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  The young man, who would have looked owlish even without the round eyeglasses, unfolded a piece of paper and laid it on the counter in front of
  Keller. The certificate of expertization for Obock J1, he said. Signed by Bloch and Mueller.


  He might have been a Red Sox fan invoking Ted Williams, and Keller could understand why. Herbert Bloch and Edwin Mueller were legendary philatelists, and their assertion that this particular
  stamp was indeed a genuine example of Obocks first postage due stamp, designated J1 in the Scott catalog, was enough to allay all doubt.


  Keller examined the stamp, first with his unaided eye, then through the magnifier he took from his breast pocket. There was a photograph of the stamp on the certificate, and he studied that as
  well, with and without magnification. Bloch and Mueller had sworn to its legitimacy in 1960, so the certificate was old enough to be collectible in and of itself.


  Still, even experts were sometimes careless, and occasionally mistaken. And now and then someone switched in a ringer for an expertized stamp. So Keller reached for another tool, this one in the
  inside pocket of his jacket. It was a flat metal oblong, designed to enable the user to compute the number of perforations per inch on the top or side of a stamp. Obock J1 was imperforate, which
  rendered the question moot, but the perforation gauge doubled as a mini ruler, marked out in inches along one edge and millimeters along the other, and Keller used it to check the size of the
  stamps overprint.


  That overprint, hand stamped on a postage due stamp initially issued for the French Colonies as a whole, had the name of the placeObockin black capitals. On the original stamp, the
  overprint measured 12 1/2 millimeters by 3 3/4 millimeters. On the reprint, a copy of which reposed in Kellers own collection, each dimension of the overprint was half a millimeter
  smaller.


  And so Keller measured the overprint on this stamp, and found himself in agreement with Mr. Bloch and Mr. Mueller. This was the straight goods, the genuine article. All he had to do to go home
  with it was outbid any other interested collectors. And he could do that, too, and without straining his budget or dipping into his capital.


  But first hed have to kill somebody.


  The Dallas-based firm of Whistler & Welles conducted auctions of collectibles throughout the year. At various times they sold coins, books, autographs, and sports
  memorabilia, but the partners had started out as stamp dealers, and philatelic holdings remained the largest component of their business. Their annual Spring Equinox Sale, held each year in the
  Hotel Lombardy on the third weekend in March, was one Keller had wanted to attend for years. Something had always prevented him from attending. Hed marked up copies of their catalogs over
  the years, sent in unsuccessful mail bids on a few occasions, and one year had a hotel room reserved and a flight booked before something or other came up and forced him to cancel.


  Hed lived in New York when Whistler & Welles put him on their mailing list. Nowadays he lived in New Orleans, and the name on their mailing list was one hed borrowed from a
  local tombstone. He was Nicholas Edwards now, and that was the name on his passport, and on all the cards in his wallet. He lived in a big old house in the Lower Garden District, and he had a wife
  and a baby daughter, and he was a partner in a construction firm specializing in purchasing and rehabilitating distressed properties.


  A year earlier, hed looked with longing at the Whistler & Welles catalog. Dallas was a lot closer to New Orleans than to New York, but he and Donny Wallings were putting in
  twelve-hour days and seven-day weeks, just trying to keep up with everything they had going on.


  But that was a year ago, before the collapse of the subprime mortgage market and everything that followed on its heels. Credit dried up, houses stopped selling, and theyd gone from more
  business than they could handle to no business to speak of.


  So he could afford the time. A couple of days in Dallas? Sure, why not? He could even take his time and drive to Dallas and back.


  And there were plenty of stamps on offer that hed be eager to add to his collection, with Obock J1 at the very top of his wish list.


  Now, though, he couldnt afford it.


  The Lombardy, an independent, locally owned older hotel trying to survive in a world of modern chains, was starting to show its age. The carpet in Kellers room, while
  not yet threadbare, was due for replacement. A sofa in the lobby was worn on the arms, and the wood paneling in one of the elevators needed touching up. None of this bothered Keller, who found the
  hotels faded glory somehow reassuring. What better venue for men of a certain age to compete for little pieces of paper that had done their duty carrying the mail long before any of them
  were born?


  Whistler & Welles had booked a large conference room on the mezzanine for their three-day sale, which would begin promptly at nine Friday morning. New Orleans and Dallas were a little over
  five hundred miles apart, and Keller drove most of the way Wednesday, stopping for the night at a Red Roof Inn off a handy exit from the interstate. He checked into his room at the Lombardy a
  little after noon, and by one oclock he was signing Nicholas Edwards on the bidder register and walking over to the long table where they were showing the auction lots.


  By two thirty hed had a look at all the lots that interested him, and had made cryptic notes in his auction catalog. Every sales lot was illustrated with a color photograph, so he
  didnt absolutely have to see them up close and personal, but sometimes you got something that way that you couldnt get from a photo in a catalog. Some stamps reached out to you while
  others put you off, and it probably didnt make any real sense, but the whole hobby was wacky enough to begin with. I mean, spending a fortune on little pieces of colored paper? Picking them
  up with tongs, putting them in plastic mounts, and securing them in albums? Why, for heavens sake?


  Keller had long since come to terms with the essential absurdity of the pastime, and didnt let it bother him. He was a stamp collector, he derived enormous satisfaction from the pursuit,
  and that was all he needed to know. If you thought about it, just about everything human beings did was pointless and ridiculous. Golf? Skiing? Sex?


  Upstairs in his room, Keller reviewed the notes hed made. There were stamps hed initially considered and now decided to pass on, others he might buy if the price was right, and a
  few for which hed be bidding competitively. And there was Obock J1. It was rare, it didnt come up that often, and this particular specimen was a nice one, with four full margins.
  Imperforate stamps had to be cut apart, and sometimes a careless clerk snipped off a bit of the stamp in the process. That didnt keep a letter from reaching its designated recipient, but it
  made the stamp considerably less desirable to a collector.


  According to the Scott catalog, Obock J1 was worth $7500. In their catalog, Whistler & Welles had estimated the lot conservatively at $6500. The actual price, Keller knew, would depend on
  the bidders, those in the room and those participating by mail or phone, or via the Internet, and the hammer price wouldnt tell the whole story; to that youd have to add a 15 percent
  bidders premium and whatever sales tax the state of Texas saw fit to pile on. Keller, who wanted the stamp more than ever now that hed had a look at it, figured he might have to bid
  $12,000 to get it, and the check hed write out would be uncomfortably close to $15,000.


  Would he go that high?


  Well, thats why they had auctions, and why bidders showed up in person. You sat in your chair, and youd decided in advance just how high youd go and when youd drop
  out, and then they got to the lot you were waiting for and you discovered how you really felt. Maybe you did exactly what you planned on doing, but maybe not. Maybe you found out your enthusiasm
  wasnt as great as youd thought, and wound up dropping out of the bidding early on. Or maybe you found yourself hanging in far beyond your predetermined limit, spending considerably
  more than your maximum.


  No way to guess how it would be this time. It was Thursday, and tomorrows morning and afternoon sessions would both be devoted to U.S. issues, and thus of no interest to Keller. He
  wouldnt need to be in the auction room until Saturday morning, and the French Colonial issues, including Obock J1, wouldnt come up until early Saturday afternoon.


  He went downstairs, walked outside. It was cool, but not unpleasantly so. Football weather, youd call it, if the calendar didnt insist that it was March. Cool, crispa
  perfect October day.


  He walked a couple of blocks to another hotel, where there was a queue of waiting cabs. He went to the first one in line, settled into the backseat, and told the driver to take him to the
  airport.


  



  


  


  


  


  TWO


  


  


  


  


  Hed been working on his stamps when the phone rang. He was alone in the house, Julia had left to pick up Jenny at day care, and he very
  nearly let the machine answer it because calls were almost invariably for Julia. But there was always a chance it was Donny, so he went and picked it up half a ring ahead of the machine, and it
  turned out to be Dot.


  Not that she bothered to identify herself. Without preamble she said, Remember that cell phone you had? And she broke the connection before he could respond.


  He remembered the phone, an untraceable prepaid one, and even remembered where hed left it, in his sock drawer. The battery had long since run down, and while it was charging Julia and
  Jenny came home, so it was a good half hour before he was back in his den with the phone.


  For years hed lived in New York, a few blocks from the United Nations, and Dot had lived north of the city in White Plains, in a big old house with a wraparound porch. That house was gone
  now, burned to the ground, and the same wind that had blown him to New Orleans had picked up Dot and deposited her in Sedona, Arizona. Her name was Wilma Corder now, even as his was Nicholas
  Edwards, and she had a new life of her own. Back in the day she had arranged the contract killings he had performed, but that was then and this was now.


  Even so, he closed the door before he made the call.


  Ill just plunge right in, she said. Im back in business.


  And the business is


  Holding its own. Not booming, but a long way from flatlining, which seems to be what everybody elses business is doing.


  What I meant


  I know what you meant. You want to know what business Im in, but do you have to ask? Same old.


  Oh.


  Youre surprised? Youre not the only one. See, theres this thing I joined, Athena International.


  It sounds like an insurance company.


  It does? Its what they call a service club, like Rotary or Kiwanis. Except its exclusively for women.


  Cant women join Rotary?


  Of course, because it would be sexist to keep them out. But men cant join Athena.


  That doesnt seem fair.


  Keller, if it bothers you, you can put on a dress and a wig and Ill drag you along to a meeting. If youre still awake at the end of it Ill buy you a pair of high
  heels.


  But you enjoy it.


  The hell I do. I must have been brain-dead when I joined. We do things like pick up trash once a month around Bell Rock, and I approve of that, since Ive got a view of the damned
  thing from my bedroom window, and it looks better without the beer bottles and gum wrappers. Im not crazy about walking around in the hot sun hunting for other peoples garbage, but I
  go once in a while. And we raise money to give some deserving girl a scholarship to college, and if Im not out there running a table at the bake sale, or God forbid baking something, at
  least Ill write out a check. But I mostly pass on the monthly meetings. Ive never been a meeting person. Endless talking, and then the damn song.


  What song?


  The Athenian song, and no, Im not about to sing it for you. But thats how we close the meeting. We all stand in a circle and cross our arms over our chests and clasp hands
  and sing this Mickey Mouse song.


  Minnie Mouse, he suggested.


  I stand corrected. The thing is, most of the members have careers of one sort or another, and we dont just pick up garbage. We network, which means we take in each others
  laundry.


  Huh?


  Beths a travel agent, Alisons a real-estate agent, Lindsay does Tupperware parties.


  So youve been buying Tupperware, he suggested. And houses.


  No houses. But when I went to Hawaii for a week I let Beth make the booking, she said, and one of our members is a lawyer, and when I need a lawyer shes the one I go
  to. And of course I bought the Tupperware. You go to the party, you buy the Tupperware.


  And drink the Kool-Aid. Im sorry, go on.


  Anyway, she said, there they all were with their careers, and there I was, with all the money I needed, and it couldnt keep me from feeling time was passing me
  by.


  Thats what time does.


  I know. But I couldnt shake the feeling that I ought to be doing something. But what? Volunteer at a hospital? Help out at a soup kitchen?


  Doesnt sound like you.


  So I picked up the phone, she said, and made a few calls.


  Howd that go? I mean, officially, arent you dead?


  As a doornail, she agreed. Shot in the head and burned up in a fire. You Google Dorothea Harbison and thats what youll find out. But the people who would call
  me to arrange a booking, they never heard of Dorothea Harbison. A few of them knew me as Dot, but most of them didnt even have that much. I was a phone number, and a voice on the phone, and
  a mail drop where they sent payments. And that was as much as anybody needed to know.


  And how much did you know about them?


  My customers? Next to nothing. But I did have a couple of phone numbers.


  And one day she drove to Flagstaff and rented a private mailbox at a franchise operation on South Milton Road, a block from the Embassy Suites hotel. On her way home she picked up a prepaid and
  presumably untraceable phone, and over the next few days she made a couple of calls. I wondered what happened to you, the first man said. I tried your number, but it was
  disconnected.


  I got married, she told him, and dont bother congratulating me, because it didnt work out.


  That was quick.


  For you, maybe. You werent there. Long and short, Im here for you when you need me. Let me give you the number.


  She had other numbers, too, of men whod done what Keller used to do. Not all of those numbers worked anymore, but she was able to reestablish a contact or two, and one fellow said he
  could really use the work. Then she sat back and waited for something to happen, not entirely sure she wanted her new phone to ring, but it did, and within the week.


  And heres something interesting, Keller. The call was from someone I hadnt called myself, someone I hadnt even worked with before. One of my old clients passed the
  word, and here was this guy calling me out of the blue, with a piece of work to be done in the great state of Georgia. So I called the guy whod told me how he needed work, and he
  couldnt believe I was getting back to him so quick. And I sat back and got paid.


  Like old times, Keller suggested, and she agreed. Im still me, she said. Im a rich lady, and I look better than I used to. I moved to Sedona and the pounds
  started to drop off right away. The place is crawling with energy vortexes, except I think the plural is vortices.


  What are they?


  Beats me, Keller. I think its something like an intersection, except the streets are imaginary. Anyway, some of the women I know are fat as pigs, and theyve got the same
  vortices I do. I belong to a gym, can you believe it?


  You told me.


  And Ive got a personal trainer. Did I tell you that, too? His name is Scott, and I sometimes get the feeling hed like to get a little more personal, but Im probably
  wrong about that. Its not as though I turned into whistle bait, and what would he want with a woman old enough to use a term like that? Whistle bait, for Gods sake.


  I guess people dont say that anymore.


  They dont whistle much, either. Look, this is a mistake, isnt it? I shouldnt have called.


  Well.


  For Gods sake, youve got your life to live. Youve got a beautiful wife and an amazing daughter and youre the rehab king of New Orleans real estate. So why
  dont you just wish me luck in my new venture and hang up, and Ill leave you alone.
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  Keller limited himself to monosyllables en route to the airport, and gave the driver a tip neither large nor small enough to be memorable. He
  walked through the door for departing flights, took an escalator one flight down, and a bubbly girl at the Hertz counter found his reservation right away. He showed her a drivers license and
  a credit card, both in the same nameone that was neither J. P. Keller nor Nicholas Edwards. They were good enough to get him the keys to a green Subaru hatchback, and in due course he was
  behind the wheel and on his way.


  The house he was looking for was on Caruth Boulevard, in the University Park section. Hed located it online and printed out a map, and he found it now with no trouble, one of a whole
  block of upscale Spanish-style homes on substantial landscaped lots not far from the Southern Methodist campus. Sculpted stucco walls, a red tile roof, an attached three-car garage. Youd
  think a family could be very happy in a house like that, Keller thought, but in the present instance youd be wrong, because the place was home to Charles and Portia Walmsley, and neither of
  them could be happy until the other was dead.


  Keller slowed down as he passed the house, then circled the block for another look at it. Was anyone at home? As far as he could see, there was no way to tell. Charles Walmsley had moved out a
  few weeks earlier, and Portia shared the house with the Salvadoran housekeeper. Keller hadnt learned the housekeepers name, or that of the man who was a frequent overnight guest of
  Mrs. Walmsley, but hed been told that the man drove a Lexus SUV. Keller didnt see it in the driveway, but he couldnt be sure it wasnt in the garage.


  The man drives an SUV, Dot had said, and he once played football for TCU. I know what an SUV is, but


  Texas Christian University, Keller supplied. In Fort Worth.


  I thought that might be it. Do they have something to do with horny frogs?


  Horned Frogs. Thats their football team, the Horned Frogs. Theyre archrivals of SMU.


  That would be Southern Methodist.


  Right. Theyre the Mustangs.


  Frogs and Mustangs. How do you know all this crap, Keller? Dont tell me its on a stamp. Never mind, its not important. Whats important is that something
  permanent happens to Mrs. Walmsley. And it would be good if something happened to the boyfriend, too.


  It would?


  Hell pay a bonus.


  A bonus? What kind of a bonus?


  Unspecified, which makes it tricky to know what to expect, let alone collect it. And hell double the bonus if they nail the boyfriend for the wifes murder, but when you
  double an unspecified number, what have you got? Two times what?


  Keller drove past the Walmsley house a second time, and didnt learn anything new in the process. He consulted his map, figured out his route, and left the Subaru in a parking garage three
  blocks from the Lombardy.


  In his room, he picked up the phone to call Julia, then remembered what hotels charge you for phone calls. Charles Walmsley was paying top dollar, bonus or no, but making a call from a hotel
  room was like burning the money in the street. He used his cell phone instead, first making sure that it was the iPhone Julia had given him for his birthday and not the prepaid one he used only for
  calls to Dot.


  The hotel room was okay, he told her. And hed had a good look at the stamps he was interested in, and that was always helpful. And she put Jenny on, and he cooed to his daughter and she
  babbled at him. He told her he loved her, and when Julia came back on the phone he told her the same.


  Portia Walmsley didnt have any children. Her husband did, from a previous marriage, but they lived with their mother across the Red River in Oklahoma. So there wouldnt be any kids
  to worry about in the house on Caruth Boulevard.


  As far as the Salvadoran maid was concerned, Dot had told him the client didnt care one way or the other. He wasnt paying a bonus for her, that was for sure. Hed pointed out
  that she was an illegal immigrant, and Keller wondered what that had to do with anything.


  That first night, he hadnt called Dot back right away. First he and Julia had tucked Jenny in for the nightor for as much of it as the child would sleep through.
  Then the two of them sat over coffee in the kitchen, and he mentioned that Donny had called earlier, not because some work had come in but on the chance that he might want to go fishing.


  But you didnt want to go?


  He shook his head. Neither did Donny, not really. He just wanted to pick up the phone.


  Its hard for him, isnt it?


  Hes not used to sitting around.


  Neither are you, these days. But I guess it must be like old times for you. You know, with lots of time off between jobs.


  Stamp collecting helped take up the slack.


  And I guess it still does, she said. And that way theres no fish to clean.


  He went upstairs and sat down with his stamps for a few minutes, then made the call. So youre back in business, he said. And you didnt call me, and then you
  did.


  And I guess it was a mistake, she said, and I apologize. But how could I be in the business and not let you know about it? That didnt seem right.


  No.


  And its not like youre a recovering alcoholic and Im opening wine bottles in front of you. Youre a grown-up. If youre not interested youll tell
  me so and thats the end of it. Keller? You still there?


  Im here.


  So you are, she said. And yet you havent told me youre not interested.


  One of his stamp albums was open on the table in front of him, and he looked at a page of Italian stamps overprinted for use in the Aegean Islands. There were a few stamps missing, and while
  they werent at all expensive theyd proved difficult to find.


  Keller?


  Business dried up, he said. Theres no financing. We cant buy houses and we cant sell them, and nobodys hiring us to repair them, either, because
  theres no money around.


  Well, Im not surprised. Its the same everywhere. Still, youve got enough money to see you through, havent you?


  Were all right, he said. But Ive gotten used to living on what I earn, and now Im dipping into capital. Im not about to run through it,
  theres no danger of that, but still . . .


  I know what you mean. Keller, Ive got something if you want it. I had a guy lined up for it and I just learned hes in the hospital, he flipped his car and they had to yank
  him out of there with the Jaws of Death.


  Isnt it the Jaws of Life?


  Whatever. His own jaw is about the only part of him that didnt get broken. I guess hell live, and he may even walk again, but theres no way he can get it all together
  by the end of the month and spare my client the agony of divorce.


  And the heartbreak of community property.


  Something like that. It has to happen before the first of April, and either I find somebody who can take care of it or I have to send back the money. You probably remember how much I like
  doing that.


  Vividly.


  Once I have it in hand, she said, I think of it as my money, and I hate like the devil to part with it. So what do you think? Can you get away for a few days in the next
  couple of weeks?


  My calendars wide open, he said. All Ive got is a stamp auction I was thinking about going to. Thats the weekend after next, if I go at all.


  Where is it?


  Dallas.


  There was a thoughtful silence. Keller, she said at length, call me crazy, but I see the hand of Providence at work here.
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  The Lombardy had a buffet breakfast they were proud of, and in the morning Keller went down to give it a try. The problem with buffets, hed
  found, was that you wanted to get your moneys worth and wound up eating too much. He resolved not to do that, and helped himself to a moderate amount of bacon and eggs and a toasted bran
  muffin. When he was through he sipped his coffee and thought about the other items hed noticed, and how good theyd looked. He sighed and went back for more.


  And took another plate, as the sign advised him to. I dont get it, he said to a fellow diner, a heavyset man with an oversize mustache. Why does the state of Texas
  forbid me to pile new food onto an old plate?


  Health regulation, isnt it?


  I guess, but why? I mean, what am I going to do, pass germs to myself?


  Good point.


  And this way theyve got an extra plate to wash.


  Even more, the man said, if you make enough return trips, and that smoked salmon is worth a try, believe me. They feed you a hell of a breakfast here at the Venetia. But
  maybe theres another reason for fresh plates. Maybe its like putting new wine in old bottles.


  Well, thats something else Ive wondered about, Keller said. I know its a metaphor, but what are you supposed to do with old bottles? Just throw them in
  a landfill?


  He went back to his table and ate everything on his plate, but didnt even consider going back for thirds. Instead he let the waitress pour him more coffee, signed his check, and carried
  the coffee over to the table where the mustachioed gentleman was working on his smoked salmon.


  Keller put a hand on an unoccupied chair, and the man nodded, and Keller sat down. Youre here for the auction, he said.


  I have that look, do I?


  He shook his head. The hotel, he said. You called it the Venetia.


  I did? Well, thats a giveaway, isnt it? A very philatelic slip of the tongue. Or should that be slip of the tongs?


  Because he collected stamps, Keller knew that in the mid-nineteenth century Lombardy-Venetia had been a kingdom in the north of Italy forming part of the Austrian Empire. Starting in 1850,
  Austria produced stamps for Lombardy-Venetia, essentially identical to regular Austrian issues but denominated in centesimi and lire and, after 1858, in soldi and florins. Then in 1859 Lombardy was
  annexed to Sardinia, and seven years later Venetia became a part of the kingdom of Italy.


  But for philately, the fellow said, I might never have heard of Lombardy or Venetia, let alone know to link the two of them with a hyphen.


  I havent done much with Lombardy-Venetia, Keller admitted. All those reprints, and so much counterfeiting. Its confusing, so I always find it easier to buy
  something else.


  Your Lombardy-Venetias probably well ahead of mine, considering that I dont own a single stamp from the benighted place. Nothing but U.S. for me, Im
  afraid.


  And thats the one thing I dont collect, Keller said. Im worldwide, to 1940.


  That way theres always something for you to buy. Which is a blessing or a curse, depending how you look at it. I dont even collect all of my own country. I did, but then I
  sold everything after 1900, and then I narrowed that down to the 1869 issue. I dont know if you know the stamps . . .


  Keller knew them well enough to hold up his end of the conversation. By the time they left the table they were Nicholas and Michael, sharing the comfortable camaraderie of fellow hobbyists who
  wouldnt be competing with one another in the auction room. In fact they wouldnt even be occupying the room at the same time, with U.S. on the block today and the rest of the world
  waiting its turn.


  Stamps in the morning, covers in the afternoon, Michael said. Theres a block of Scott 119, the fifteen-cent type two, that I wouldnt mind having. And this
  afternoon, well, this wouldnt mean much to a nonspecialist, but . . .


  Keller heard him out, wished him luck.


  Ah, but whats luck, Nick? Im too old to chase em nowadays, but when I used to go out looking to pick up a woman, Id tell myself maybe Id get lucky. But
  you reach a point where getting lucky means going home alone. You know, you ought to drop by when the 1869 lots come up. Share in the drama without having a stake in the outcome. All the excitement
  and none of the risklike watching a murder mystery on television.


  Keller slipped into the auction room a half hour after the start of the morning session. The first several dozen lots were nothing too exciting, job lots and accumulations, and
  then the first of the Postmasters Provisionals came up and the proceedings got more interesting. Sort of like watching a mystery on television, come to think of it.


  He stayed longer than hed planned, waiting for the large block of number 119 to be offered, and watched as his new friend hung in gamely while bidding climbed to four times the estimated
  value. Then Kellers friend dropped out, and the block was knocked down to a telephone bidder.


  Not quite like a murder mystery on television, because it didnt end the way you wanted it to.


  Keller slipped out of the auction room, left the hotel, and picked up his rental car. Hed brought his map along, but never took it out of his breast pocket. He had no trouble remembering
  the route to the house on Caruth Boulevard.


  He drove past the house, taking a quick look at it, and all he really managed to establish was that it was still there. He couldnt stake the place out and watch the
  comings and goings, not in this neighborhood, where a man lurking in a parked car would be reported to the police in no time at all. Nor could he park a few blocks away and approach on foot,
  because if there was a single pedestrian over the age of six anywhere in the area, hed managed to keep out of Kellers field of vision.


  The right way, he thought, was to take a week or two, but the hell with that. This wasnt some well-guarded mafioso in a walled castle, with a moat full of bent-nosed alligators. This was
  a woman who had no idea just how much her husband wanted to be rid of her, and no reason to fear a stranger at her door.


  Keller went back to a strip mall hed passed earlier, with a Walgreens at one end and an Office Depot at the other. Park near one and walk to the other? No, he told himself. Why bother?
  Nobody was going to look at his license plate, and what difference did it make if they did?


  He parked in front of the Office Depot and was in and out of it in ten minutes, paying cash for the clipboard and the pad of yellow paper. Duct tape? No, not necessary. He was going to buy a
  pen, then remembered that he already had one of his own.


  What else? A box cutter, a letter opener, something sharp and pointed? No. He had his hands, and there would be knives in the kitchen if he felt the need.


  He drove back to the Walmsley house and parked in the driveway, where anyone walking by could see his car and take note of the license plate. Fat chance, he thought, and walked up to the door
  and rang the bell.


  Nothing.


  Maids day off, he thought. Getting lucky, he told himself, was when you rang a doorbell and nobody answered. That was even better than going home alone, and


  Footsteps, approaching the door. He waited for it to open, and when it didnt he poked the bell again, and this time the door opened immediately, and he found himself looking at his own
  reflection in the mirror that faced the door. Just for an instant, albeit a disconcerting one; then he lowered his eyes and looked down at the Salvadoran maid.


  Ah, good morning, he said. Mrs. Walmsley?


  No, the maid said, in Spanish or English, it was impossible to tell. Her no aqu, she said, in a combination of the two.


  And Mr. Walmsley?


  Him not vive aqu.


  A shake of the head, good enough in either language.


  Is anyone else at home?


  Another head shake. The simple thing to do, Keller realized, was kill the woman, stuff her in a closetor a laundry hamper, or a big hatbox. She was innocent, but then so was Portia
  Walmsley, for all he knew.


  But Jesus, she was so tiny.


  The client, he recalled, didnt care one way or the other about the woman. He wasnt paying a bonus for some illegal immigrant, and


  Bingo.


  He brandished the clipboard, gave her a look at it. He hadnt thought to write anything on the top sheet of paper, but it didnt matter.


  INS, he said.


  Her face remained expressionless, but eloquently so.


  Green card, he said.


  No hablo ingls.


  Carta verde, Keller said, straining his command of the language to the limit. Tienes un carta verde?


  Una, he thought. Not un, for Gods sake. Una. An INS man would know that, right? Jesus, you couldnt live in New York without knowing that much, let alone
  Texas, and


  Un, una, what difference could it possibly make? Her shoulders slumped, and she managed somehow to become even smaller. Keller felt horrible.


  I will be back, he said. Ill go away now to have my lunch, and when I come back you can show me your green card. Your carta verde, comprenez-vous?


  Comprenez-vous? That was French, for Gods sake, yet another language he was unable to speak. But it was clear that she comprenezed just fine.


  You come back?


  In an hour, he said, and turned away, unable to bear the sight of her expressionless face.


  He drove to the strip mall, parking this time near the Walgreens, and tossed the clipboard into a trash bin alongside the entrance. He wasnt hungry and he couldnt
  think of anything to buy, so he returned to his car and sat behind the wheel. Nothing to read, nothing to do, really, but let time pass. He fiddled with the radio, but couldnt figure out how
  to get it to play without running the engine. Thered be a way to do it, there always was, but every car maker felt compelled to work out its own way of doing things, and when you rented cars
  you could never figure out how to adjust the seats or play the radio or work the air-conditioning or dim the lights, and when you went to signal a left turn you generally wound up switching on the
  windshield wipers. The steering was always more or less the same, and so were the brakes, and it was a good thing or everybody would crash into everybody else.


  Theyd have newspapers in the drugstore. Magazines, maybe even paperback books.


  No, the hell with it.


  He gave her an hour and a half, then returned to the Walmsley house and parked once again in the driveway. He walked up to the door and rang the bell, and wondered if he might have been a shade
  precipitous in ditching the clipboard, because what if she opened the door with Portia Walmsley on her left and some slick immigration lawyer on her right? Hang on, hed say. Be
  right back, soon as I get my clipboard


  No one came to the door. He rang the bell again, and listened carefully, and heard no footsteps. The car, the rented Subaru, had now become a problem, and he wished hed left it at the
  strip mall and approached on foot. But that was a long way to walk in a neighborhood where everybody drove.


  He couldnt leave the thing in the driveway. There was probably room for it in the three-car garage, since the estranged husband wouldnt have left on foot, but Portia Walmsley would
  almost certainly notice his car when she parked her own beside it, and


  He backed out of the driveway, drove fifty yards down the street, parked, and walked back. Rang the bell, listened for footsteps, knocked, listened again. He tried the doorknob, because you
  never know, but it was locked.


  No problem.
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  Keller had never been a thief, let alone a burglar. In his youth hed been one of several young men whod hung around the Old
  Mans place in Yonkers. The Old Man was Giuseppe Ragone, dear to the hearts of tabloid journalists, who wrote about him as Joey Rags. Keller had never called him that, or anything like it. In
  direct conversation, if he called the man anything it was Sir. To others, hed refer to him as Mr. R. In his own mind, though, his boss was the Old Man.


  And Keller liked hanging around. The Old Man would give him errands to run, packages to pick up and deliver, messages to pass along. Eventually he sent Keller along when
  disciplinary actions were called for, and something he saw led him to devise assignments that, in retrospect, Keller was able to recognize as little tests. Keller, unaware he was being tested,
  passed with flying colors. What the Old Man managed to establish was that Keller didnt flinch when called upon to pull the trigger. The Old Man had suspected as much, that was why hed
  devised the tests, but it was all news to Keller.


  So Keller went from being an errand boy to taking people out, and at first the people he took out were men who had somehow managed to get on the Old Mans hit list, and then the Old Man
  realized what a fine, dependable asset he had, and began renting Keller out to interested parties. Not many people knew Kellers name, the Old Man saw to that, but an increasing number of
  people knew he was out there somewhere, at the beck and call of Joey Rags, and that he did good work. So from that point on that was the only kind of work he was called upon to perform. There were
  no more packages or messages to deliver, no more errands to run.


  A more conventional apprenticeship would have seen Keller grow into a jack-of-all-criminal-trades, with a working knowledge of various felonious enterprises. But Keller, forced to improvise, had
  picked up what he needed to know. Without ever becoming a disciplined student of the martial arts, hed read books and rented videos, taken the odd class here and there, and was as proficient
  as he had to be with the usual run of weapons, and with his bare hands. Similarly, hed become reasonably good at breaking and entering, and it didnt take him long to get into the
  Walmsley house.


  It was the sort of house that would have a burglar alarm installed, and there was a decal to that effect, along with metallic tape on the ground-floor windows. But the alarm had not been engaged
  when the maid opened the door to him, and he didnt believe for a moment shed have taken the time to set it before fleeing a house shed never be likely to see again. If the
  Walmsleys had ever taken the trouble to teach her how to set it in the first place.


  No alarm, then. The front door was locked, probably because it locked of its own accord when you pulled it shut. Keller could have forced it but didnt, nor did he force the door leading
  to the garage. He went around to the rear of the house, took one of the windows off its track, and let himself in.


  The maid wouldnt be coming back. The house was a large one, and Keller went through it room by room, and it was easy to tell the maids room, because it was the
  smallest room in the house, tucked in under the back stairs and alongside the kitchen. There was a wooden crucifix hanging from a nail on one wall, and there was a week-old copy of El
  Diario, and that was pretty much all there was aside from the bed and dresser. Shed thrown everything else in a suitcase and now she was gone, and she wouldnt be coming back.


  The crucifix, he decided, had been a parting gift from her mother in El Salvador. That was the name of the country, while the capital city was San Salvador, but she probably came from somewhere
  else. Cutuco, he decided. Puerto Cutuco was the only other city he knew in El Salvador, and he knew it because one of the stamps of the 1935 series pictured the wharf at Cutuco. Another stamp in
  the same series showed a volcano, and he knew its name, but couldnt remember it.


  As if it mattered. Her mother in Cutuco had given her the crucifix, he continued thinking, telling her to keep it with her forever and it would always protect her, and shed dutifully
  mounted it on the wall, and in her haste shed forgotten it. Terrified of the faceless Immigration and Naturalization Service (except it wasnt so faceless now, it had Kellers
  face on it), shed abandoned the one thing she owned that tied her to her home and family. She wouldnt come back for it, she didnt dare, but its loss would always bother her,
  and


  Jesus, get over it, he told himself. She could let go of the crucifix a lot easier than he could relinquish the fantasy he was spinning, complete with a hometown from a stamp in his
  collection.


  It bothered him, though. That hed scared her the way he did. Still, what else was he supposed to do? He couldnt snap her neck just because she was in the way. She was tiny,
  shed have to stand on a box to be five feet tall. It would be like killing a little kid, and that was something Keller had never done. Once or twice someone had offered a contract on a
  child, and he and Dot had been entirely in accord on the subject. You had to draw a line, and that was where you had to draw it.


  But that was a matter of age, not size. The womanand he found himself wishing he knew her name, now that hed played such a role in her lifewas certainly over twenty-one. Old
  enough to vote, old enough to drink . . . and old enough to be killed? Was he being politically incorrect by giving her a pass on the basis of her height? Was he being . . . well, he wasnt
  sure the word existed, but was he being a sizeist? A heightist? Was he altitudinally prejudiced?


  What he was being, he told himself, was severely neurotic, and that was the occasional consequence of breaking into an empty house with nothing to do but wait for someone to appear. Hed
  done this sort of thing before, but that was in an earlier life. Now he had a wife and a daughter, now he lived in a big old house in New Orleans and had a business repairing and renovating other
  peoples houses, and the new life suited him, and what was he doing here, anyway?


  He looked at his watch, and every ten minutes or so he looked at it again.


  Keller had read somewhere that all of mans difficulties stemmed from his inability to sit alone in a room. The line stayed with him, and a while ago hed Googled
  his way to its source. Someone named Pascal had made the observation, Blaise Pascal, and it turned out hed said a lot of other interesting things as well, but all but the first one had
  slipped Kellers mind. He thought of
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