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1


Answers to Soldier


Keller flew United to Portland. He read a magazine on the leg from JFK to OHare, ate lunch on the ground, and watched the movie on the nonstop flight from Chicago to Portland. It was a quarter to three local time when he carried his hand luggage off the plane, and then he had only an hours wait before his connecting flight to Roseburg.


But when he got a look at the size of the plane he walked over to the Hertz desk and told them he wanted a car for a few days. He showed them a drivers license and a credit card and they let him have a Ford Taurus with thirty-two hundred miles on the clock. He didnt bother trying to refund his Portland-to-Roseburg ticket.


The Hertz clerk showed him how to get on I5. Keller pointed the car in the right direction and set the cruise control three miles an hour over the posted speed limit. Everybody else was going a few miles an hour faster than that, but he was in no hurry, and he didnt want to invite a close look at his drivers license. It was probably all right, but why ask for trouble?


It was still light out when he took the off ramp for the second Roseburg exit. He had a reservation at the Douglas Inn, a Best Western on Stephens Street. He found it without any trouble. They had him in a ground-floor room in the front, and he had them change it to one a flight up in the rear.


He unpacked, showered. The phone book had a street map of downtown Roseburg, and he studied it, getting his bearings, then tore it out and took it with him when he went out for a walk. The little print shop was only a few blocks away on Jackson, two doors in from the corner, between a tobacconist and a photographer with his window full of wedding pictures. A sign in Quik Prints window offered a special on wedding invitations, perhaps to catch the eye of bridal couples making arrangements with the photographer.


Quik Print was closed, of course, as were the tobacconist and the photographer and the credit jeweler next door to the photographer and, as far as Keller could tell, everybody else in the neighborhood. He didnt stick around long. Two blocks away he found a Mexican restaurant that looked dingy enough to be authentic. He bought a local paper from the coin box out front and read it while he ate his chicken enchiladas. The food was good, and ridiculously inexpensive. If the place were in New York, he thought, everything would be three or four times as much and thered be a line in front.


The waitress was a slender blonde, not Mexican at all. She had short hair and granny glasses and an overbite, and she sported an engagement ring on the appropriate finger, a diamond solitaire with a tiny stone. Maybe she and her fianc had picked it out at the credit jewelers, Keller thought. Maybe the photographer next door would take their wedding pictures. Maybe theyd get Burt Engleman to print their wedding invitations. Quality printing, reasonable rates, service you can count on.


In the morning he returned to Quik Print and looked in the window. A woman with brown hair was sitting at a gray metal desk, talking on the telephone. A man in shirtsleeves stood at a copying machine. He wore horn-rimmed glasses with round lenses and his hair was cropped short on his egg-shaped head. He was balding, and that made him look older, but Keller knew he was only thirty-eight.


Keller stood in front of the jewelers and pictured the waitress and her fianc picking out rings. Theyd have a double-ring ceremony, of course, and there would be something engraved on the inside of each of their wedding bands, something no one else would ever see. Would they live in an apartment? For a while, he decided, until they saved the down payment for a starter home. That was the phrase you saw in real estate ads and Keller liked it. A starter home, something to practice on until you got the hang of it.


At a drugstore on the next block, he bought an unlined paper tablet and a black felt-tipped pen. He used four sheets of paper before he was pleased with the result. Back at Quik Print, he showed his work to the brown-haired woman.


My dog ran off, he explained. I thought Id get some flyers printed, post them around town.


LOST DOG, hed printed. PART GER. SHEPHERD. ANSWERS TO SOLDIER. CALL 555-1904.


I hope you get him back, the woman said. Is it a him? Soldier sounds like a male dog, but it doesnt say.


Its a male, Keller said. Maybe I should have specified.


Its probably not important. Did you want to offer a reward? People usually do, though I dont know if it makes any difference. If I found somebodys dog, I wouldnt care about a reward. Id just want to get him back with his owner.


Everybodys not as decent as you are, Keller said. Maybe I should say something about a reward. I didnt even think of that. He put his palms on the desk and leaned forward, looking down at the sheet of paper. I dont know, he said. It looks kind of homemade, doesnt it? Maybe I should have you set it in type, do it right. What do you think?


I dont know, she said. Ed? Would you come and take a look at this, please?


The man in the horn-rims came over and said he thought a hand-lettered look was best for a lost-dog notice. It makes it more personal, he said. I could do it in type for you, but I think people would respond to it better as it is. Assuming somebody finds the dog, that is.


I dont suppose its a matter of national importance, anyway, Keller said. My wifes attached to the animal and Id like to recover him if its possible, but Ive a feeling hes not to be found. My names Gordon, by the way. Al Gordon.


Ed Vandermeer, the man said. And this is my wife, Betty.


A pleasure, Keller said. I guess fifty of these ought to be enough. More than enough, but Ill take fifty. Will it take you long to run them?


Ill do it right now. Take about three minutes, set you back three-fifty.


Cant beat that, Keller said. He uncapped the felt-tipped pen. Just let me put in something about a reward.


Back in his motel room, he put through a call to a number in White Plains. When a woman answered he said, Dot, let me speak to him, will you? It took a few minutes, and then he said, Yeah, I got here. Its him, all right. Hes calling himself Vandermeer now. His wifes still going by Betty.


The man in White Plains asked when hed be back.


Whats today, Tuesday? Ive got a flight booked Friday, but I might take a little longer. No point rushing things. I found a good place to eat. Mexican joint, and the motel set gets HBO. I figure Ill take my time, do it right. Englemans not going anywhere.


He had lunch at the Mexican caf. This time he ordered the combination plate. The waitress asked if he wanted the red or green chili.


Whichevers hotter, he said.


Maybe a mobile home, he thought. You could buy one cheap, a nice double-wide, make a nice starter home for her and her fellow. Or maybe the best thing for them was to buy a duplex and rent out half, then rent out the other half when they were ready for something nicer for themselves. No time at all youre in real estate, making a nice return, watching your holdings appreciate. No more waiting on tables for her, and pretty soon her husband could quit slaving at the lumber mill, quit worrying about layoffs when the industry hit one of its slumps.


How you do go on, he thought.


He spent the afternoon walking around town. In a gun shop, the proprietor, a man named McLarendon, took some rifles and shotguns off the wall and let him get the feel of them. A sign on the wall read GUNS DONT KILL PEOPLE UNLESS YOU AIM REAL GOOD. Keller talked politics with McLarendon, and socioeconomics. It wasnt that tricky to figure out his position and to adopt it as ones own.


What I really been meaning to buy, Keller said, is a handgun.


You want to protect yourself and your property, McLarendon said.


Thats the idea.


And your loved ones.


Sure.


He let the man sell him a gun. There was, locally, a cooling-off period. You picked out your gun, filled out a form, and four days later you could come back and pick it up.


You a hothead? McLarendon asked him. You fixing to lean out the car window, bag a state trooper on the way home?


It doesnt seem likely.


Then Ill show you a trick. We just backdate this form and youve already had your cooling-off period. Id say you look cool enough to me.


Youre a good judge of character.


The man grinned. This business, he said, a mans got to be.


It was nice, a town that size. You got into your car and drove for ten minutes and you were way out in the country.


Keller stopped the Taurus at the side of the road, cut the ignition, rolled down the window. He took the gun from one pocket and the box of shells from the other. The gunMcLarendon had kept calling it a weaponwas a .38-caliber revolver with a two-inch barrel. McLarendon would have liked to sell him something heavier and more powerful. If Keller had wanted, he probably would have been thrilled to sell him a bazooka.


Keller loaded the gun and got out of the car. There was a beer can lying on its side perhaps twenty yards off. He aimed at it, holding the gun in one hand. A few years ago they started firing two-handed in cop shows on TV, and nowadays that was all you saw, television cops leaping through doorways and spinning around corners, gun gripped rigidly in both hands, held out in front of their bodies like a fire hose. Keller thought it looked silly. Hed feel self-conscious, holding a gun like that.


He squeezed the trigger. The gun bucked in his hand, and he missed the beer can by several feet. The report of the gunshot echoed for a long time.


He took aim at other thingsat a tree, at a flower, at a white rock the size of a clenched fist. But he couldnt bring himself to fire the gun again, to break the stillness with another gunshot. What was the point, anyway? If he used the gun, hed be too close to miss. You got in close, you pointed, you fired. It wasnt rocket science, for Gods sake. It wasnt neuro-surgery. Anyone could do it.


He replaced the spent cartridge and put the loaded gun in the cars glove compartment. He spilled the rest of the shells into his hand and walked a few yards from the roads edge, then hurled them with a sweeping sidearm motion. He gave the empty box a toss and got back into the car.


Traveling light, he thought.


***


Back in town, he drove past Quik Print to make sure it was still open. Then, following the route hed traced on the map, he found his way to 1411 Cowslip Lane, a Dutch Colonial house on the north edge of town. The lawn was neatly trimmed and fiercely green, and there was a bed of rosebushes on either side of the path leading from the sidewalk to the front door.


One of the leaflets at the motel had told how roses were a local specialty. But the town had been named not for the flower but for Aaron Rose, an early settler.


He wondered if Engleman knew that.


He circled the block, parked two doors away on the other side of the street from the Engleman residence. Vandermeer, Edward, the white pages listing had read. It struck Keller as an unusual alias. He wondered if Engleman had picked it out for himself, or if the feds had selected it for him. Probably the latter, he decided. Heres your new name, they would tell you, and heres where youre going to live and what youre going to be. There was an arbitrariness about it that somehow appealed to Keller, as if they relieved you of the burden of decision. Heres your new name, and heres your new drivers license with your new name already on it. You like scalloped potatoes in your new life, and youre allergic to bee stings, and your favorite color is cobalt blue.


Betty Engleman was now Betty Vandermeer. Keller wondered why her first name had remained the same. Didnt they trust Engleman to get it right? Did they figure him for a bumbler, apt to blurt out Betty at an inopportune moment? Or was it sheer coincidence or sloppiness on their part?


Around six-thirty the Englemans came home from work. They rode in a Honda Civic hatchback with local plates. They had evidently stopped to shop for groceries on the way home. Engleman parked in the driveway while his wife got a bag of groceries from the back. Then he put the car in the garage and followed her into the house.


Keller watched lights go on inside the house. He stayed where he was. It was starting to get dark by the time he drove back to the Douglas Inn.


On HBO, Keller watched a movie about a gang of criminals who had come to a town in Texas to rob the bank. One of the criminals was a woman, married to one of the other gang members and having an affair with another. Keller thought that was a pretty good recipe for disaster. There was a prolonged shoot-out at the end, with everybody dying in slow motion.


When the movie ended he went over to switch off the set. His eye was caught by the stack of flyers Engleman had run off for him. LOST DOG. PART GER. SHEPHERD ANSWERS TO SOLDIER. CALL 555-1904. REWARD.


Excellent watchdog, he thought. Good with children.


He didnt get up until almost noon. He went to the Mexican place and ordered huevos rancheros and put a lot of hot sauce on them. He watched the waitresss hands as she served the food and again when she took his empty plate away. Light glinted off the little diamond. Maybe she and her husband would wind up in Cowslip Lane, he thought. Not right away, of course; theyd have to start out in the duplex, but thats what they could aspire to, a Dutch Colonial with that odd kind of pitched roof. What did they call it, anyway? Was that a mansard roof, or did that word describe something else? Was it a gambrel, maybe?


He thought he ought to learn these things. You saw the words and didnt know what they meant, saw the houses and couldnt describe them properly.


He had bought a paper on his way into the caf , and now he turned to the classified ads and read through the real estate listings. Houses seemed very inexpensive. You could actually buy a low-priced home here for twice what he would be paid for the weeks work.


There was a safe deposit box no one knew about, rented under a name hed never used for another purpose, and in it he had enough currency to buy a nice home here outright for cash.


Assuming you could still do that. People were funny about cash these days, leery of letting themselves be used to launder drug money.


Anyway, what difference did it make? He wasnt going to live here. The waitress could live here, in a nice little house with mansards and gambrels.


Engleman was leaning over his wifes desk when Keller walked into Quik Print. Why, hello, he said. Have you had any luck finding Soldier?


He remembered the name, Keller noticed.


As a matter of fact, he said, the dog came back on his own. I guess he wanted the reward. Betty Engleman laughed.


You see how fast your flyers worked, he went on. They brought the dog back before I even got the chance to post them. Ill get some use out of them eventually, though. Old Soldiers got itchy feet, hell take off again one of these days.


Just so he keeps coming back, she said.


Reason I stopped by, Keller said, Im new in town, as you might have gathered, and Ive got a business venture Im getting ready to kick into gear. Im going to need a printer, and I thought maybe we could sit down and talk. You got time for a cup of coffee?


Englemans eyes were hard to read behind the glasses. Sure, he said. Why not?


They walked down to the corner, Keller talking about what a nice day it was, Engleman saying little beyond agreeing with him. At the corner Keller said, Well, Burt, where should we go for coffee?


Engleman just froze. Then he said, I knew.


I know you did. I could tell the minute I walked in there. How?


The phone number on the flyer. I tried it last night. They never heard of a Mr. Gordon.


So you knew last night. Of course you could have made a mistake on the number.


Engleman shook his head. I wasnt going on memory. I kept an extra copy of the flyer and dialed the number right off it. No Mr. Gordon and no lost dog. Anyway, I think I knew before then. I think I knew the minute you walked in the door.


Lets get that coffee, Keller said.


They went into a place called the Rainbow Diner and had coffee at a table on the side. Engleman added artificial sweetener to his and stirred it long enough to dissolve marble chips. He had been an accountant back east, working for the man Keller had called in White Plains. When the feds were trying to make a RICO case against Englemans boss, Engleman was a logical place to apply pressure. He wasnt really a criminal, he hadnt done much of anything, and they told him he was going to prison unless he rolled over and testified. If he did what they said, theyd give him a new name and move him someplace safe. If not, he could talk to his wife once a month through a wire screen and have ten years to get used to it.


How did you find me? he wanted to know. Somebody leaked it in Washington?


Keller shook his head. Freak thing, he said. Somebody saw you on the street, recognized you, followed you home.


Here in Roseburg?


I dont think so. Were you out of town a week or so ago?


Oh, God, Engleman said. We went down to San Francisco for the weekend.


That sounds right.


I thought it was safe. I dont even know anybody in San Francisco, I was never there in my life. It was her birthday, we figured nothing could be safer. I dont know a soul there.


Somebody knew you.


And followed me back here?


I dont even know. Maybe they got your plate and had somebody run it. Maybe they checked your registration at the hotel. Whats the difference?


No difference.


Engleman picked up his coffee and stared into the cup. Keller said, You knew last night. Youre in that program. Isnt there someone youre supposed to call?


Theres someone, Engleman said. He put his cup down. Its not that great a program, he said. Its great when theyre telling you about it, but the execution leaves a lot to be desired.


Ive heard that, Keller said.


Anyway, I didnt call anybody. What are they going to do? Say they stake my place out, the house and the print shop, and they pick you up. Even if they make something stick against you, what good does it do me? Well still have to move again because the guyll just send somebody else, right?


I suppose so.


Well, Im not moving anymore. They moved us three times and I dont even know why. I think its automatic, part of the program, they move you a few times during the first year or two. This is the first place weve really settled in since we left, and were starting to make money at Quik Print, and I like it. I like the town and I like the business. I dont want to move.


The town seems nice.


It is, Engleman said. Its better than I thought it would be.


And you didnt want to develop another accounting practice?


Never, Engleman said. I had enough of that, believe me. Look what it got me.


You wouldnt necessarily have to work for crooks.


How do you know whos a crook and who isnt? Anyway, I dont want any kind of work where Im always looking at the inside of somebody elses business. Id rather have my own little business, work there side by side with my wife. Were right there on the street and you can look in the front window and see us. You need stationery, you need business cards, you need invoice forms, Ill print em for you.


How did you learn the business?


Its a franchise kind of thing, a turnkey operation. Anybody could learn it in twenty minutes.


No kidding?


Oh, yeah. Anybody.


Keller drank some of his coffee. He asked if Engleman had said anything to his wife and learned that he hadnt. Thats good, he said. Dont say anything. Im this guy, weighing some business ventures, needs a printer, has to have, you know, arrangements so theres no cash-flow problem. And Im shy talking business in front of women, so the two of us go off and have coffee from time to time.


Whatever you say, Engleman said.


Poor scared bastard, Keller thought. He said, See, I dont want to hurt you, Burt. I wanted to, we wouldnt be having this conversation. Id put a gun to your head, do what Im supposed to do. You see a gun?


No.


The thing is, I dont do it, they send somebody else. I come back empty, they want to know why. What I have to do, I have to figure something out. Youre positive you dont want to run?


No. The hell with running.


Swell, Ill figure something out, Keller said. Ive got a few days. Ill think of something.


After breakfast the next morning, Keller drove to the office of one of the real estate agents whose ads hed been reading. A woman about the same age as Betty Engleman took him around and showed him three houses. They were modest homes but decent and comfortable, and they ranged between forty and sixty thousand dollars.


He could buy any of them out of his safe deposit box.


Heres your kitchen, the woman said. Heres your half-bath. Heres your fenced yard.


Ill be in touch, he told her, taking her card. I have a business deal pending and a lot depends on the outcome.


He and Engleman had lunch the next day. They went to the Mexican place and Engleman wanted everything very mild. Remember, he told Keller, I used to be an accountant.


Youre a printer now, Keller said. Printers can handle hot food.


Not this printer. Not this printers stomach.


They each drank a bottle of Carta Blanca with the meal. Keller had another bottle afterward. Engleman had a cup of coffee.


If I had a house with a fenced yard, Keller said, I could have a dog and not worry about him running off.


I guess you could, Engleman said.


I had a dog when I was a kid, Keller said. Just the once. I had him for about two years when I was eleven, twelve years old. His name was Soldier.


I was wondering about that.


He wasnt part shepherd. He was a little thing. I suppose he must have been some kind of terrier cross.


Did he run off?


No, he got hit by a car. He was stupid about cars, he just ran out into the street. The driver couldnt help it.


How did you happen to call him Soldier?


I forget. Then, when I did the flyer, I dont know, I had to put Answers to something. All I could think of were names like Fido and Rover and Spot. Be like signing John Smith on a hotel register, you know? Then it came to me. Soldier. Been years since I thought about that dog.


After lunch Engleman went back to the shop and Keller returned to the motel for his car. He drove out of town on the same road hed taken the day he bought the gun. This time he drove a few miles farther before pulling over and cutting the engine.


He got the gun from the glove box and opened the cylinder, spilling the shells into his palm. He tossed them underhand, then weighed the gun in his hand for a moment before hurling it into a patch of brush.


McLarendon would be horrified, he thought. Mistreating a weapon in that fashion. Showed what an astute judge of character the man was.


He got back into his car and drove back to town.


He called White Plains. When the woman answered, he said, You dont have to disturb him, Dot. Just tell him I didnt make my flight today. I changed the reservation, I moved it ahead to Tuesday. Tell him everythings okay, only its taking a little longer, like I thought it might. She asked how the weather was. Its real nice, he said. Very pleasant. Listen, dont you think thats part of it? If it was raining Id probably have it all taken care of, Id be home by now.


Quik Print was closed Saturdays and Sundays. Saturday afternoon Keller called Engleman at home and asked him if he felt like going for a ride. Ill pick you up, he offered.


When he got there Engleman was waiting out in front. He got in and fastened his seat belt. Nice car, he said.


Its a rental.


I didnt figure you drove your own car all the way out here. You know, it gave me a turn. When you said, How about going for a ride? You know, going for a ride. Like theres a connotation.


Actually, Keller said, we probably should have taken your car. I figured you could show me the area.


You like it here, huh?


Very much, Keller said. Ive been thinking. Suppose I just stayed here.


Wouldnt he send somebody?


You think he would? I dont know. He wasnt knocking himself out trying to find you. At first, sure, but then he forgot about it. Then some eager beaver in San Francisco happens to spot you, and sure, he tells me to go out and handle it. But if I just dont come back


Caught up in the lure of Roseburg, Engleman said.


I dont know, Burt, its not a bad place. You know, Im going to stop that.


What?


Calling you Burt. Your names Ed now, so why dont I call you Ed? What do you think, Ed? That sound good to you, Ed, old buddy?


And what do I call you?


Als fine, Keller said. What should I do, take a left here?


No, go another block or two, Engleman said. Theres a nice back road, leads through some very pretty scenery.


A while later Keller said, You miss it much, Ed?


Working for him, you mean?


No, not that. The city.


New York? I never lived in the city, not really. We were up in Westchester.


Still, the whole area. You miss it?


No.


I wonder if I would. They fell silent, and after perhaps five minutes Keller said, My father was a soldier, he was killed in the war when I was just a baby. Thats why I named the dog Soldier.


Engleman didnt say anything.


Except I think my mother was lying, he went on. I dont think she was married, and I have a feeling she didnt know who my father was. But I didnt know that when I named the dog. When you think about it, its a stupid name anyway for a dog, Soldier. Its probably stupid to name a dog after your father, as far as that goes.


Sunday he stayed in the room and watched sports on television. The Mexican place was closed; he had lunch at Wendys and dinner at a Pizza Hut. Monday at noon he was back at the Mexican caf . He had the newspaper with him, and he ordered the same thing hed ordered the first time, chicken enchiladas.


When the waitress brought coffee afterward, he asked her, Whens the wedding?


She looked utterly blank. The wedding, he repeated, and pointed at the ring on her finger.


Oh, she said. Oh, Im not engaged or anything. The ring was my moms from her first marriage. She never wears it, so I asked could I wear it, and she said it was all right. I used to wear it on the other hand, but it fits better here.


He felt curiously angry, as though shed betrayed the fantasy hed spun out about her. He left the same tip he always left and took a long walk around town, gazing in windows, wandering up one street and down the next.


He thought, Well, you could marry her. Shes already got the engagement ring. Edll print the invitations, except who would you invite?


And the two of you could get a house with a fenced yard, and buy a dog.


Ridiculous, he thought. The whole thing was ridiculous.


At dinnertime he didnt know what to do. He didnt want to go back to the Mexican caf but he felt perversely disinclined to go anywhere else. One more Mexican meal, he thought, and hed wish he had that gun back, so he could shoot himself.


He called Engleman at home. Look, he said, this is important. Could you meet me at your shop?


When?


As soon as you can.


We just sat down to dinner.


Well, dont ruin your meal, Keller said. What is it, seven-thirty? How about if you meet me in an hour?


He was waiting in the photographers doorway when Engleman parked the Honda in front of his shop. I didnt want to disturb you, he said, but I had an idea. Can you open up? I want to see something inside.


Engleman unlocked the door and they went in. Keller kept talking to him, saying hed figured out a way he could stay in Roseburg and not worry about the man in White Plains. This machine youve got, he said, pointing to one of the copiers. How does it work?


How does it work?


What does that switch do?


This one?


Engleman leaned forward and Keller drew the loop of wire from his pocket and whipped it around the other mans neck. The garrote was fast, silent, effective. Keller made sure Englemans body was where you couldnt see it from the street, made sure to wipe his own prints off any surfaces he might have touched. He turned off the lights, closed the door behind him.


He had already checked out of the Douglas Inn, and now he drove straight to Portland, with the Fords cruise control set just below the speed limit. He drove half an hour in silence, then turned on the radio and tried to find a station he could stand. Nothing pleased him and he gave up and switched it off.


Somewhere north of Eugene he said, Jesus, Ed, what else was I going to do?


He drove straight through to Portland and got a room at the ExecuLodge near the airport. In the morning he turned in the Hertz car and dawdled over coffee until his flight was called.


He called White Plains as soon as he was on the ground at JFK. Its all taken care of, he said. Ill come by sometime tomorrow. Right now I just want to get home, get some sleep.


The following afternoon in White Plains, Dot asked him how he had liked Roseburg.


Really nice, he said. Pretty town, nice people. I wanted to stay there.


Oh, Keller, she said. What did you do, look at houses?


Not exactly.


Every place you go, she said, you want to live there.


Its nice, he insisted. And livings cheap compared to here. They dont even have a sales tax in the state, if you can believe that.


Is sales tax a big problem for you, Keller?


A person could have a decent life there, he said.


For a week, she said. Then youd go nuts.


You really think so?


Come on, she said. Roseburg, Oregon? Give me a break.


I guess youre right, he said. I guess a weeks about as much as I could handle.


A few days later he was going through his pockets before taking some clothes to the cleaners. He found the Roseburg street map and pored over it, remembering where everything was. Quik Print, the Douglas Inn, the house on Cowslip Lane. The Mexican caf , the other places hed eaten. The gun shop. The houses hed looked at.


Seemed so long ago, he thought. So long ago, so far away.



2


Keller on Horseback


At the airport newsstand, Keller picked up a paperback western. The cover was pretty much generic, showing a standard-issue Marlboro man, long and lean, walking down the dusty streets of a western town with a gun riding his hip. Neither the title nor the authors name meant anything to Keller. What drew him was a line that seemed to leap out from the cover.


He rode a thousand miles, Keller read, to kill a man he never met.


Keller paid for the book and tucked it into his carry-on bag. When the plane was in the air he dug it out and looked at the cover, wondering why hed bought it. He didnt read much, and when he did he never chose westerns.


Maybe he wasnt supposed to read this book. Maybe he was supposed to keep it as a talisman.


All for that one sentence. Imagine riding a thousand miles on a horse for any purpose, let alone the killing of a stranger. How long would it take, a thousand-mile journey on horseback? A thoroughbred got around a racecourse in something like two minutes, but it couldnt go all day at that pace any more than a human being could string together twenty-six four-minute miles and call it a marathon.


What could you manage on a horse, fifty miles a day? A hundred miles in two days, a thousand miles in twenty? Three weeks, say, at the conclusion of which a man would probably be eager to kill anybody, stranger or blood kin.


Was Ol Sweat n Leather getting paid for his thousand miles? Was he in the trade? Keller turned the book over in his hands, read the paragraph on the back cover. It did not sound promising. Something about a drifter in the Arizona territory, a saddle tramp, looking to avenge an old Civil War grievance.


Forgive and forget, Keller advised him.


Keller, riding substantially more than a thousand miles, albeit on a plane instead of a horse, was similarly charged with killing a man as yet unmet. And he was drifting into the Old West to do it, first to Denver, then to Casper, Wyoming, and finally to a town called Martingale. That had been reason enough to pick up the book, but was it reason enough to read it?


He gave it a try. He read a few pages before they came down the aisle with the drink cart, read a couple more while he sipped his V-8 and ate the salted nuts. Then he evidently dozed off, because the next thing he knew the stewardess was waking him to apologize for not having the fruit plate hed ordered. He told her it didnt matter, hed have the regular dinner.


Or theres a Hindu meal thats going begging, she said.


His mind filled with a vision of an airline tray wrapped in one of those saffron-colored robes, extending itself beseechingly and demanding alms. He had the regular dinner instead and ate most of it, except for the mystery meat. He dozed off afterward and didnt wake up until they were making their descent into Stapleton Airport.


Earlier, hed tucked the book into the seat pocket in front of him, and hed intended to let it ride off into the sunset wedged between the air-sickness bag and the plastic card with the emergency exit diagrams. At the last minute he changed his mind and brought the book along.


He spent an hour on the ground in Denver, another hour in the air flying to Casper. The cheerful young man at the Avis counter had a car reserved for Dale Whitlock. Keller showed him a Connecticut drivers license and an American Express card and the young man gave him a set of keys and told him to have a nice day.


The keys fit a white Chevy Caprice. Cruising north on the interstate, Keller decided he liked everything about the car but its name. There was nothing capricious about his mission. Riding a thousand miles to kill a man you hadnt met was not something one undertook on a whim.


Ideally, he thought, hed be bouncing along on a rutted two-lane blacktop in a Mustang, say, or maybe a Bronco. Even a Pinto sounded like a better match for a rawboned, leathery desperado like Dale Whitlock than a Caprice.


It was comfortable, though, and he liked the way it handled. And the color was okay. But forget white. As far as he was concerned, the car was a palomino.


It took about an hour to drive to Martingale, a town of around ten thousand midway between Casper and Sheridan on I25. Just looking around, you knew right away that youd left the East Coast far behind. Mountains in the distance, a great expanse of sky overhead. And, right in front of you, frame buildings that could have been false fronts in a Randolph Scott film. A feed store, a western wear emporium, a rundown hotel where youd expect to find Wild Bill Hickok holding aces and eights at a table in the saloon, or Doc Holliday coughing his lungs out in a bedroom on the second floor.


Of course there were also a couple of supermarkets and gas stations, a two-screen movie house and a Toyota dealership, a Pizza Hut and a Taco Johns, so it wasnt too hard to keep track of what century you were in. He saw a man walk out of the Taco Johns looking a lot like the young Randolph Scott, from his boots to his Stetson, but he spoiled the illusion by climbing into a pickup truck.


The hotel that inspired Hickok-Holliday fantasies was the Martingale, located right in the center of things on the wide main street. Keller imagined himself walking in, slapping a credit card on the counter. Then the desk clerkHenry Jones always played him in the moviewould say that they didnt take plastic. Or p-p-paper either, hed say, eyes darting, looking for a place to duck when the shooting started.


And Keller would set a silver dollar spinning on the counter. Ill be here a few days, hed announce. If I have any change coming, buy yourself a new pair of suspenders.


And Henry Jones would glance down at his suspenders, to see what was wrong with them.


He sighed, shook his head, and drove to the Holiday Inn near the interstate exit. They had plenty of rooms, and gave him what he asked for, a nonsmoking room on the third floor in the rear. The desk clerk was a woman, very young, very blond, very perky, with nothing about her to remind you of Henry Jones. She said, Enjoy your stay with us, Mr. Whitlock. Not stammering, eyes steady.


He unpacked, showered, and went to the window to look at the sunset. It was the sort of sunset a hero would ride off into, leaving a slender blonde to bite back tears while calling after him, I hope you enjoyed your stay with us, Mr. Whitlock.


Stop it, he told himself. Stay with reality. Youve flown a couple of thousand miles to kill a man you never met. Just get it done. The sunset can wait.


He hadnt met the man, but he knew his name. Even if he wasnt sure how to pronounce it.


The man in White Plains had handed Keller an index card with two lines of block capitals hand-printed.


Lyman Crowder, he read, as if it rhymed with louder. Or should that be Crowder? As if it rhymed with loader.


A shrug in response.


Martingale, WY, Keller went on. Why indeed? And where, besides Wyoming? Is Martingale near anything?


Another shrug, accompanied by a photograph. Or a part of one; it had apparently been cropped from a larger photo, and showed the upper half of a middle-aged man who looked to have spent a lot of time outdoors. A big man, too. Keller wasnt sure how he knew that. You couldnt see the mans legs and there was nothing else in the photo to give you an idea of scale. But somehow he could tell.


What did he do?


Again a shrug, but one that conveyed information to Keller. If the other man didnt know what Crowder had done, he had evidently done it to somebody else. Which meant the man in White Plains had no personal interest in the matter. It was strictly business.


So whos the client?


A shake of the head. Meaning that he didnt know who was picking up the tab, or that he knew but wasnt saying? Hard to tell. The man in White Plains was a man of few words and master of none.


Whats the time frame?


The time frame, the man said, evidently enjoying the phrase. No big hurry. One week, two weeks. He leaned forward, patted Keller on the knee. Take your time, he said. Enjoy yourself.


On the way out hed shown the index card to Dot. He said, How would you pronounce this? As in crow or as in crowd?


Dot shrugged.


Jesus, he said, youre as bad as he is.


Nobodys as bad as he is, Dot said. Keller, what difference does it make how Lyman pronounces his last name?


I just wondered.


Well, stick around for the funeral, she suggested. See what the minister says.


Youre a big help, Keller said.


There was only one Crowder listed in the Martingale phone book. Lyman Crowder, with a telephone number but no address. About a third of the books listings were like that. Keller wondered why. Did these people assume everybody knew where they lived in a town this size? Or were they saddle tramps with cellular phones and no fixed abode?


Probably rural, he decided. Lived out of town on some unnamed road, picked up their mail at the post office, so why list an address in the phone book?


Great. His quarry lived in the boondocks outside of a town that wasnt big enough to have boondocks, and Keller didnt even have an address for him. He had a phone number, but what good was that? What was he supposed to do, call him up and ask directions? Hi, this heres Dale Whitlock, we havent met, but I just rode a thousand miles and


Scratch that.


He drove around and ate at a downtown caf called the Singletree. It was housed in a weathered frame building just down the street from the Martingale Hotel. The cafs name was spelled out in rope nailed to the vertical clapboards. For Keller the name brought a vision of a solitary pine or oak set out in the middle of vast grasslands, a landmark for herdsmen, a rare bit of shade from the relentless sun.


From the menu, he learned that a singletree was some kind of apparatus used in hitching up a horse, or a team of horses. It was a little unclear to him just what it was or how it functioned, but it certainly didnt spread its branches in the middle of the prairie.


Keller had the special, a chicken-fried steak and some French fries that came smothered in gravy. He was hungry enough to eat everything in spite of the way it tasted.


You dont want to live here, he told himself.


It was a relief to know this. Driving around Martingale, Keller had found himself reminded of Roseburg, Oregon. Roseburg was larger, with none of the Old West feel of Martingale, but they were both small western towns of a sort Keller rarely got to. In Roseburg Keller had allowed his imagination to get away from him for a little while, and he wouldnt want to let that happen again.


Still, crossing the threshold of the Singletree, he had been unable to avoid remembering the little Mexican place in Roseburg. If the food and service here turned out to be on that level


Forget it. He was safe.


After his meal Keller strode out through the bat-wing doors
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