make very much difference.

“I don’t get it,” I said. “I give you a homicide col-
lar on a silver platter and you want to melt down
the platter.”

“I’m sending a couple boys over to pick up
Ethridge. In the meantime, you and me are going to
open up a safe-deposit box.”

“I could forget where I left the key.”
“And I could make your life difficult.”
“It’s not that much of a cinch as it is. It’s just a

few blocks from here.”
“Still raining,” he said. “We’ll take a car.”

We drove over to the Manufacturers Hanover
branch at Fifty-seventh and Eighth. He left the
black-and-white in a bus stop. All that to save a
three-block walk, and it wasn’t raining all that hard
any more. We went inside and went down the stairs
to the vault, and I gave my key to the guard and
signed the signature card.

“Had the damnedest thing you ever heard of a
few months back,” Guzik said. He was friendly
now that I was going along with him. “This girl
rented a box over at Chemical Bank, and she paid
her eight bucks for a year, and she was visiting the
box three or four times a day. Always with a guy,
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always a different guy. So the bank got suspicious
and asked us to check it out, and wouldn’t you
know, the chick is a pross. Instead of taking a hotel
room for ten bucks, she’s picking up her tricks on
the street and taking them to the fucking bank, for
Christ’s sake. Then she gets her box out and they
show her to the little room, and she locks the door
and gives the guy a quick blow job in complete pri-
vacy, and then she sticks the money in the box and
locks it up again. And all it runs her is eight bucks
for the year instead of ten bucks a trick, and it’s
safer than a hotel because if she gets a crazy he’s not
going to try beating her up in the middle of a fuck-
ing bank, is he? She can’t get beaten up and she
can’t get robbed, and it’s perfect.”

By this time the guard had used his key and mine
to get the box from the vault. He handed it to me
and led us to a cubicle. We entered together, and
Guzik closed and locked the door. The room struck
me as rather cramped for sex, but I understand peo-
ple do it in airplane lavatories, and this was spa-
cious in comparison.

I asked Guzik what had happened to the girl.
“Oh, we told the bank not to press charges, or all

it would do was give every streetwalker in the busi-
ness the same idea. We told them to refund her box-
rental fee and tell her they didn’t want her business,
so I guess that’s what they did. She probably
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walked across the street and started doing business
with another bank.”

“But you never got any more complaints.”
“No. Maybe she’s got a friend at Chase Manhat-

tan.” He laughed hard at his own line, then
chopped it off abruptly. “Let’s see what’s in the
box, Scudder.”

I handed it to him. “Open it yourself,” I said.
He did, and I watched his face while he looked

through everything. He had some interesting com-
ments on the pictures he saw, and he gave the writ-
ten material a fairly careful reading. Then he
looked up suddenly.

“This is all the stuff on the Ethridge dame.”
“Seems that way,” I said.
“What about the others?’”
“I guess these safe-deposit vaults aren’t as fool-

proof as they’re supposed to be. Somebody must
have come in and taken everything else.”

“You son of a bitch.”
“You’ve got everything you need, Guzik. No

more and no less.”
“You took a different box for each one. How

many others are there?”
“What difference does it make?”
“You son of a bitch. So we’ll walk back and ask

the guard how many other boxes you have here,
and we’ll take a look at all of them.”
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“If you want. I can save you a little time.”
“Oh?”
“Not just three different boxes, Guzik. Three dif-

ferent banks. And don’t even think about shaking
me for the other keys, or running a check on the
banks, or anything else you might have in mind. In
fact, it might be a good idea if you stopped calling
me a son of a bitch, because I might get unhappy,
and I might decide not to cooperate in your investi-
gation. I don’t have to cooperate, you know. And if
I don’t, your case goes down the drain. You can
possibly tie Ethridge to Lundgren without me, but
you’ll have a hell of a time finding anything a D.A.
is going to want to take to court.”

We looked at each other for a while. A couple of
times he started to say something, and a couple of
times he figured out that it wasn’t a particularly
good idea. Finally something changed in his face,
and I knew he’d decided to let it go. He had
enough, and he had all he was going to get, and his
face said he knew it.

“The hell,” he said, “it’s the cop in me, I want to
get to the bottom of things. No offense, I hope.”

“None at all,” I said. I don’t suppose I sounded
very convincing.

“They probably hauled Ethridge out of bed by
now. I’ll get back and see what she’s got to say. It
should make good listening. Or maybe they didn’t
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haul her out of bed. These pictures, you’d have
more fun hauling her into bed than out. Ever get
any of that, Scudder?”

“No.”
“I wouldn’t mind a taste myself. Want to come

back to the station house with me?”
I didn’t want to go anywhere with him. I didn’t

want to see Beverly Ethridge.
“I’ll pass,” I said. “I’ve got an appointment.”
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I spent half an hour under the shower with the
spray as hot as I could stand it. It had been a long
night, and the only sleep I’d had had been when I
dozed off briefly in Birnbaum’s chair. I had come
close to being killed, and I had killed the man
who’d been trying for me. The Marlboro man,
John Michael Lundgren. He’d have been thirty-one
next month. I would have guessed him at younger
than that, twenty-six or so. Of course, I’d never
seen him in particularly good light.

It didn’t bother me that he was dead. He had
been trying to kill me and had seemed pleased at
the prospect. He had killed Spinner, and it wasn’t
unlikely that he’d killed other people before. He
might not have been a pro at killing, but it seemed
to be something he enjoyed. He certainly liked
working with the knife, and the boys who like to
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use knives usually get a sexual thrill out of their
weaponry. Edged weapons are even more phallic
that guns.

I wondered if he’d used a knife on Spinner. It
wasn’t inconceivable. The Medical Examiner’s of-
fice doesn’t catch everything. There was a case a
while ago, a then-unidentified floater they fished
out of the Hudson, and she was processed and
buried without anyone’s noticing that there was a
bullet in her skull. They found out only because
some yoyo severed her head before burial. He
wanted the skull for a desk ornament, and ulti-
mately they found the bullet and identified the skull
from dental records and found out the woman had
been missing from her home in Jersey for a couple
of months.

I let my mind wander with all these thoughts be-
cause there were other thoughts I wanted to avoid,
but after half an hour I turned off the shower and
toweled myself off and picked up the phone and
told them to hold my calls, and to put me down for
a wake-up call at one sharp.

Not that I expected to need the call, because I
knew I wasn’t going to be able to sleep. All I could
do was stretch out on the bed and close my eyes
and think about Henry Prager and how I had mur-
dered him.

* * *

224 LAWRENCE BLOCK

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:44 AM  Page 224



Henry Prager.
John Lundgren was dead and I had killed him,

had broken his neck, and it did not bother me at all,
because he had done everything possible to earn
that death. And Beverly Ethridge was being grilled
by the police, and it was very possible that they
would wind up with enough on her to put her away
for a couple of years. It was also possible that she
would beat it, because there probably wasn’t all
that much of a case, but either way it didn’t matter
much, because Spinner would have his vengeance.
She could forget about her marriage and her social
position and cocktails at the Pierre. She could for-
get about most of her life, and that didn’t bother
me either, because it was nothing she didn’t de-
serve.

But Henry Prager had never killed anybody,
and I had pressured him enough to make him
blow his brains out, and there was really no way I
could justify that. It had bothered me enough
when I’d believed him guilty of murder. Now I
knew he was innocent, and it bothered me infi-
nitely more.

Oh, there were ways to rationalize it. Evidently
his business had turned sour. Evidently he had
made a lot of bad financial judgments recently. Evi-
dently he had been up against several different
kinds of walls, and evidently he had been a mar-
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ginal manic-depressive with suicidal tendencies,
and that was all well and good, but I had put extra
pressure on a man who was in no position to han-
dle it and that had been the last straw, and there
was no rationalizing my way out of that one, be-
cause it was more than coincidence that he had
picked my visit to his office to put the gun in his
mouth and pull the trigger.

I lay there with my eyes closed and I wanted a
drink. I wanted a drink very badly.

But not yet. Not until I kept my appointment and
told an up-and-coming young pederast that he
didn’t have to pay me a hundred thousand dollars,
and that if he could just fool enough of the people
enough of the time he could go right ahead and be
governor.

By the time I was done talking to him, I had the
feeling he might not make bad governor at that. He
must have realized the minute I sat down across the
desk from him that it would be to his advantage to
listen to what I had to say without interrupting.
What I had to say must have come as a complete
surprise to him, but he just sat there looking ab-
sorbed, listening intently, nodding from time to
time as a way of punctuating my sentences for me. I
told him that he was off the hook, that he had never
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really been on it, that it had all been a device de-
signed to trap a killer without washing other peo-
ple’s dirty laundry in public. I took my time telling
him, because I wanted to get it all said on the first
try.

When I was done, he leaned back in his chair and
looked at the ceiling. Then he turned his eyes to
meet mine and said his first word.

“Extraordinary.”
“I had to pressure you the same as I had to pres-

sure everyone else,” I said. “I didn’t like it, but it
was what I had to do.”

“Oh, I wasn’t even feeling all that much pres-
sure, Mr. Scudder. I recognized that you were a
reasonable sort of man and that it was only a ques-
tion of raising the money, a task which did not
seem by any means impossible.” He folded his
hands on the desk top. “It’s hard for me to digest
all of this at once. You were quite the perfect
blackmailer, you know. And now it seems you
were never a blackmailer at all. I’ve never been
more pleased at being gulled. And the, uh, photo-
graphs—”

“They’ve all been destroyed.”
“I’m to take your word for that, I take it. But

isn’t that a silly objection? I’m still thinking of you
as a blackmailer, and that’s absurd. If you were a
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blackmailer, I’d still have to take your word that
you hadn’t retained copies of the pictures, it would
always come to that in the end, but since you
haven’t extorted money from me to begin with, I
can hardly worry that you will do so in the future,
can I?”

“I thought of bringing you the pictures. I also fig-
ured I might get hit by a bus on the way over here,
or leave the envelope in a cab.” Spinner, I thought,
had worried about getting hit by a bus. “It seemed
simpler to burn them.”

“I assure you, I had no desire to see them. Just
the knowledge that they cease to exist, that’s all I
need to feel very much better about things.” His
eyes probed mine. “You took an awful chance,
didn’t you? You could have been killed.”

“I almost was. Twice.”
“I can’t understand why you put yourself on the

spot like that.”
“I’m not sure I understand it myself. Let’s say I

was doing a favor for a friend.”
“A friend?”
“Spinner Jablon.”
“An odd sort of person for you to select as a

friend, don’t you think?”
I shrugged.
“Well, I don’t suppose your motives matter very

much. You certainly succeeded admirably.”
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I wasn’t so sure of that.
“When you first suggested that you might be able

to get those photographs of me, you couched a
blackmail demand in terms of a reward. Rather a
nice touch, actually.” He smiled. “I do think you
deserve a reward, however. Perhaps not a hundred
thousand dollars, but something substantial, I
should say. I don’t have much cash on me at the
moment—”

“A check will be fine.”
“Oh?” He looked at me for a moment, then

opened a drawer and took out a checkbook, the
large sort with three checks to the page. He un-
capped a pen, filled in the date, and looked up at
me.

“Can you suggest an amount?”
“Ten thousand dollars,” I said.
“It didn’t take you long to think of a figure.”
“It’s a tenth of what you were prepared to pay a

blackmailer. It seems a reasonable figure.”
“Not unreasonable, and a bargain from my

point of view. Shall I make it out to cash or to you
personally?”

“Neither.”
“Pardon me?”
It wasn’t my province to pardon him. I said, “I

don’t want any money for myself. Spinner hired me
and paid me well enough for my time.”
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“Then—”
“Make it payable to Boys Town. Father Flana-

gan’s Boys Town. I think it’s in Nebraska, isn’t it?”
He put the pen down and stared at me. His face

reddened slightly, and then either he saw the humor
in it or the politician in him took over, because he
put his head back and laughed. It was a pretty good
laugh. I don’t know if he meant it or not, but it cer-
tainly sounded authentic.

He made out the check and handed it to me. He
told me I had a marvelous sense of poetic justice. I
folded the check and put it in my pocket.

He said, “Boys Town indeed. You know, Scudder,
that’s all very much in the past. The subject of those
photographs. It was a weakness, a very disabling
and unfortunate weakness, but it’s all in the past.”

“If you say so.”
“As a matter of fact, even the desire is completely

over and done with, the particular demon exor-
cised. Even if it were not, I would have no difficulty
in resisting the impulse. I have a career that’s far
too important for me to place in it jeopardy. And
these past few months I have truly learned the
meaning of jeopardy.”

I didn’t say anything. He got up and walked
around a little and told me all the plans he had for
the great State of New York. I didn’t pay too much
attention. I just listened to the tone, and I decided I
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believed he was sincere enough. He really wanted to
be governor, that was always obvious, but he seemed
to want to be governor for reasonably good reasons.

“Well,” he said at length, “I seemed to have
found an opportunity to make a speech, haven’t I?
Will I be able to count on your vote. Scudder?”

“No.”
“Oh? I thought that was rather a good speech.”
“I won’t vote against you, either. I don’t vote.”
“Your duty as a citizen, Mr. Scudder.”
“I’m a rotten citizen.”
He smiled broadly at that, for reasons that es-

caped me. “You know,” he said, “I like your style,
Scudder. For all the bad moments you gave me, I
still like your style. I even liked it before I knew the
blackmail pose was a charade.” He lowered his
voice confidentially. “I could find a very good place
for someone like you in my organization.”

“I’m not interested in organizations. I was in one
for fifteen years.”

“The Police Department.”
“That’s right.”
“Perhaps I stated it poorly. You wouldn’t be part

of an organization per se. You’d be working for me.”
“I don’t like to work for people.”
“You’re contented with your life as it is.”
“Not particularly.”
“But you don’t want to change it.”
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“No.”
“It’s your life,” he said. “I’m surprised, though.

You have a great deal of depth to you. I should think
you would want to accomplish more in the world. I
would think you would be more ambitious, if not
for your own personal advancement then in terms of
your potential for doing some good in the world.”

“I told you I was a rotten citizen.”
“Because you don’t exercise your right to vote,

yes. But I would think—Well, if you should change
your mind, Mr. Scudder, the offer will hold.”

I got to my feet. He stood and extended his hand.
I didn’t really want to shake hands with him, but I
couldn’t see how to avoid it. His grip was firm and
sure, which boded well for him. He was going to
have to shake a lot of hands if he wanted to win
elections.

I wondered if he’d really lost his passion for
young boys. It didn’t matter much to me one way
or the other. The photos I’d seen had turned my
stomach, but I don’t know that I had all that much
moral objection to them. The boy who’d posed for
them had been paid, and undoubtedly knew what
he was doing. I didn’t like shaking hands with him,
and he would never be my choice for a drinking
buddy, but I figured he wouldn’t be too much worse
in Albany than any other son of a bitch who would
want the job.
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It was around three when I left Huysendahl’s office.
I thought of calling Guzik and finding out how they
were doing with Beverly Ethridge, but I decided to
save a dime. I didn’t want to talk to him, and I
didn’t much care how they were doing anyway. I
walked around for a while and stopped at a lunch
counter on Warren Street. I didn’t have an appetite,
but it had been a while since I’d had anything to
eat, and my stomach was starting to tell me I was
mistreating it. I had a couple of sandwiches and
some coffee.

I walked around some more. I’d wanted to go to
the bank where the data on Henry Prager was
tucked away, but it was too late now, they were
closed. I decided I’d do that in the morning so that
I could destroy all that material. Prager couldn’t be
hurt any more, but there was still the daughter, and
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I would feel better when the stuff Spinner had
willed to me had ceased to exist.

After a while I got on the subway, and got off at
Columbus Circle. There was a message for me at
the hotel desk. Anita had called and wanted me to
call her back.

I went upstairs and addressed a plain white enve-
lope to Boys Town. I enclosed Huysendahl’s check,
put a stamp on the envelope, and, in a monumental
expression of faith, dropped the letter in the hotel’s
mail chute. Back in my room, I counted the money
I’d taken from the Marlboro man. It came to two
hundred and eighty dollars. Some church or other
had twenty-eight dollars coming, but at the mo-
ment I didn’t feel like going to a church. I didn’t re-
ally feel like much of anything.

It was over now. There was really nothing more
to do, and all I felt was empty. If Beverly Ethridge
ever stood trial, I would probably have to testify,
but that wouldn’t be for months, if ever, and the
prospect of testifying didn’t bother me. I’d given
testimony on enough occasions in the past. There
was nothing more to do. Huysendahl was free to
become governor or not, depending upon the
whims of political bosses and the public at large,
and Beverly Ethridge was up against the wall, and
Henry Prager was going to be buried in a day or so.
The moving finger had written and he had written
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himself off, and my role in his life was as finished as
his life itself. He was another person to light mean-
ingless candles for, that was all.

I called Anita.
“Thanks for the money order,” she said. “I ap-

preciated it.”
“I’d say there’s more where that came from,” I

said. “Except there isn’t.”
“Are you all right?”
“Sure. Why?”
“You sound different. I don’t know how exactly,

but you sound different.”
“It’s been a long week.”
There was a pause. Our conversations are usu-

ally marked by pauses. Then she said, “The boys
were wondering if you wanted to take them to a
basketball game.”

“In Boston?”
“Pardon me?”
“The Knicks are out of it. The Celtics destroyed

them a couple of nights ago. It was the highlight of
my week.”

“The Nets,” she said.
“Oh.”
“I think they’re in the finals. Against Utah or

something.”
“Oh.” I can never remember that New York has

a second basketball team. I don’t know why. I’ve
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taken my sons to the Nassau Coliseum to watch the
Nets and I still tend to forget they exist. “When are
they playing?”

“There’s a home game Saturday night.”
“What’s today?”
“Are you serious?”
“Look, I’ll get a calendar watch next time I think

of it. What’s today?”
“Thursday.”
“Tickets will probably be hard to get.”
“Oh, they’re all sold out. They thought you

might know somebody.”
I thought of Huysendahl. He could probably

swing tickets without much trouble. He would also
probably have enjoyed meeting my sons. Of course,
there were enough other people who could manage
to obtain last-minute tickets, and who wouldn’t
mind doing me a favor.

I said, “I don’t know. It’s cutting it kind of
close.” But what I was thinking was that I didn’t
want to see my sons, not in just two days’ time, and
I didn’t know why. And I was also wondering if
they really wanted me to take them to the game or
if they simply wanted to go to it and knew that I
would be able to root out a source of tickets.

I asked if there were any other home games.
“Thursday. But that’s a school night.”
“It’s also a lot more possible than Saturday.”
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“Well, I hate to see them stay out late on a school
night.”

“I could probably get tickets for the Thursday
game.”

“Well—”
“I couldn’t get tickets for Saturday, but I could

probably get something for Thursday. It’ll be later
in the series, a more important game.”

“Oh, so that’s the way you want to do it. If I say
no because it’s a school night, then I’m the heavy.”

“I think I’ll hang up.”
“No, don’t do that. All right, Thursday is fine.

You’ll call if you can get tickets?”
I said I would.

It was odd—I wanted to be drunk but didn’t much
want a drink. I sat around the room for a while,
then walked over to the park and sat on a bench. A
couple of kids ambled rather purposefully to a
bench nearby. They sat down and lit cigarettes, and
then one of them noticed me and nudged his com-
panion, who looked carefully toward me. They got
up and walked off, glancing back periodically to
make sure I was not following them. I stayed where I
was. I guessed that one of them had been about to
sell drugs to the other, and that they had looked at
me and decided not to conduct the transaction under
the eyes of someone who looked like a policeman.
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I don’t know how long I sat there. A couple of
hours, I suppose. Periodically a panhandler would
brace me. Sometimes I’d contribute toward the
next bottle of sweet wine. Sometimes I’d tell the
bum to fuck off.

By the time I left the park and walked over to
Ninth Avenue, St. Paul’s was closed for the day. The
downstairs was opening up, however. It was too
late to pray but just the right hour for bingo.

Armstrong’s was open, and it had been a long
dry night and day. I told them to forget the coffee.

The next forty hours or so were pretty much of a
blur. I don’t know how long I stayed in Armstrong’s
or where I went after that. Sometime Friday morn-
ing I woke up alone in a hotel room in the Forties, a
squalid room in the kind of hotel to which Times
Square streetwalkers take their johns. I had no
memory of a woman and my money was all still
there, so it looked as though I had probably
checked in alone. There was a pint bottle of bour-
bon on the dresser, about two-thirds empty. I killed
it and left the hotel and went on drinking, and real-
ity faded in and out, and sometime during that
night I must have decided I was done, because I
managed to find my way back to my hotel.

Saturday morning the telephone woke me. It
seemed to ring for a long time before I roused my-
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self enough to reach for it. I managed to knock it
off the little nightstand and onto the floor, and by
the time I managed to pick it up and get it to my ear
I was reasonably close to consciousness.

It was Guzik.
“You’re hard to find,” he said. “I been trying to

reach you since yesterday. Didn’t you get my mes-
sages?”

“I didn’t stop at the desk.”
“I gotta talk to you.”
“What about?”
“When I see you. I’ll be over in ten minutes.”
I told him to give me half an hour. He said he’d

meet me in the lobby. I said that would be fine.
I stood under the shower, first hot, then cold. I

took a couple of aspirin and drank a lot of water. I
had a hangover, which I had certainly earned, but
aside from that I felt reasonably good. The drink-
ing had purged me. I would still carry Henry
Prager’s death around with me—you cannot en-
tirely shrug off such burdens—but I had managed
to drown some of the guilt, and it was no longer as
oppressive as it had been.

I took the clothes I’d been wearing, wadded them
up, and stuffed them into the closet. Eventually I’d
decide whether the cleaner could restore them, but
for the moment I didn’t even want to think about it.
I shaved and put on clean clothes and drank two
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more glasses of tap water. The aspirin had polished
off the headache, but I was dehydrated from too
many hours of hard drinking, and every cell in my
body had an unquenchable thirst.

I got down to the lobby before he arrived. I
checked the desk and found that he’d called four
times. There were no other messages, and no mail
of any importance. I was reading one of the unim-
portant letters—an insurance company would give
me a leather-covered memorandum book ab-
solutely free if I would tell my date of birth—when
Guzik came in. He was wearing a well-tailored suit;
you had to look carefully to see he was carrying a
gun.

He came over and took a chair next to me. He
told me again that I was hard to find. “Wanted to
talk to you after I saw Ethridge,” he said. “Jesus,
she’s something, isn’t she? She turns the class on
and off. One minute you can’t believe she was ever
a pross, and the next minute you can’t believe she
was anything else but.”

“She’s an odd one, all right.”
“Uh-huh. She’s also getting out sometime to-

day.”
“She made bail? I thought they’d book her for

Murder One.”
“Not bail. Not booking her for anything, Matt.

We got nothing to hold her on.”
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I looked at him. I could feel the muscles in my
forearms tightening. I said, “How much did it cost
her?”

“I told you, no bail. We—”
“What did it cost her to buy out of a murder

charge? I always heard you could wash homicide if
you had enough cash. Never saw it done, but I
heard about it, and—”

He was almost ready to swing, and I was by God
hoping he would do it, because I wanted an excuse
to put him through the wall. A tendon stood out on
his neck, and his eyes narrowed to slits. Then he re-
laxed suddenly, and his face regained its original
color.

He said, “Well, you would have to figure it that
way, wouldn’t you?”

“Well?”
He shook his head. “Nothing to hold her on,” he

said again. “That’s what I was trying to tell you.”
“How about Spinner Jablon?”
“She didn’t kill him.”
“Her bully boy did. Her pimp, whatever the hell

he was. Lundgren.”
“No way.”
“The hell.”
“No way,” Guzik said. “He was in California.

Town called Santa Paula, it’s halfway between L.A.
and Santa Barbara.”
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“He flew here and then flew back.”
“No way. He was there from a few weeks before

we fished Spinner out of the river until a couple of
days afterward, and nobody’s gonna shake that al-
ibi. He did thirty days in Santa Paula city jail. They
tagged him for assault and let him plead to drunk
and disorderly. He did the whole thirty days. Just
no way on earth that he was in New York when
Spinner got it.”

I stared at him.
“So maybe she had another boyfriend,” he went

on. “We figured that was possible. We could try to
turn him up, but does it make any sense that way?
She wouldn’t use one guy to hit Spinner and an-
other to go after you. It doesn’t make sense.”

“What about the assault on me?”
“What about it?” He shrugged. “Maybe she put

him up to it. Maybe she didn’t. She swears she
didn’t. Her story is she called him for advice when
you put the screws to her and he flew out to see if he
could help. She said she told him not to get rough,
that she thought she would be able to buy you off.
That’s her story, but what can you expect her to
say? Maybe she wanted him to kill you and maybe
she didn’t, but how can you put enough together to
make a case out of it? Lundgren is dead, and no-
body else has any information that absolutely im-
plicates her. There’s no evidence to tie her to the
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attack on you. You can prove she knew Lundgren
and you can prove she had a motive for wanting
you dead. You can’t prove any kind of an accessory
or conspiracy charge. You can’t come up with any-
thing to get an indictment returned, you can’t even
get anything that would make anybody in the Dis-
trict Attorney’s office take the whole thing seri-
ously.”

“There’s no way the Santa Paula records are
wrong?”

“No way. Spinner would have had to spend a
month in the river, and it didn’t happen that way.”

“No. He was alive within ten days of the time the
body was found. I spoke to him on the telephone. I
don’t get it. She had to have another accomplice.”

“Maybe. Polygraph says no.”
“She agreed to take a lie-detector test?”
“We never asked her to. She demanded it. It gets

her completely off the hook as far as Spinner was
concerned. It’s not quite as clear as far as the attack
on you was concerned. The expert who adminis-
tered the test says there’s a little stress involved,
that his guess would be she did and didn’t know
Lundgren was going to try to take you out. Like she
suspected it but they hadn’t talked about it and
she’d been able to avoid thinking about it.”

“Those tests aren’t always a hundred percent.”
“They come close enough, Matt. Sometimes

TIME TO MURDER AND CREATE 245

16009_01.qrk  6/4/02  10:44 AM  Page 245



they’ll make a person look guilty when he’s not, es-
pecially if the operator isn’t very good at what he’s
doing. But if they say you’re innocent, it’s a pretty
good bet you are. I think they ought to be admissi-
ble in court.”

I had always felt that way myself. I sat there for a
while trying to run it all through my mind until
everything fell into place. It took its time. Mean-
while, Guzik went on talking about the interroga-
tion of Beverly Ethridge, pointing up his remarks
with observations on what he would like to do with
her. I didn’t pay him much attention.

I said, “The car wasn’t him. I should have real-
ized that.”

“How’s that?”
“The car,” I said. “I told you a car took a shot at

me one night. The same night I spotted Lundgren
for the first time, and the place was the same as
where he came at me with the knife, so I had to
think it was the same man both times.”

“You never saw the driver?”
“No. I figured it was Lundgren because he’d

been dogging me earlier that night and I thought
he’d been setting me up. But it couldn’t have been
that way. It wouldn’t be his style. He liked that
knife too much.”

“Then who was it?”
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“Spinner said somebody ran up onto a curb after
him. The same bit.”

“Who?”
“Plus the voice on the phone. Then there were no

calls any more.”
“I don’t follow you, Matt.”
I looked at him. “Trying to make the pieces fit.

That’s all. Somebody killed Spinner.”
“The question is who.”
I nodded. “That’s the question,” I said.
“One of the other people he gave you the dope

on?”
“They all check out,” I said. “Maybe he had

more people after him than he ever told me about.
Maybe he added somebody to the string after he
gave me the envelope. The hell, maybe somebody
rolled him for his cash, hit him too hard, panicked,
and threw the body in the river.”

“It happens.”
“Sure it happens.”
“You think we’ll ever find out who did him?”
I shook my head. “Do you?”
“No,” Guzik said. “No, I don’t think we ever

will.”
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Chapter 19
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I had never been in the building before. There were
two doormen on duty, and the elevator was
manned. The doormen made sure that I was ex-
pected, and the elevator operator whisked me up
eighteen floors and indicated which door was the
one I was looking for. He didn’t budge until I had
rung the bell and been admitted.

The apartment was as impressive as the rest of
the building. There was a stairway leading to a sec-
ond floor. An olive-skinned maid led me into a large
den with oak-paneled walls and a fireplace. About
half the books on the shelves were bound in leather.
It was a very comfortable room in a very spacious
apartment. The apartment had cost almost two
hundred thousand dollars, and the monthly main-
tenance charge came to something like fifteen hun-
dred.
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When you’ve got enough money, you can buy
just about anything you want.

“He will be with you in a moment,” the maid
said. “He said for you to help yourself to a drink.”

She pointed to a serving bar alongside the fire-
place. There was ice in a silver bucket, and a couple
of dozen bottles. I sat in a red leather chair and
waited for him.

I didn’t have to wait very long. He entered the
room. He was wearing white flannel slacks and a
plaid blazer. He had a pair of leather house slippers
on his feet.

“Well, now,” he said. He smiled to show how
genuinely glad he was to see me. “You’ll have
something to drink, I hope.”

“Not just now.”
“It’s a little early for me too, as a matter of fact.

You sounded quite urgent on the phone, Mr. Scud-
der. I gather you’ve had second thoughts about
working for me.”

“No.”
“I received the impression—”
“That was to get in here.”
He frowned. “I’m not sure I understand.”
“I’m really not sure whether you do or not, Mr.

Huysendahl. I think you’d better close the door.”
“I don’t care for your tone.”
“You’re not going to care for any of this,” I said.
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“You’ll like it less with the door open. I think you
should close it.”

He was about to say something, perhaps another
observation about my tone of voice and how little
he cared for it, but instead he closed the door.

“Sit down, Mr. Huysendahl.”
He was used to giving orders, not taking them,

and I thought he was going to make an issue out of
it. But he sat down, and his face wasn’t quite
enough of a mask to keep me from knowing that he
knew what it was all about. I’d known anyway, be-
cause there was just no other way the pieces could
fit together, but his face confirmed it for me.

“Are you going to tell me what this is all about?”
“Oh, I’m going to tell you. But I think you al-

ready know. Don’t you?”
“Certainly not.”
I looked over his shoulder at an oil painting of

somebody’s ancestor. Maybe one of his. I didn’t no-
tice any family resemblance, though.

I said, “You killed Spinner Jablon.”
“You’re out of your mind.”
“No.”
“You already found out who killed Jablon. You

told me that the day before yesterday.”
“I was wrong.”
“I don’t know what you’re driving at, Scudder—”
“A man tried to kill me Wednesday night,” I
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said. “You know about that. I assumed he was the
same man who killed Spinner, and I managed to tie
him to one of Spinner’s other suckers, so I thought
that cleared you. But it turns out that he couldn’t
have killed Spinner, because he was on the other
side of the country at the time. His alibi for Spin-
ner’s death was as solid as they come. He was in jail
at the time.”

I looked at him. He was patient now, hearing me
out with the same intent stare he had fixed on me
Thursday afternoon when I told him he was in the
clear.

I said, “I should have known he wasn’t the only
one involved, that more than one of Spinner’s vic-
tims had decided to fight back. The man who tried
to kill me was a loner. He liked to use a knife. But
I’d been attacked earlier by one or more men in a
car, a stolen car. And a few minutes after that attack
I had a phone call from an older man with a New
York accent. I’d had a call from that man before. It
didn’t make sense that the knife artist would have
had anybody else in on it. So somebody else was
behind the dodge with the car, and somebody else
was responsible for knocking Spinner on the head
and dumping him in the river.”

“That doesn’t mean I had anything to do with it.”
“I think it does. As soon as the man with the

knife is taken out of the picture, it’s obvious that
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everything was pointing to you all along. He was
an amateur, but in other respects the operation was
all quite professional. A car stolen from another
neighborhood with a very good man at the wheel.
Some men who were good enough to find Spinner
when he didn’t want to be found. You had the
money to hire that kind of talent. And you had the
connections.”

“That’s nonsense.”
“No,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about it. One

thing that threw me was your reaction when I first
came to your office. You didn’t know Spinner was
dead until I showed you the item in the paper. I al-
most ruled you out, because I couldn’t believe you
could fake a reaction that well. But of course it
wasn’t a fake. You really didn’t know he was dead,
did you?”

“Of course not.” He drew his shoulders back.
“And I think that’s fairly good evidence that I had
nothing to do with his death.”

I shook my head. “It just means you didn’t know
about it yet. And you were stunned by the realiza-
tion both that Spinner was dead and that the whole
game didn’t end with his death. I not only had the
evidence on you, I also knew you were tied to Spin-
ner and a possible suspect in his death. Naturally
that shook you up a little.”

“You can’t prove anything. You can say that I
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hired someone to kill Spinner. I didn’t, and I can
swear to you that I didn’t, but it’s hardly something
I can prove either. But the point is that it’s not in-
cumbent upon me to prove it, is it?”

“No.”
“And you can accuse me of whatever you want,

but you don’t have a shred of proof either, do
you?”

“No, I don’t.”
“Then perhaps you’ll tell me why you decided to

come here this afternoon, Mr. Scudder.”
“I don’t have proof. That’s true. But I have some-

thing else, Mr. Huysendahl.”
“Oh?”
“I have those photographs.”
He gaped. “You distinctly told me—”
“That I had burned them.”
“Yes.”
“I’d intended to. It was simpler to tell you it had

already been done. I’ve been busy since then, and
didn’t get around to it. And then this morning I
found out that the man with the knife was not the
man who killed Spinner, and I sifted through some
of the things that I already knew, and I saw that it
had to be you. So it was just as well that I didn’t
burn those pictures, wasn’t it?”

He got slowly to his feet. “I think I’ll have that
drink after all,” he said.
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“Go right ahead.”
“Will you join me?”
“No.”
He put ice cubes in a tall glass, poured Scotch,

added soda from a siphon. He took his time build-
ing the drink, then walked over to the fireplace and
rested with his elbow on the burnished oak mantel.
He took a few small sips of his drink before he
turned to look at me again.

“Then we’re back to the beginning,” he said.
“And you’ve decided to blackmail me.”

“No.”
“Why else is it so fortunate for you that you

didn’t burn the pictures?”
“Because it’s the only hold I’ve got on you.”
“And what are you going to do with it?”
“Nothing.”
“Then—”
“It’s what you’re going to do, Mr. Huysendahl.”
“And what am I going to do?”
“You’re not going to run for governor.”
He stared at me. I didn’t really want to look at

his eyes, but I forced myself. He was no longer try-
ing to keep his face a mask, and I was able to watch
as he tried on one thought after another and found
that none of them led anywhere.

“You’ve thought this out, Scudder.”
“Yes.”
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“At length, I would suppose.”
“Yes.”
“And there’s nothing you want, is there? Money,

power, the things most people want. It wouldn’t do
any good for me to send another check to Boys
Town.”

“No.”
He nodded. He worried the tip of his chin with a

finger. He said, “I don’t know who killed Jablon.”
“I assumed as much.”
“I didn’t order him killed.”
“The order originated with you. One way or the

other, you’re the man at the top.”
“Probably.”
I looked at him.
“I’d prefer to believe otherwise,” he said. “When

you told me the other day that you’d found the man
who killed Jablon, I was enormously relieved. Not
because I felt the killing could possibly be attrib-
uted to me, that any sort of trail would lead back to
me. But because I honestly did not know whether I
was in any way responsible for his death.”

“You didn’t order it directly.”
“No, of course not. I didn’t want the man

killed.”
“But somebody in your organization—”
He sighed heavily. “It would seem that someone

decided to take matters into his own hands. I . . .
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confided in several people that I was being black-
mailed. It appeared that it might be possible to re-
cover the evidence without acceding to Jablon’s
demands. More important, it was necessary to de-
vise some way in which Jablon’s silence could be
purchased on a permanent basis. The trouble with
blackmail is that one never ceases to pay it. The cy-
cle can go on forever, there’s no control.”

“So somebody tried to scare Spinner once with a
car.”

“So it would seem.”
“And when that didn’t work, somebody hired

somebody to hire somebody to kill him.”
“I suppose so. You can’t prove it. What’s perhaps

more to the point, I can’t prove it.”
“But you believed it all along, didn’t you? Be-

cause you warned me that one payment was all I
was going to get. And if I tried to tap you again,
you’d have me killed.”

“Did I really say that?”
“I think you remember saying it, Mr. Huy-

sendahl. I should have seen the significance in that
at the time. You were thinking of murder as a
weapon in your arsenal. Because you’d already
used it once.”

“I never intended for a moment that Jablon
should die.”

I stood up. I said, “I was reading something the
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other day about Thomas Becket. He was very close
to one of the kings of England. One of the Henrys,
I think Henry the Second.”

“I believe I see the parallel.”
“Do you know the story? When he became Arch-

bishop of Canterbury he stopped being Henry’s
buddy and played the game according to his con-
science. It rattled Henry, and he let some of his un-
derlings know it. ‘Oh, that someone might rid me
of that rebellious priest!’”

“But he never intended that Thomas be mur-
dered.”

“That was his story,” I agreed. “His subordi-
nates decided Henry had issued Thomas’s death
warrant. Henry didn’t see it that way at all, he’d
just been thinking out loud, and he was very upset
to learn that Thomas was dead. Or at least he pre-
tended to be very upset. He’s not around, so we
can’t ask him.”

“And you’re taking the position that Henry was
responsible.”

“I’m saying I wouldn’t vote for him for governor
of New York.”

He finished his drink. He put the glass on the bar
and sat down in his chair again, crossing one leg
over the other.

He said, “If I run for governor—”
“Then every major newspaper in the state gets a
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full set of those photographs. Until you announce
for governor, they stay where they are.”

“Where is that?”
“A very safe place.”
“And I have no option.”
“No.”
“No other choice.”
“None.”
“I might be able to determine the man responsi-

ble for Jablon’s death.”
“Perhaps you could. It’s also possible you

couldn’t. But what good would that do? He’s sure
to be a professional, and there would be no evi-
dence to link him to either you or Jablon, let alone
enough to bring him to trial. And you couldn’t do
anything with him without exposing yourself.”

“You’re making this terribly difficult, Scudder.”
“I’m making it very easy. All you have to do is

forget about being governor.”
“I would be an excellent governor. If you’re so

fond of historical parallels, you might consider
Henry the Second a bit further. He’s regarded as
one of England’s better monarchs.”

“I wouldn’t know.”
“I would.” He told me some things about Henry.

I gather he knew quite a bit about the subject. It
might have been interesting. I didn’t pay much at-
tention to it. Then he went on to tell me some more
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about what a good governor he would make, what
he would accomplish for the people of the state.

I cut him short. I said, “You have a lot of plans,
but that doesn’t mean anything. You wouldn’t be a
good governor. You won’t be any kind of governor,
because I’m not going to let you, but you wouldn’t
be a good one because you’re capable of picking
people to work for you who are capable of murder.
That’s enough to disqualify you.”

“I could discharge those people.”
“I couldn’t know if you did or not. And the indi-

viduals aren’t even that important.”
“I see.” He sighed again. “He wasn’t much of a

man, you know. I’m not justifying murder when I
say that. He was a petty crook and a shoddy black-
mailer. He began by entrapping me, preying on a
personal weakness, and then he tried to bleed me.”

“He wasn’t much of a man at all,” I agreed.
“Yet his murder is that significant to you.”
“I don’t like murder.”
“You believe that human life is sacred, then.”
“I don’t know if I believe that anything is sacred.

It’s a very complicated question. I’ve taken human
life. A few days ago I killed a man. Not long before
that, I contributed to a man’s death. My contribu-
tion was unintentional. That hasn’t made me feel
all that much better about it. I don’t know if hu-
man life is sacred. I just don’t like murder. And
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you’re in the process of getting away with murder,
and that bothers me, and there’s just one thing I’m
going to do about it. I don’t want to kill you, I
don’t want to expose you, I don’t want to do any
of those things. I’m sick of playing an incompetent
version of God. All I’m going to do is keep you out
of Albany.”

“Doesn’t that constitute playing God?”
“I don’t think so.”
“You say human life is sacred. Not in so many

words, but that seems to be your position. What
about my life, Mr. Scudder? For years now only
one thing has been important to me, and you’re
presuming to tell me I can’t have it.”

I looked around the den. The portraits, the fur-
nishings, the service bar. “It looks to me as though
you’re doing pretty well,” I said.

“I have material possessions. I can afford them.”
“Enjoy them.”
“Is there no way I can buy you? Are you that de-

voutly incorruptible?”
“I’m probably corrupt, by most definitions. But

you can’t buy me, Mr. Huysendahl.”
I waited for him to say something. A few minutes

went by, and he just remained where he was, silent,
his eyes looking off into the middle distance. I
found my own way out.
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Chapter 20
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This time I got to St. Paul’s before it closed. I
stuffed a tenth of what I’d taken from Lundgren
into the poor box. I lit a few candles for various
dead people who came to mind. I sat for a while
and watched people take their turns in the confes-
sional. I decided that I envied them, but not enough
to do anything about it.

I went across the street to Armstrong’s and had a
plate of beans and sausage, then a drink and a cup
of coffee. It was over now, it was all over, and I
could drink normally again, never getting drunk,
never staying entirely sober. I nodded at people
now and then, and some of them nodded back to
me. It was Saturday, so Trina was off, but Larry did
just as good a job of bringing more coffee and
bourbon when my cup was empty.

Most of the time I just let my mind wander, but
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from time to time I would find myself going over
the events since Spinner had walked in and given
me his envelope. There were probably ways I could
have handled things better. If I’d pushed it a little
and taken an interest at the beginning, I might even
have been able to keep Spinner alive. But it was
over and I was done with it, and I even had some of
his money left after what I’d paid to Anita and the
churches and various bartenders, and I could relax
now.

“This seat taken?”
I hadn’t even noticed when she came in. I looked

up and there she was. She sat down across from me
and took a pack of cigarettes from her bag. She
shook a cigarette loose and lit it.

I said, “You’re wearing the white pants suit.”
“That’s so you’ll be able to recognize me. You

sure managed to turn my life inside out, Matt.”
“I guess I did. They’re not going to press any-

thing, are they?”
“They couldn’t press a pants suit, let alone a

charge. Johnny never knew Spinner existed. That
should be my biggest headache.”

“You’ve got other headaches?”
“In a manner of speaking, I just got rid of a

headache. It cost me a lot to get rid of him,
though.”

“Your husband?”
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She nodded. “He decided without too much
trouble that I was a luxury he intended to deny
himself. He’s getting a divorce. And I am not get-
ting any alimony, because if I give him any trouble
he’s going to give me ten times as much trouble,
and I think he’d probably do it. Not that there
wasn’t enough shit in the papers already, as far as
that goes.”

“I haven’t been keeping up with the papers.”
“You’ve missed some nice stuff.” She drew on

her cigarette and blew out a cloud of smoke. “You
really do your drinking in all the class joints, don’t
you? I tried your hotel but you weren’t in, so then I
tried Polly’s Cage, and they said you came here a lot
of the time. I can’t imagine why.”

“It suits me.”
She cocked her head, studying me. “You know

something? It does. But me a drink?”
“Sure.”
I got Larry’s attention, and she ordered a glass of

wine. “It probably won’t be terrific,” she said, “but
at least it’s hard for the bartender to fuck it up.”
When he brought it she raised her glass to me, and
I returned the gesture with my cup. “Happy days,”
she said.

“Happy days.”
“I didn’t want him to kill you, Matt.”
“Neither did I.”
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“I’m serious. All I wanted was time. I would have
handled everything on my own, one way or an-
other. I never called Johnny, you know. How would
I have known how to reach him? He called me after
he got out of jail. He wanted me to send him some
money. He would do that now and then, when he
was up against it. I felt guilty about turning state’s
evidence that time, even though it had been his
idea. But when I had him on the phone I couldn’t
keep myself from telling him I was in trouble, and
that was a mistake. He was more trouble than I was
ever in.”

“What was the hold he had on you?”
“I don’t know. But he always had it.”
“You fingered me for him. That night at Polly’s.”
“He wanted to get a look at you.”
“He got it. Then I set up a meeting with you

Wednesday. The cute thing about that was I wanted
to tell you you were clear. I thought I already had
the killer, and I wanted to let you know the black-
mail routine was over and done with. Instead, you
put off the meeting for a day and sent him after
me.”

“He was going to talk to you. Scare you off, stall
for time, something like that.”

“That’s not the way he saw it. You must have fig-
ured he’d try what he tried.”

She hesitated for a moment, then let her shoul-
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ders drop. “I knew it was possible. He was . . . he
had a wildness in him.” Her face brightened sud-
denly, and something danced in her eyes. “Maybe
you did me a favor,” she said. “Maybe I’m a lot bet-
ter off with him out of my life.”

“Better off than you know.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean there was a very good reason why he

wanted me dead. I’m just guessing, but I like my
guesses. You would have been happy to stall me un-
til you came into some money, which would hap-
pen once Kermit came into the principal of his
inheritance. But Lundgren couldn’t afford to have
me around, now or later. Because he had big plans
for you.”

“What do you mean?”
“Can’t you guess? He probably told you he’d

have you divorce Ethridge once he’d come into
enough money to make it worthwhile.”

“How did you know?”
“I told you. Just a guess. But I don’t think he’d

have done it that way. He would have wanted the
whole thing. He’d have waited until your husband
inherited his money, and then he would have taken
his time setting it up right, and all of a sudden
you’d turn out to be a very rich widow.”

“Oh, God.”
“Then you’d remarry and your name would be
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Beverly Lundgren. How long do you suppose it
would have taken him to put another notch on his
knife.”

“God!”
“Of course, it’s just a guess.”
“No.” She shivered, and all of a sudden her face

lost a lot of its polish and she looked like the girl
she had stopped being a long time ago. “He’d have
done it just that way,” she said. “It’s more than a
guess. That’s just the way he would have done it.”

“Another glass of wine?”
“No.” She put her hand on mine. “I was all

primed to be mad at you for turning my life
around. Maybe that’s not all you did. Maybe you
saved it.”

“We’ll never know, will we?”
“No.” She crushed out her cigarette. She said,

“Well, where do I go from here? I was beginning to
get used to a life of leisure, Matt. I thought I carried
it off with a certain flair.”

“That you did.”
“Now all of a sudden I’ve got to find a way to

make a living.”
“You’ll think of something, Beverly.”
Her eyes focused on mine. She said, “That’s the

first time you used my name, do you know that?”
“I know.”
We sat there for a while looking at each other.
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She reached for a cigarette, changed her mind, and
pushed it back in the pack. “Well, what do you
know,” she said.

I didn’t say anything.
“I thought I didn’t do a thing for you. I was be-

ginning to worry that I was losing my touch. Is
there some place we can go? I’m afraid my place
isn’t my place any more.”

“There’s my hotel.”
“You take me to all the class joints,” she said.

She got to her feet and picked up her bag. “Let’s go.
Right now, huh?”
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Enter the World
of Lawrence Block’s
Matthew Scudder

Lawrence Block is widely acknowledged by both fans
and reviewers to be one of the best mystery writers work-
ing today. He is also one of the most prolific, and his var-
ied series—from the lighthearted romps of Bernie the
Burglar to the cool musings of Keller the Hit Man—have
impressed readers with their versatility. He is a Mystery
Writers of America Grand Master and a multiple winner
of the Edgar, Shamus, and Maltese Falcon awards.

Block’s most intriguing hero may be the deeply flawed
and deeply moral ex-policeman, recovering alcoholic, and
unlicensed private investigator Matthew Scudder. Scud-
der has walked New York’s mean streets for almost thirty
years, and in that time a lot of change has come both to
this dark hero and to the city he calls home. But he’s still
the complex detective who caused The Wall Street Jour-
nal to say, “Block has done something new and remark-
able with the private-eye novel,” and Jonathan Kellerman
to exclaim, “The Matthew Scudder novels are among the
finest detective books penned in this century.”

Read on, and enter Scudder’s world . . .
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The Sins of the Fathers

The hooker was young, pretty . . . and dead, butchered
in a Greenwich Village apartment. The murderer, a min-
ister’s son, has already been caught and become a jail-
house suicide. The case is closed as far as the NYPD is
concerned. But the victim’s father wants it reopened—he
wants to understand how his bright little girl went
wrong and what led to her gruesome death. That’s
where Matthew Scudder comes in. He’s not really a de-
tective, not licensed, but he’ll look into problems as a fa-
vor to a friend, and sometimes the friends compensate
him. A hard drinker and a melancholy man, the former
cop believes in doing an in-depth investigation when he’s
paid for it, but he doesn’t see any hope here—the case is
closed, and he’s not going to learn anything about the
victim that won’t break her father’s heart.

But the open-and-shut case turns out to be more com-
plicated than anyone bargained for. The assignment car-
ries an unmistakable stench of sleaze and perversion,
and it lures Scudder into a sordid world of phony reli-
gion and murderous lust, where children must die for
their parents’ most secret, unspeakable sins.
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Time to Murder and Create

Small-time stoolie Jake “The Spinner” Jablon made a
lot of new enemies when he switched careers from in-
former to blackmailer. And the more “clients,” he fig-
ured, the more money—and the more people eager to
see him dead. So he’s greedy but scared, and he turns 
to his old acquaintance Matthew Scudder, who used to
pay him for information back in Scudder’s days as a
cop. Scudder’s his insurance policy—if anything hap-
pens to “The Spinner,” Scudder can check up on the
people who wanted him dead.

No one is too surprised when the pigeon is found float-
ing in the East River with his skull bashed in. Black-
mail’s a dangerous business. What’s worse, no one
cares—except Matthew Scudder. The unofficial private
eye is no conscientious avenging angel. But he’s willing
to risk his own life and limb to confront Spinner’s most
murderously aggressive marks. A job’s a job, after all,
and Scudder’s been paid to find a killer—by the
victim . . . in advance.
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In the Midst of Death

Jerry Broadfield thinks he’s a good cop. But now he’s
been charged with extortion—and his former buddies in
the NYPD would like to see him laid out on a morgue
slab for squealing to a committee on police corruption.
Suddenly, he’s got a lot of enemies, and when a dead call
girl turns up in his apartment his troubles get even big-
ger.

Broadfield screams “setup,” but nobody believes him—
except ex-policeman now unlicensed p.i. Matthew Scud-
der. Because Broadfield turned traitor no cop is going to
give Scudder any help with this investigation, so Scud-
der’s on his own. But finding a killer among the stoolie
cop’s sleazebag connections is going to be as difficult as
pouring a cold beer in hell—where some of Broadfield’s
enemies would like to see Scudder if he gets himself in
too deep.
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A Stab in the Dark

Nine long years have passed since the killer last
struck—nine years since eight helpless young women
were brutally slaughtered by an icepick-wielding ma-
niac. The trail grew cold and the book was unofficially
closed on a serial killer who stopped killing. But now
“The Icepick Prowler” has confessed—but only to seven
of the killings. Not only does he deny the eighth, he has
an airtight alibi.

Barbara Ettinger’s family had almost come to accept
that the young woman was the victim of a random
killing. Now they must grapple with the shocking reve-
lation that not only was her death disguised to look like
the serial killer’s work, but her murderer may have been
someone she knew and trusted. Matthew Scudder has
been hired to finally bring her slayer to justice, setting
the relentless detective on the trail of a death almost a
decade cold, searching for a vicious murderer who’s ei-
ther long gone, long dead . . . or patiently waiting to kill
again.
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Eight Million Ways to Die

Nobody knows better than Matthew Scudder how far
down a person can sink in the dirty city of New York. A
young prostitute named Kim knew it also—and she
wanted out. Maybe Kim didn’t deserve the life fate had
dealt her. She surely didn’t deserve her death.

The alcoholic ex-cop turned p.i. was supposed to pro-
tect her, but someone slashed her to ribbons on a crum-
bling waterfront pier. Now finding Kim’s killer will be
Scudder’s penance. But there are lethal secrets hiding in
the slain hooker’s past that are far dirtier than her trade.
And there are many ways of dying in this cruel and dan-
gerous town—some quick and brutal . . . and some ago-
nizingly slow.
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When the Sacred Ginmill Closes

The 1970s were dark days for Matthew Scudder. An
ex-New York cop, he had drowned his career in booze.
Now he was drinking away his life in a succession of
seedy establishments that opened early and closed late,
reduced to doing paid “favors” for the cronies who
gathered to drink with him.

However, in a lonely place like so many others, oppor-
tunity comes knocking: a chance to both help the gin-
mill’s owner recover his stolen, doctored financial
records and exonerate a drinking buddy accused of
murdering his wife. But when cases flow together in
dangerous and disturbing ways—like the nightmare im-
ages of a drunkard’s delirium—it’s time for Scudder to
change his priorities to staying sober . . . and staying
alive.
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Out on the Cutting Edge

Paula Hoeldtke was a nice girl from Indiana who came
to New York to be an actress and disappeared. Her fa-
ther wanted Scudder to find her. Eddie Dunphy was a
small-time hood trying to give up drinking who wanted
Scudder to sponsor him in AA. Ex-cop, ex-drunk, ex-
innocent Matthew Scudder is trying to stay sober in a
city gone mad, but he’ll try to give Paula’s father and
Eddie what they need.

But Eddie turns up dead, apparently in an ugly accident.
And Paula may be dead, too—her cold trail leads Scud-
der to the blistering heat of a dark part of the city called
Hell’s Kitchen. All Scudder wants to do is find a straight
path out of trouble, but on the road he’s following all he
can find easily is death.
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A Ticket to the Boneyard

Matthew Scudder knew James Leo Motley was the
most dangerous kind of man: one who hurts people for
pleasure. So twelve years ago Scudder, then a cop, lied
to a jury to put Motley behind bars.

But now the brilliant psychopath is free—and Scudder
must pay. Friends and former lovers, even strangers un-
fortunate enough to share Scudder’s name are turning
up dead because a vengeful maniac won’t rest until he’s
driven his nemesis back to the bottle . . . and then to the
grave.

16009_teaser.qrk  6/4/02  10:48 AM  Page 283



A Dance at the Slaughterhouse

In Matt Scudder’s mind money, power, and position ele-
vate nobody above morality and the law. Now, in this
Edgar Award-winning novel, the ex-cop and unlicensed
p.i. has been hired to prove that socialite Richard Thur-
man orchestrated the murder of his beautiful, pregnant
wife.

During Scudder’s hard-drinking years, he left a piece of
his soul on every seedy corner of the Big Apple. But this
case is more depraved and more potentially devastating
than anything he experienced while floundering in the
urban depths. Because this investigation is leading Scud-
der on a frightening grand tour of New York’s sex-for-
sale underworld, where an innocent young life is simply
a commodity to be bought and perverted . . . and then
destroyed.
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A Walk Among the Tombstones

A new breed of entrepreneurial monster has set up
shop in the big city. Ruthless, ingenious murderers, they
prey on the loved ones of those who live outside the law,
knowing that criminals will never run to the police, no
matter how brutal the threat. So other avenues for jus-
tice must be explored, which is where ex-cop turned p.i.
Matthew Scudder comes in.

Scudder has no love for the drug dealers and poison
peddlers who now need his help. Nevertheless, he is de-
termined to do whatever it takes to put an elusive pair
of thrill-kill extortionists out of business—for they are
using the innocent to fuel their terrible enterprise.
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The Devil Knows You’re Dead

In this city, there is little sense and no rules. Those who
fly the highest often come crashing down the hardest—
like successful young Glenn Holtzmann, randomly
blown away by a deranged derelict at a corner phone
booth on Eleventh Avenue. Unlicensed p.i. Matt Scud-
der thinks Holtzmann was simply in the wrong place at
the wrong time. Others think differently—like Thomas
Sadecki, brother of the crazed Vietnam vet accused of
the murder, who wants Scudder to prove his brother in-
nocent.

But no one is truly innocent in this unmerciful metropo-
lis, including Matthew Scudder, whose curiosity and
dedication are leading him to dark, unexplored places in
his own heart . . . and to passions and revelations that
could destroy everything he loves.
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A Long Line of Dead Men

An ancient brotherhood meets annually in the back
room of a swank Manhattan restaurant, a fraternity
created in secret to celebrate life by celebrating its dead.
But the past three decades have not been kind to the
Club of 31. Matthew Scudder—ex-cop, ex-boozer—has
known death in all its guises, which is why he has been
asked to investigate a baffling, thirty-year run of sui-
cides and suspiciously random accidents that has
thinned the ranks of this very select group of gentlemen.

But Scudder has mortality problems of his own, for this
is a city that feeds mercilessly on the unsuspecting—and
even the powerful and those who serve them are easy
prey. There are too many secrets here, and too many
places for a maddeningly patient serial killer to hide . . .
and wait . . . and strike.

A New York Times Notable Book
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Even the Wicked

Matthew Scudder knows that justice is an elusive com-
modity in the big city, where a harmless man can be shot
dead in a public place while criminals fly free through
holes in a tattered legal system. But now a vigilante is
roaming among the millions, executing those he feels
deserve to die. He calls himself “The Will of the Peo-
ple,” an ingenious serial killer who announces his spe-
cific murderous intentions to the media before carrying
through on his threats. A child molester, a Mafia don, a
violent anti-abortionist, even the protected and un-
touchable are being ruthlessly erased by New York’s lat-
est celebrity avenger.

Scudder knows that no one is innocent—but who
among us has the right to play God? It is a question that
will haunt the newly licensed p.i. on his journey through
the bleak city grays as he searches for the sanity in ur-
ban madness . . . and for a frighteningly efficient killer
who can do the impossible.
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Everybody Dies

Matt Scudder is finally leading a comfortable life. The
crime rate’s down and the stock market’s up. Gentrifica-
tion’s prettying up the old neighborhood. The New
York streets don’t look so mean anymore.

Then all hell breaks loose.

Scudder quickly discovers that the spruced-up sidewalks
are as mean as ever—dark and gritty and stained with
blood. He’s living in a world where the past is a mine-
field, the present is a war zone, and the future’s an open
question. It’s a world where nothing is certain and no-
body’s safe, a random universe where no one’s survival
can be taken for granted—not even his own. A world
where everybody dies.

A New York Times and Publishers Weekly
Notable Book
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HOPE TO DIE

A Matthew Scudder Crime Novel

When a prominent Manhattan couple is killed in a
brutal home invasion, the whole city catches its breath.
A few days later, their killers turn up dead behind a
locked door in Brooklyn. One has killed his partner,
then himself.

The city sighs with relief. The cops close the case.

Private investigator Matt Scudder and his wife were in
the same room with the couple just hours before their
death, and in spite of himself, Scudder is drawn to the
case. The closer he looks, the more he senses the pres-
ence of a third man, a puppet master who manipulated
his two accomplices, then cut their strings when he was
done with them.

The villain who looms in the shadows is cold and dia-
bolical, murdering for pleasure and profit. Nobody but
Scudder even suspects he exists—and he’s not done
killing.

He’s just getting started . . .
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Jake “The Spinner” Jablon signed his own
death warrant when he switched from

small-time stoolie to big-time blackmailer.
Now p.i. Matthew Scudder has to find out

which of Jake’s “clients” crushed the pigeon’s skull
and dumped him in the East River. 

But that means Scudder must set himself up 
as a target. And a mark desperate enough

to kill once will certainly kill again.

TIME TO MURDER AND CREATE

“A terrific thriller writer.”
Washington Post

“Matthew Scudder is the kind of mystery antihero who
turns mere readers into series addicts.”

Atlanta Journal Constitution

“For those who yearn to walk those mean streets, 
no one provides a more satisfactory stroll than Lawrence

Block.”
San Diego Union-Tribune

“For clean, close-to-the-bone prose, the line goes from
Dashiell Hammett to James M. Cain to Lawrence Block.

He’s that good.”
Martin Cruz Smith
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“One of the very best writers now working the 
beat . . . Block has done something new and remarkable

with the private-eye novel.”
Wall Street Journal

“Award-winning author Lawrence Block 
writes with the soul of a poet and the 

sensibilities of a street brawler.”
Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Block is awfully good, with an ear for 
dialogue, an eye for lowlife types, and a gift 

for fast and effortless storytelling.”
Los Angeles Times

“Block has created in Matt Scudder a noir 
Everyman . . . who combines intelligence, stubbornness,

and intensity in pursuit of a 
morality that he can live with in a flawed world.”

Dallas Morning News

“His written dialogue has the honesty of a conversation
overheard on a bus.”

USA Today

“Lawrence Block is a master . . . 
The Matthew Scudder novels are among the 

finest detective books penned in this century.”
Jonathan Kellerman
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“Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett still cast long
shadows across the mystery genre. 

If there’s one crime writer currently capable of matching
their noirish legacies, it’s 

Lawrence Block.”
San Francisco Chronicle

“Whether he’s slashing away at detective stereotypes with
his hero Matt Scudder, 

or slicing right to the heart of a scenario with his
succinct prose, Block always cuts right to the bone

of a story.”
Grand Rapids Press

“Block is a rarity: a craftsman who writes 
about the sleazier aspects of life with style, compassion,

and wit.”
Denver Post

“Block is as good a hard-boiled p.i. writer as we’ve got.
Scudder is a marvelous creation.”

Newsday

“Block’s work rises beyond the realm 
of simple whodunits and into that lofty 

territory of serious writing.”
Los Angeles Daily News

“Block writes better than all of them.”
The Village Voice
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