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Epigraph


1
For seven consecutive Fridays I got telephone 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 reception room on the twenty-second ... 

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

6
The cocktail lounge in the Pierre is illuminated by small candles set in deep blue ... 

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

8
That was Thursday. I left Huysendahls office a little before noon and tried to ... 

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

10
I didnt have time to think it over. I guess my reflexes were good... 

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

12
If Shari hadnt 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 underhand and arcing upward, and if it... 

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

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 Huysendahls 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. Pauls before it closed. I stuffed a tenth of what Id ... 
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Therefore was a single man only first created, to teach thee that whosoever destroyeth a single soul from the children of man, Scripture charges him as though he had destroyed the whole world.

The Talmud






Chapter 1

For seven consecutive Fridays I got telephone calls from him. I wasnt always there to receive them. It didnt 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 didnt call. I spent the evening around the corner at Armstrongs, drinking bourbon and coffee and watching 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.

No messages.

It didnt have to mean anything. Our arrangement 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 hed leave a message: Your laundry is ready. But he could have forgotten or he could be drunk or almost anything.

I got undressed and into bed and lay on my side looking out the window. Theres 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 appear 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 hadnt come. I decided he hadnt forgotten and he wasnt 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 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 weekday afternoon in early February. He found me at my usual corner table in Armstrongs. 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 attach case on top of it, and placed a narrow-brimmed gray hat on top of the attach 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.

Youre looking good, Spinner.

Been havin a nice run of luck.

Thats always good.

Long as it keeps runnin.

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 dont know, he said. Do you suppose I could have a glass of milk?

She said he could and went away to fetch it. I cant drink no more, he said. Its 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 cant eat. Everything I like is on it. I got it aced, I can go to the best restaurants 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. Hed been picked up maybe a dozen times, always on minor things, but hed 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 hed 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 didnt just happen to walk in here off the street.

I had that feeling.

Yeah. The dollar started to wobble, and he snatched it up. He had very quick hands. We always figured him for a sometime pickpocket, but I dont 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 attach 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 nobodys gonna run across it, you know?

Whats in the envelope?

He gave his head an impatient little shake. Part of it is you dont have to know whats in the envelope.

How long do I have to hold it?

Well, thats 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.

You know who?

I dont even know if, never mind who. Wobble, snatch. Spin.

The envelopes your insurance.

Something like that.

I sipped coffee. I said, I dont know if Im right for this, Spinner. The usual thing, you take your envelope to a lawyer and work out a set of instructions. He tosses it into a safe and thats 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, hes gonna run his eyes over me and go out and wash his hands.

Not necessarily.

Theres something else. Say I get hit by a bus, then the lawyer would only have to get the envelope to you. This way we cut out the middleman, right?

Why do I have to wind up with the envelope?

Youll find out when you open it. If you open it.

Everythings very roundabout, isnt it?

Everythings very tricky lately, Matt. Ulcers and aggravation.

And better clothes than I ever saw you wear in your life.

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, somewhere, thats up to you.

Suppose I get hit by a bus?

He thought it over and we worked it out. The envelope would go under the rug in my hotel room. If I died suddenly, Spinner could come around and retrieve his property. He wouldnt need a key. Hed never needed one in the past.

We worked out details, the weekly phone call, the bland message if I wasnt 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. Im 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 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 ones 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 shouldnta brought it up.

No, thats all right. I didnt 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 youre doing, youre sort of a private cop, huh?

I shrugged. I dont have a license. Sometimes I do favors for people and they pay me for it.

Well, getting back to our little business . . . Spin. Youd be doing me a favor is what youd 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 tablecloth.

I said, You dont want to get killed, Spinner.

Fuck, no.

Cant you get out from under?

Maybe. Maybe not. Lets dont 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.

Youre probably right.

Youll handle this for me, Matt?

Ill hang on to your envelope. Im not saying what Ill do if I have to open it, because I dont know whats in it.

If it happens, then youll know.

No guarantees Ill do it, whatever it is.

He took a long look at me, reading something in my face that I didnt know was there. Youll do it, he said.

Maybe.

Youll do it. And if you dont I wont know about it, so what the fuck. Listen, what do you want in front?

I dont know what it is Im 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 moment. I said, Thats a nice suit youre wearing.

Huh? Thanks.

Whered you get it?

Phil Kronfelds. 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 thats 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 couldnt understand what the fuck youd want with the suit.

I dont think it would fit.

I guess not. Three twenty? Yeah, I guess thats as good a number as any. He got out a fat alligator wallet and counted out six fifties and a twenty. Threetwooh, 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 wont have to, and if I wanted to give you an address I couldnt anyway.

Okay.

He opened the attach 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 the bench beside me. He gave the silver dollar a spin, picked it up, put it in his pocket, and beckoned to Trina for the check. I let him have it. He paid it and left a two-dollar tip.

Whats so funny, Matt?

Just that I never saw you grab a check before. And Ive seen you pick up other peoples tips.

Well, things change.

I guess they do.

I didnt do that often, dragging down somebodys tips. You do lots of things when youre 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 dont think I will?

He looked at me as though the question was a stupid one. Youre honest, he said.

Oh, Christ. You know I used to take. I let you buy your way out of a collar or two, for Christs sake.

Yeah, but you were always square with me. Theres honest and theres honest. Youre not gonna open that envelope until you have to.

I knew he was right. I just didnt know how he knew it. Take care of yourself, I said.

Yeah, you too.

Watch yourself crossing the street.

Huh?

Watch out for buses.

He laughed a little, but I dont 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. Hed 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 Spinners envelope beneath it, centering it under the bed. The maid runs the vacuum cleaner occasionally 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 envelope could stay right where it was.





Chapter 2


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 theres 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 approximately one forty, age approximately forty-five, had been fished out of the East River with a crushed skull.

It sounded right. Id have put his age a few years higher and his weight a few pounds lower, but otherwise it sounded very right. I couldnt know that it was Spinner. I couldnt 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 indicate how long hed been in the water. If it was more than ten days or so, it wasnt Spinner; Id heard from him the Friday before.

I looked at my watch. It wasnt 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 didnt 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. Its been a while.

It hadnt been all that long. I asked about his family and he asked about mine. Theyre fine, I said.

You could always go back there, he said.

I couldnt, for far more reasons than I wanted to go into. I couldnt start carrying a badge again, either, but that didnt keep him from asking his next question.

I dont suppose youre ready to rejoin the human race, huh?

Thats 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, thats your business.

Thats right.

But whats 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, doesnt 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. Whats your interest?

I got a missing husband Im sort of looking for. He fits the description. I could go down and take a look at him, but I only know him from photographs and after a little while in the water

Yeah, right. Whats your guys name and Ill find out.

Lets do it the other way around, I said. Its supposed to be confidential, I dont want to spread the name if I dont have to.

I guess I could make a couple of calls.

If its my guy, youll get yourself a hat.

I figured as much. And if its not?

Youll get my sincere gratitude.

Fuck you too, he said. I hope its your guy. I can use a hat. Hey, thats funny, come to think of it.

How?

Youre looking for a guy and Im hoping hes dead. You think about it, its pretty funny.

The phone rang forty minutes later. He said, Its a shame, I couldve used a hat.

They didnt get a make?

Oh, they got a make, they made him on fingerprints, but hes not a guy anybodys gonna hire you to look for. Hes a character, we got a sheet on him a yard long. You mustve run into him once or twice yourself.

Whats his name?

Jacob Jablon. Did a little stooling, a little boosting, all kinds of dumb shit.

Names familiar.

They called him the Spinner.

I did know him, I said. Havent run into him in years. He used to spin a silver dollar all the time.

Well, all hes gonna spin now is in his grave.

I drew a breath. I said, Hes not my guy.

I didnt think so. I dont think he was anybodys husband, and if he was she wouldnt want him found.

Its not the wife whos looking for my guy.

Its not?

Its his girlfriend.

Ill be a son of a bitch.

And I dont think hes in town in the first place, but I might as well string her for a few bucks. A guy wants to disappear, hes just going to do it.

Thats the way it generally goes, but if she wants to hand you money

Thats my feeling, I said. How long was the Spinner in the water? Do they know that yet?

I think they said four, five days. Whats your interest?

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

Oh, printsll hold a week, easy. Longer sometimes, depending on the fish. Imagine fingerprinting a floatershit, if I did that Id be a long time before I wanted anything to eat. Imagine doing the autopsy.

Well, that shouldnt be hard. Somebody must have hit him on the head.

Considering who he was, Id say theres no question. He wasnt the type to go swimming and accidentally hit his head on a pier. Whatll you bet they dont come up with a conclusive homicide tag for it, though?

Whys that?

Because they dont 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 hes dead, so nobodys 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 youre right.

I got the manila envelope out from under the rug. The tape didnt 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 didnt 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 rug, and thats what I wanted to do with his envelope. There were a lot of things I could do, and what I most wanted to do was nothing at all, so until 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 Id gone through a few pages I realized I was reading 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 Pollys Cage, across the street from the hotel, then Kilcullens, then Spiro and Antares. Somewhere along the way I stopped at a deli for a couple of sandwiches. I wound up in Armstrongs, and I was still there when Trina ended her shift. I told her to sit down and Id buy her a drink.

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

So do I, but I dont want to go there and I dont want to see them.

You could be just the slightest bit drunk.

Its not impossible.

I went to the bar and got our drinks. Plain bourbon for me, a vodka and tonic for her. I came back to the table, and she picked up her glass.

She said, To crime?

Youve really only got time for one?

I dont even have time for the one, but ones got to be the limit.

Then lets not make it to crime. Lets make it absent friends.
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