
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      

Praise for Lawrence Block

      Hit Parade

      ‘Unconventional and often amusing’ Sunday Telegraph

      ‘I don’t think it’s possible for Block to write a bad book … [Hit Parade] is a highly entertaining and even funny novel’
     

      Irish Times

      All the Flowers Are Dying

      ‘Such is Block’s ability to enter the mind of his serial killer villain that you might think he had been busy knifing people
         himself … Block’s refusal to prettify violent crime is a brave choice, and of a piece with the emotional honesty that pervades
         this witty novel’

Daily Telegraph

      ‘[A] wonderfully black tale of serial killing … Do not let yourself get fooled by the title, this is a very black book, featuring some sharp, insightful peeks into the dark side of the human condition. However, it is also a bouquet
         of roses to readers of literary mystery novels, because All the Flowers Are Dying is written with a flourish that showcases Block as a master and commander of the English language’
     

      Deadly Pleasures

      ‘Series fans will welcome the familiar characters and places that have become such an important part of Scudder’s universe
         … Add them together with some brilliant twists and one gets a thrilling, satisfying concoction brewed by a master storyteller
         in top form’

Publishers Weekly


Small Town

      ‘Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett still cast long shadows across the mystery genre. If there is one crime writer currently
         capable of matching their legacies, it’s Lawrence Block’

San Francisco Chronicle

      ‘The big book that Block has been promising for quite a long time, with his beloved New York the central character … Much
         more than a mundane thriller, Small Town is full of the experiences of lives lived at the edge, in the high rises and on the sidewalks of New York’

Irish Times

      ‘Lawrence Block surpasses his own impeccable standards … Beautifully written and perfectly plotted, it’s a mesmerising thriller
         about the effects which 9/11 has had on a disparate group of New Yorkers … there are shades of Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities as Block paints an intimate picture of his home city, peppering it with characters both meaningful and unforgettable. A powerful
         novel which won’t disappoint’
     

      Glasgow Herald

[image: image]

Lawrence Block was awarded the CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger in 2004. He is also a Grand Master of the Mystery Writers of America. He is the
         author of many novels and short stories and has won numerous awards for his mystery writing. He lives and works in New York
         City. Visit his web-site at www.lawrenceblock.com.
     



   


By Lawrence Block

      THE MATTHEW SCUDDER NOVELS

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	The Sins of the Fathers

            	A Dance at the Slaughterhouse

         

         
         
            	Time to Murder and Create

            	A Walk Among the Tombstones

         

         
         
            	In the Midst of Death

            	The Devil Knows You’re Dead

         

         
         
            	A Stab in the Dark

            	A Long Line of Dead Men

         

         
         
            	Eight Million Ways to Die

            	Even the Wicked

         

         
         
            	When the Sacred Ginmill Closes

            	Everybody Dies

         

         
         
            	Out on the Cutting Edge

            	Hope to Die

         

         
         
            	A Ticket to the Boneyard

            	All the Flowers Are Dying

         

         
         
      

      THE BERNIE RHODENBARR MYSTERIES

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	Burglars Can’t Be Choosers

            	The Burglar Who Traded Ted Williams

         

         
         
            	The Burglar in the Closet

            	The Burglar Who Thought He Was Bogart

         

         
         
            	The Burglar Who Liked to Quote Kipling

            	The Burglar in the Library

         

         
         
            	The Burglar Who Studied Spinoza

            	The Burglar in the Rye

         

         
         
            	The Burglar Who Painted Like Mondrian

            	The Burglar on the Prowl

         

         
      

      THE ADVENTURES OF EVAN TANNER

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	The Thief Who Couldn’t Sleep

            	Tanner’s Tiger

         

         
         
            	The Canceled Czech

            	Here Comes a Hero

         

         
         
            	Tanner’s Twelve Swingers

            	Me Tanner, You Jane

         

         
         
            	Two for Tanner

            	Tanner On Ice

         

         
      

      THE AFFAIRS OF CHIP HARRISON

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	No Score

            	Make Out With Murder

         

         
         
            	Chip

            	The Topless Tulip Caper

         

         
         
            	Harrison Scores Again

            	 

         

         
      

      KELLER’S GREATEST HITS

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	Hit Man

            	Hit Parade

         

         
         
            	Hit List

            	 

         

         
      


      OTHER NOVELS

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	After the First Death

            	Random Walk

         

         
         
            	Ariel

            	Ronald Rabbit is a Dirty Old Man

         

         
         
            	Cinderella Sims

            	Small Town

         

         
         
            	Coward’s Kiss

            	The Specialists

         

         
         
            	Deadly Honeymoon

            	Such Men Are Dangerous

         

         
         
            	The Girl with the Long Green Heart

            	The Triumph of Evil

         

         
         
            	Grifter’s Game

            	You Could Call it Murder

         

         
         
            	Not Comin’ Home to You

            	 

         

         
      

      COLLECTED SHORT STORIES

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	Sometimes They Bite

            	One Night Stands

         

         
         
            	Like a Lamb to Slaughter

            	The Lost Causes of Ed London

         

         
         
            	Some Days You Get the Bear

            	Enough Rope

         

         
         
            	Ehrengraf for the Defense

            	 

         

         
      

      BOOKS FOR WRITERS

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	Writing the Novel from Plot to Print

            	Write for Your Life

         

         
         
            	Telling Lies for Fun & Profit

            	Spider, Spin Me a Web

         

         
      

      ANTHOLOGIES CITED

      
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            	Death Cruise

            	Opening Shots 2

         

         
         
            	Master’s Choice

            	Speaking of Greed

         

         
         
            	Opening Shots

            	Blood on Their Hands

         

         
         
            	Master’s Choice 2

            	Gangsters Swindlers Killers & Thieves

         

         
         
            	Speaking of Lust

            	 

         

         
      



   

Copyright

 


AN ORION EBOOK


First published in Great Britain in 2006 by Orion

This ebook first published in 2010 by Orion Books

Copyright © Lawrence Block 2006


The moral right of Lawrence Block to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.



All the characters in this book are fictitious, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.



Portions of this book have appeared in somewhat different form in the following publications: Murderer’s Row, Murder at the Foul Line and Murder at the Race Track, all edited by Otto Penzler; Transgressions, edited by Ed McBain; Playboy; and audiobookcafe.com



A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN: 9 781 4091 0581 7


The Orion Publishing Group Ltd

Orion House

5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane

London WC2H 9EA

An Hachette UK Company

         www.orionbooks.co.uk.


















      
This is for

      HAROLD K.

      who gave Keller some good tips …

      Zai gezunt, boychik!






      KELLER’S DESIGNATED HITTER





      
       
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      Keller, a beer in one hand and a hot dog in the other, walked up a flight and a half of concrete steps and found his way to
         his seat. In front of him, two men were discussing the ramifications of a recent trade the Tarpons had made, sending two minor-league
         prospects to the Florida Marlins in return for a left-handed reliever and a player to be named later. Keller figured he hadn’t
         missed anything, as they’d been talking about the same subject when he left. He figured the player in question would have
         been long since named by the time these two were done speculating about him.
     

      
      Keller took a bite of his hot dog, drew a sip of his beer. The fellow on his left said, “You didn’t bring me one.”

      
      Huh? He’d told the guy he’d be back in a minute, might have mentioned he was going to the refreshment stand, but had he missed
         something the man had said in return?
     

      
      “What didn’t I bring you? A hot dog or a beer?”

      
      “Either one,” the man said.

      
      “Was I supposed to?”

      
      “Nope,” the man said. “Hey, don’t mind me. I’m just jerking your chain a little.”

      
      “Oh,” Keller said.

      
      The fellow started to say something else but broke it off after a word or two as he and everybody else in the stadium turned
         their attention to home plate, where the  Tarpons’ cleanup hitter had just dropped to the dirt to avoid getting hit by a high inside fastball. The Yankee pitcher,
         a burly Japanese with a herky-jerky windup, seemed unfazed by the boos, and Keller wondered if he even knew they were for
         him. He caught the return throw from the catcher, set himself, and went into his pitching motion.
     

      
      “Taguchi likes to pitch inside,” said the man who’d been jerking Keller’s chain, “and Vollmer likes to crowd the plate. So
         every once in a while Vollmer has to hit the dirt or take one for the team.”
     

      
      Keller took another bite of his hot dog, wondering if he ought to offer a bite to his new friend. That he even considered
         it seemed to indicate that his chain had been jerked successfully. He was glad he didn’t have to share the hot dog, because
         he wanted every bite of it for himself. And, when it was gone, he had a feeling he might go back for another.
     

      
      Which was strange, because he never ate hot dogs. A few years back he’d read a political essay on the back page of a news
         magazine that likened legislation to sausage. You were better off not knowing how it was made, the writer observed, and Keller,
         who had heretofore never cared how laws were passed or sausages produced, found himself more conscious of the whole business.The
         legislative aspect didn’t change his life, but without making any conscious decision on the matter, he found he’d lost his
         taste for sausage.
     

      
      Being at a ballpark somehow made it different. He had a hunch the hot dogs they sold here at Tarpon Stadium were if anything
         more dubious in their composition than your average supermarket frankfurter, but that seemed to be beside  the point. A ballpark hot dog was just part of the baseball experience, along with listening to some flannel-mouthed fan
         shouting instructions to a ballplayer dozens of yards away who couldn’t possibly hear him, or booing a pitcher who couldn’t
         care less, or having one’s chain jerked by a total stranger. All part of the Great American Pastime.
     

      
      He took a bite, chewed, sipped his beer. Taguchi went to three-and-two on Vollmer, who fouled off four pitches before he got
         one he liked. He drove it to the 396-foot mark in left center field, where Bernie Williams hauled it in. There had been runners
         on first and second, and they trotted back to their respective bases when the ball was caught.
     

      
      “One out,” said Keller’s new friend, the chain jerker.

     Keller ate his hot dog, sipped his beer. The next batter swung furiously
         and topped a roller that dribbled out toward the mound. Taguchi pounced on it, but his only play was to first, and the runners
         advanced. Men on second and third, two out.
     

      
      The Tarpon third baseman was next, and the crowd booed lustily when the Yankees elected to walk him intentionally. “They always
         do that,” Keller said.
     

      
      “Always,” the man said. “It’s strategy, and nobody minds when their own team does it. But when your guy’s up and the other
         side won’t pitch to him, you tend to see it as a sign of cowardice.”
     

      
      “Seems like a smart move, though.”

      
      “Unless Turnbull shows ’em up with a grand slam, and God knows he’s hit a few of ’em in the past.”

      
      “I saw one of them,” Keller recalled. “In Wrigley Field, before they had the lights. He was with the Cubs. I forget who they
         were playing.”
     

      
      “That would have had to be before the lights came in,  if he was with the Cubs. Been all around, hasn’t he? But he’s been slumping lately, and you got to go with the percentages.
         Walk him and you put on a .320 hitter to get at a .280 hitter, plus you got a force play at any base.”
     

      
      “It’s a game of percentages,” Keller said.

      
      “A game of inches, a game of percentages, a game of woulda-coulda-shoulda,” the man said, and Keller was suddenly more than
         ordinarily grateful that he was an American. He’d never been to a soccer match, but somehow he doubted they ever supplied
         you with a conversation like this one.
     

      
      “Batting seventh for the Tarpons,” the stadium announcer intoned. “Number seventeen, the designated hitter, Floyd Turnbull.”

    

   
    
       
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      “He’s a designated hitter,” Dot had said, on the porch of the big old house on Taunton Place. “Whatever that means.”
     

      
      “It means he’s in the lineup on offense only,” Keller told her. “He bats for the pitcher.”

      
      “Why can’t the pitcher bat for himself? Is it some kind of union regulation?”

      
      “That’s close enough,” said Keller, who didn’t want to get into it. He had once tried to explain the infield fly rule to a
         stewardess, and he was never going to make that sort of mistake again. He wasn’t a sexist about it, he knew plenty of women
         who understood this stuff, but the ones who didn’t were going to have to learn it from somebody else.
     

      
      “I saw him play a few times,” he told her, stirring his glass of iced tea. “Floyd Turnbull.”

      
      “On television?”

      
      “Dozens of times on TV,” he said. “I was thinking of seeing him in person. Once at Wrigley Field, when he was with the Cubs
         and I happened to be in Chicago.”
     

      
      “You just happened to be there?”

      
      “Well,” Keller said. “I don’t ever just happen to be anyplace. It was business. Anyway, I had a free afternoon and I went
         to a game.”
     

      
      “Nowadays you’d go to a stamp dealer.”

      
      “Games are mostly at night nowadays,” he said, “but I  
     

      
      still go every once in a while. I saw Turnbull a couple of times in New York, too. Out at Shea, when he was with the Cubs
         and they were in town for a series with the Mets. Or maybe he was already with the Astros when I saw him. It’s hard to remember.”
     

      
      “And not exactly crucial that you get it right.”

      
      “I think I saw him at Yankee Stadium, too. But you’re right, it’s not important.”

      
      “In fact,” Dot said, “it would be fine with me if you’d never seen him at all, up close or on TV. Does this complicate things,
         Keller? Because I can always call the guy back and tell him we pass.”
     

      
      “You don’t have to do that.”

      
      “Well, I hate to, since they already paid half. I can turn down jobs every day and twice on Sundays, but there’s something
         about giving back money once I’ve got it in my hands that makes me sick to my stomach. I wonder why that is?”
     

      
      “A bird in the hand,” Keller suggested.

      
      “When I’ve got a bird in my hand,” she said, “I hate like hell to let go of it. But you saw this guy play. That’s not gonna
         make it tough for you to take him out?”
     

      
      Keller thought about it, shook his head. “I don’t see why it should,” he said. “It’s what I do.”

      
      “Right,” Dot said. “Same as Turnbull, when you think about it. You’re a designated hitter yourself, aren’t you, Keller?”

      
      “Designated hitter,” Keller said as Floyd Turnbull took a called second strike. “Whoever thought that one up?”
     

      
      “Some marketing genius,” his new friend said. “Some dipstick who came up with research to prove that fans  wanted to see more hits and home runs. So they lowered the pitching mound and told the umpires to quit calling the high strike,
         and then they juiced up the baseball and brought in the fences in the new ballparks, and the ballplayers started lifting weights
         and swinging lighter bats, and now you’ve got baseball games with scores like football games. Last week the Tigers beat the
         A’s fourteen to thirteen. First thing I thought, Jeez, who missed the extra point?”
     

      
      “At least the National League still lets pitchers hit.”

     “And at least nobody in the pros uses those aluminum bats. They show
         college baseball on ESPN, and I can’t watch it. I can’t stand the sound the ball makes when you hit it. Not to mention it
         travels too goddam far.”
     

      
      The next pitch was in the dirt. Posada couldn’t find it, but the third-base coach, suspicious, held the runner. The fans booed,
         though it was hard to tell whom they were booing, or why. The two in front of Keller joined in the booing, and Keller and
         the man next to him exchanged knowing glances.
     

      
      “Fans,” the man said and rolled his eyes.

      
      The next pitch was belt high, and Turnbull connected solidly with it. The stadium held its collective breath and the ball
         sailed toward the left-field corner, hooking foul at the last moment. The crowd heaved a sigh, and the runners trotted back
         to their bases. Turnbull, looking not at all happy, dug in again at the plate.
     

      
      He swung at the next pitch, which looked like ball four to Keller, and popped to right. O’Neill floated under it and gathered
         it in and the inning was over.
     

      
      “Top of the order for the Yanks,” said Keller’s friend. “About time they broke this thing wide open, wouldn’t you say?”

       
      
      With two out in the Tarpons’ half of the eighth inning, with the Yankees ahead by five runs, Floyd Turnbull got all of a Mike
         Stanton fastball and hit it into the upper deck. Keller watched as he jogged around the bases, getting a good hand from what
         remained of the crowd.
     

      
      “Career home run number three ninety-three for the old warhorse,” said the man on Keller’s left. “And all those people missed
         it because they had to beat the traffic.”
     

      
      “Number three ninety-three?”

      
      “Leaves him seven shy of four hundred. And, in the hits department, you just saw number twenty-nine eighty-eight.”

      
      “You’ve got those stats at your fingertips?”

      
      “My fingers won’t quite reach,” the fellow said, and pointed to the scoreboard, where the information he’d cited was posted.
         “Just twelve hits to go before he joins the magic circle, the Three Thousand Hits club. That’s the only thing to be said for
         the DH rule—it lets a guy like Floyd Turnbull stick around a couple of extra years, long enough to post the kind of numbers
         that get you into Cooperstown. And he can still do a team some good. He can’t run the bases, he can’t chase after fly balls,
         but the son of a bitch hasn’t forgotten how to hit a baseball.”
     

      
      The Yankees got the run back with interest in the top of the ninth on a walk to Jeter and a home run by Bernie Williams, and
         the Tarpons went in order in the bottom of the ninth, with Rivera striking out the first two batters and getting the third
         to pop to short.
     

      
      “Too bad there was nobody on when Turnbull got his homer,” said Keller’s friend, “but that’s usually the way it is. He’s still
         good with a stick, but he hits ’em with nobody  on, and usually when the team’s too far behind or out in front for it to make any difference.”
     

      
      The two men walked down a succession of ramps and out of the stadium. “I’d like to see old Floyd get the numbers he needs,”
         the man said, “but I wish he’d get ’em on some other team. What they need for a shot at the flag’s a decent left-handed starter
         and some help in the bull pen, not an old man with bad knees who hits it out when you don’t need it.”
     

      
      “You think they should trade him?”

      
      “They’d love to, but who’d trade for him? He can help a team, but not enough to justify paying him the big bucks. He’s got
         three years left on his contract, three years at six-point-five million a year. There are teams that could use him, but nobody
         can use him six-point-five worth. And the Tarps can’t release him and go out and buy the pitching they need, not while they’ve got Turnbull’s salary to pay.”
     

      
      “Tricky business,” Keller said.

      
      “And a business is what it is. Well, I’m parked over on Pentland Avenue, so this is where I get off. Nice talking with you.”

      
      And off the fellow went, while Keller turned and walked off in the opposite direction. He didn’t know the name of the man
         he had talked to, and would probably never see him again, and that was fine. In fact it was one of the real pleasures of going
         to a game, the intense conversations you had with strangers whom you then allowed to remain strangers. The man had been good
         company, and at the end he’d provided some useful information.
     

      
      Because now Keller had an idea why he’d been hired.

       
      
      “The Tarpons are stuck with Turnbull,” he told Dot. “He draws this huge salary, and they have to pay it whether they play him
         or not. And I guess that’s where I come in.”
     

      
      “I don’t know,” she said. “Are you sure about this, Keller? That’s a pretty extreme form of corporate down-sizing. All that
         just to keep from paying a man his salary? How much could it amount to?”
     

      
      He told her.

      
      “That much,” she said, impressed. “That’s a lot to pay a man to hit a ball with a stick, especially when he doesn’t have to
         go out and stand around in the hot sun. He just sits on the bench until it’s his turn to bat, right?”
     

      
      “Right.”

      
      “Well, I think you might be on to something,” she said. “I don’t know who hired us or why, but your guess makes more sense
         than anything I could come up with off the top of my head. But I feel myself getting a little nervous, Keller.”
     

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Because this is just the kind of thing that could set your milk to curdling, isn’t it?”

      
      “What milk? What are you talking about?”

      
      “I’ve known you a long time, Keller. And I can just see you deciding that this is a hell of a way to treat a faithful employee
         after long years of service, and how can you allow this to happen, di dah di dah di dah. Am I coming through loud and clear?”
     

      
      “The di dah part makes more sense than the rest of it,” he said. “Dot, as far as who hired us and why, all I am is curious.
         Curiosity’s a long way from righteous indignation.”
     

      
      “Didn’t do much for the cat, as I remember.”

       
      
      “Well,” he said, “I’m not that curious.”
     

      
      “So I’ve got nothing to worry about?”

      
      “Not a thing,” he said. “The guy’s a dead man hitting.”

      
      The Tarpons closed out the series with the Yankees—and a twelve-game home stand—the following afternoon. They got a good outing
         from their ace right-hander, who scattered six hits and held the New Yorkers to one run, a bases-empty homer by Brosius. The
         Tarps won, 3–1, with no help from their designated hitter, who struck out twice, flied to center, and hit a hard liner right
         at the first baseman.
     

      
      Keller watched from a good seat on the third-base side, then checked out of his hotel and drove to the airport. He turned
         in his rental car and flew to Milwaukee, where the Brewers would host the Tarps for a three-game series. He picked up a fresh
         rental and checked in at a motel half a mile from the Marriott where the Tarpons always stayed.
     

      
      The Brewers won the first game, 5–2. Floyd Turnbull had a good night at bat, going three for five with two singles and a double,
         but he didn’t do anything to affect the outcome; there was nobody on base when he got his hits, and nobody behind him in the
         order could drive him in.
     

      
      The next night the Tarps got to the Brewers’ rookie southpaw early and blew the game open, scoring six runs in the first inning
         and winding up with a 13–4 victory. Turnbull’s homer was part of the big first inning, and he collected another hit in the
         seventh when he doubled into the gap and was thrown out trying to stretch it into a triple.
     

      
      “Why’d he do that?” the bald guy next to Keller wondered. “Two out, and he tries for third? Don’t make the third out at third base, isn’t that what they say?”
     

      
      “When you’re up by nine runs,” Keller said, “I don’t suppose it matters much one way or the other.”

      
      “Still,” the man said, “it’s what’s wrong with that prick. Always for himself his whole career. He wanted one more triple
         in the record book, that’s what he wanted. And forget about the team.”
     

      
      After the game Keller went to a German restaurant south of the city on the lake. The place dripped atmosphere, with beer steins
         hanging from the hand-hewn oak beams, an oompah band in lederhosen, and fifteen different beers on tap. Keller couldn’t tell
         the waitresses apart, they all looked like grown-up versions of Heidi, and evidently Floyd Turnbull had the same problem;
         he called them all Gretchen and ran his hand up under their skirts whenever they came within reach.
     

      
      Keller was there because he’d learned the Tarpons favored the place, but the sauerbraten was reason enough to make the trip.
         He made his beer last until he’d cleaned his plate, then turned down the waitress’s suggestion of a refill and asked for a
         cup of coffee instead. By the time she brought it, several more fans had crossed the room to beg autographs from the Tarpons.
     

      
      “They all want their menus signed,” Keller told the waitress. “You people are going to run out of menus.”

      
      “It happens all the time,” she said. “Not that we run out of menus, because we never do, but players coming here and our other
         customers asking for autographs. All the athletes like to come here.”
     

      
      “Well, the food’s great,” he said.

      
      “And it’s free. For the players, I mean. It brings in other customers, so it’s worth it to the owner, plus he just likes  having his restaurant full of jocks. About it being free for them, I’m not supposed to tell you that.”
     

      
      “It’ll be our little secret.”

      
      “You can tell the whole world, for all I care. Tonight’s my last night. I mean, what do I need with jerks like Floyd Turnbull?
         I want a pelvic exam, I’ll go to my gynecologist, if it’s all the same to you.”
     

      
      “I noticed he was a little free with his hands.”

      
      “And close with everything else. They eat and drink free, but most of them at least leave tips. Not good tips, ballplayers
         are cheap bastards, but they leave something. Turnbull always leaves exactly twenty percent.”
     

      
      “Twenty percent’s not that bad, is it?”

      
      “It is when it’s twenty percent of nothing.”

      
      “Oh.”

      
      “He said he got a home run tonight, too.”

      
      “Number three ninety-four of his career,” Keller said.

      
      “Well, he’s not getting to first base with me,” she said. “The big jerk.”

   

   
      
       
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      “Night before last,” Keller said, “I was in a German restaurant in Milwaukee.”
     

      
      “Milwaukee, Keller?”

      
      “Well, not exactly in Milwaukee. It was south of the city a few miles, on Lake Michigan.”

      
      “That’s close enough,” Dot said. “It’s still a long way from Memphis, isn’t it? Although if it’s south of the city, I guess
         it’s closer to Memphis than if it was actually inside of Milwaukee.”
     

      
      “Dot …”

      
      “Before we get too deep into the geography of it,” she said, “aren’t you supposed to be in Memphis? Taking care of business?”

      
      “As a matter of fact …”

      
      “And don’t tell me you already took care of business, because I would have heard. CNN would have had it, and they wouldn’t
         even make me wait until Headline Sports at twenty minutes past the hour. You notice how they never say which hour?”
     

      
      “That’s because of different time zones.”

      
      “That’s right, Keller, and what time zone are you in? Or don’t you know?”

      
      “I’m in Seattle,” he said.

      
      “That’s Pacific time, isn’t it? Three hours behind New York.”

      
      “Right.”

       
      
      “But light-years ahead of us,” she said, “in coffee. I’ll bet you can explain, can’t you?”

      
      “They’re on a road trip,” he said. “They play half their games at home in Memphis, and half the time they’re in other cities.”

      
      “And you’ve been tagging along after them.”

      
      “That’s right. I want to take my time, pick my spot. If I have to spend a few dollars on airline tickets, I figure that’s
         my business. Because nobody said anything about being in a hurry on this one.”
     

      
      “No,” she admitted. “If time is of the essence, nobody told me about it. I just thought you were gallivanting around, going
         to stamp dealers and all. Taking your eye off the ball, so to speak.”
     

      
      “So to speak,” Keller said.

      
      “So how can they play ball in Seattle, Keller? Doesn’t it rain all the time? Or is it one of those stadiums with a lid on
         it?”
     

      
      “A dome,” he said.

      
      “I stand corrected. And here’s another question. What’s Memphis got to do with fish?”

      
      “Huh?”

      
      “Tarpons,” she said. “Fish. And there’s Memphis, in the middle of the desert.”

      
      “Actually, it’s on the Mississippi River.”

      
      “Spot any tarpons in the Mississippi River, Keller?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “And you won’t,” she said, “unless that’s where you stick Turnbull when you finally close the deal. It’s a deep-sea fish,
         the tarpon, so why pick that name for the Memphis team? Why not call them the Gracelanders?”
     

      
      “They moved,” he explained.

       
      
      “To Milwaukee,” she said, “and then to Seattle, and God knows where they’ll go next.”

      
      “No,” he said. “The franchise moved. They started out as an expansion team, the Sarasota Tarpons, but they couldn’t sell enough
         tickets, so a new owner took over and moved them to Memphis. Look at basketball, the Utah Jazz and the L.A. Lakers. What’s
         Salt Lake City got to do with jazz, and when did Southern California get to be the Land of Ten Thousand Lakes?”
     

      
      “The reason I don’t follow sports,” she said, “is it’s too damn confusing. Isn’t there a team called the Miami Heat? I hope
         they stay put. Imagine if they move to Buffalo.”
     

      
      Why had he called in the first place? Oh, right. “Dot,” he said, “I was in the Tarpons’ hotel earlier today, and I saw a guy.”

      
      “So?”

      
      “A little guy,” he said, “with a big nose, and one of those narrow heads that looks as though somebody put it in a vise.”

      
      “I heard about a guy once who used to do that to people.”

      
      “Well, I doubt that’s what happened to this fellow, but that’s the kind of face he had. He was sitting in the lobby reading
         a newspaper.”
     

      
      “Suspicious behavior like that, it’s no wonder you noticed him.”

      
      “No, that’s the thing,” he said. “He’s distinctive-looking, and he looked wrong. And I saw him just a couple of nights before
         in Milwaukee at this German restaurant.”
     

      
      “The famous German restaurant.”

      
      “I gather it is pretty famous, but that’s not the point. He was in both	places, and he was alone both times. I noticed  him in Milwaukee because I was eating by myself, and feeling a little conspicuous about it, and I saw I wasn’t the only lone
         diner, because there he was.”
     

      
      “You could have asked him to join you.”

      
      “He looked wrong there, too. He looked like a Broadway sharpie, out of an old movie. Looked like a weasel, wore a fedora.
         He could have been in Guys and Dolls, saying he’s got the horse right here.”
     

      
      “I think I see where this is going.”

      
      “And what I think,” he said, “is I’m not the only DH in the lineup …Hello? Dot?”

      
      “I’m here,” she said. “Just taking it all in. I don’t know who the client is, the contract came through a broker, but what
         I do know is nobody seems to be getting antsy. So why would they hire somebody else? You’re sure this guy’s a hitter? Maybe
         he’s a big fan, hates to miss a game, follows ’em all over the country.”
     

      
      “He looks wrong for the part, Dot.”

      
      “Could he be a private eye? Ballplayers cheat on their wives, don’t they?”

      
      “Everybody does, Dot.”

      
      “So some wife hired him, he’s gathering divorce evidence.”

      
      “He looks too shady to be a private eye.”

      
      “I didn’t know that was possible.”

      
      “He doesn’t have that crooked-cop look private eyes have. He looks more like the kind of guy they used to arrest, and he’d
         bribe them to cut him loose. I think he’s a hired gun, and not one from the A-list, either.”
     

      
      “Or he wouldn’t look like that.”

      
      “Part of the job description,” he said, “is you have to be able to pass in a crowd. And he’s a real sore thumb.”

       
      
      “Maybe there’s more than one person who wants our guy dead.”

      
      “Occurred to me.”

      
      “And maybe a second client hired a second hit man. You know, maybe taking your time’s a good idea.”

      
      “Just what I was thinking.”

      
      “Because you could do something and find yourself in a mess because of the heat this ferret-faced joker stirs up. And if he’s
         there with a job to do, and you stay in the background and let him do it, where’s the harm? We collect no matter who pulls
         the trigger.”
     

      
      “So I’ll bide my time.”

      
      “Why not? Drink some of that famous coffee. Get rained on by some of that famous rain. They have any stamp dealers in Seattle,
         Keller?”
     

      
      “There must be. I know there’s one in Tacoma.”

      
      “So go see him,” she said. “Buy some stamps. Enjoy yourself.”

      
      “I collect worldwide, 1840 to 1949, and up to 1952 for British Commonwealth.”
     

      
      “In other words, the classics,” said the dealer, a square-faced man who was wearing a striped tie with a plaid shirt. “The
         good stuff.”
     

      
      “But I’ve been thinking of adding a topic. Baseball.”

      
      “Good topic,” the man said. “Most topics, you get bogged down in all these phony Olympics issues every little stamp-crazy
         country prints up to sell to collectors. Soccer’s even worse, with the World Cup and all. There’s less of that crap with baseball,
         on account of it’s not an Olympic sport. I mean, what do they know about baseball in Guinea-Bissau?”
     

       
      
      “I was at the game last night,” Keller said.

      
      “Mariners win for a change?”

      
      “Beat the Tarpons.”

      
      “About time.”

      
      “Turnbull went two for four.”

      
      “Turnbull. He on the Mariners?”

      
      “He’s the Tarpons’ DH.” “

      
      They brought in the DH,” the man said, “I lost interest in the game. He went two for four, huh? Am I missing something here?
         Is that significant?”
     

      
      “Well, I don’t know that it’s significant,” Keller said, “but that puts him just five hits shy of three thousand, and he needs
         three home runs to reach the four hundred mark.”
     

      
      “You never know,” the dealer said. “One of these days, St. Vincent-Grenadines may put his picture on a stamp. Well, what do
         you say? Do you want to see some baseball topicals?”
     

      
      Keller shook his head. “I’ll have to give it some more thought,” he said, “before I start a whole new collection. How about
         Turkey? There’s page after page of early issues where I’ve got nothing but spaces.”
     

      
      “You sit down,” the dealer said, “and we’ll see if we can’t fill some of them for you.”

      
      From Seattle the Tarpons flew to Cleveland for three games at Jacobs Field, then down to Baltimore for four games in three
         days with the division-leading Orioles. Keller missed the last game against the Mariners and flew to Cleveland ahead of them,
         getting settled in and buying tickets for all three games. Jacobs Field was one of the new parks and an evident source of
         pride to the local fans, and the previous year they’d filled the stands more often than not, but this year the Indians weren’t doing as well, and Keller
         had no trouble getting good seats.
     

      
      Floyd Turnbull managed only one hit against the Indians, a scratch single in the first game. He went oh-for-three with a walk
         in game two, and rode the bench in the third game, the only one the Tarpons won. His replacement, a skinny kid just up from
         the minors, had two hits and drove in three runs.
     

      
      “New kid beat us,” said Keller’s conversational partner du jour. He was a Cleveland fan and assumed Keller was, too. Keller,
         who’d bought an Indians cap for the series, had encouraged him in this belief. “Wish they’d stick with old Turnbull,” the
         man went on.
     

      
      “Close to three thousand hits,” Keller said.

      
      “Lots of hits and homers, but he never seems to beat you like this kid just did. Hits for the record book, not for the game—that’s
         Floyd for you.”
     

      
      “Excuse me,” Keller said. “I see somebody I better go say hello to.”

      
      It was the Broadway sharpie, wearing a Panama fedora with a bright red hatband. That made him easy to spot, but even without
         it he was hard to miss. Keller had picked him out of the crowd back in the third inning, checked now and then to make sure
         he was still in the same seat. But now the guy was in conversation with a woman, their heads close together, and she didn’t
         look right for the part. The instant camaraderie of the ballpark notwithstanding, a woman who looked like her didn’t figure
         to be discussing the subtleties of the double steal with a guy who looked like him.
     

      
      She was tall and slender, and she bore herself regally.  She was wearing a suit, and at first glance you thought she’d come from the office, and then you decided she probably owned
         the company. If she belonged at a ball-park at all, it was in the sky boxes, not the general-admission seats.
     

      
      What were they discussing with such urgency? Whatever it was, they were done talking about it before Keller could get close
         enough to listen in. They separated and headed off in different directions, and Keller tossed a mental coin and set out after
         the woman. He already knew where the man was staying, and what name he was using.
     

      
      He tagged the woman to the Ritz-Carlton, which sort of figured. He’d gotten rid of his Indians cap en route, but he still
         wasn’t dressed for the lobby of a five-star hotel, not in the khakis and polo shirt that were just fine for Jacobs Field.
     

      
      Couldn’t be helped. He went in, hoping to spot her in the lobby, but she wasn’t there. Well, he could have a drink at the
         bar. Unless they had a dress code, he could nurse a beer and maybe keep an eye on the lobby without looking out of place.
         If she was settled in for the night he was out of luck, but maybe she’d just gone to her room to change, maybe she hadn’t
         had dinner yet.
     

      
      Better than that, as it turned out. He walked into the bar and there she was, all by herself at a corner table, smoking a
         cigarette in a holder—you didn’t see that much anymore—and drinking what looked like a rust-colored cocktail in a stemmed
         glass. A manhattan or a Rob Roy, he figured. Something like that. Classy, like the woman herself, and slightly out-of-date.
     

      
      Keller stopped at the bar for a bottle of Tuborg, carried it to the woman’s table. Her eyes widened briefly at his approach, but otherwise nothing much showed on her face. Keller drew a chair for himself and sat down as if there was no
         question that he was welcome.
     

      
      “I’m with the guy,” he said.

      
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      
      “No names, all right? Straw hat with a red band on it. You were talking to him, what, twenty minutes ago? You want to pretend
         I’m talking Greek, or do you want to come with me?”
     

      
      “Where?”

      
      “He needs to see you.”

      
      “But he just saw me!”

      
      “Look, there’s a lot I don’t understand here,” Keller said, not untruthfully. “I’m just an errand boy. He coulda come himself,
         but is that what you want? To be seen in public in your own hotel with Slansky?”
     

      
      “Slansky?”

      
      “I made a mistake there,” Keller said, “using that name, which you wouldn’t know him by. Forget I said that, will you?”

      
      “But …”

      
      “Far as that goes, we shouldn’t spend too much time together. I’m going to walk out, and you finish your drink and sign the tab and then follow
         me. I’ll be waiting out front in a blue Honda Accord.”
     

      
      “But …”

      
      “Five minutes,” he told her, and left.

      

   
      
       
      
      CHAPTER FOUR

      
      It took her more than five minutes, but under ten, and she got into the front seat of the Honda without any hesitation. He
         pulled out of the hotel lot and hit the button to lock her door.
     

      
      While they drove around, ostensibly heading for a meeting with the man in the Panama hat (whose name wasn’t Slansky, but so
         what?), Keller learned that Floyd Turnbull, who’d had an affair with this woman, had sweet-talked her into investing in a
         real estate venture of his. The way it was set up, she couldn’t get her money out without a lengthy and expensive lawsuit—unless
         Turnbull died, in which case the partnership was automatically dissolved. Keller didn’t try to follow the legal part. He got
         the gist of it, and that was enough. The way she spoke about Turnbull, he got the feeling she’d pay a lot to see him dead,
         even if there was nothing in it for her.
     

      
      Funny how people tended not to like the guy.

      
      And now Slansky had all the money in advance, and in return for that she had his sworn promise that Turnbull wouldn’t have
         a pulse by the time the team got back to Memphis. She’d been after him to get it done in Cleveland, but he’d stalled until
         he’d gotten her to pay him the entire fee up front, and it looked as though he wouldn’t do it until they were in Baltimore,
         but it really better happen in Baltimore, because that was the last stop before the Tarpons returned to Memphis for a long
         home stand, and— Jesus, suppose the guy tried to save himself a trip to Baltimore?
     

      
      “Here we go,” he said and turned into a strip mall. All the stores were closed for the night, and the parking area was empty
         except for a delivery van and a Chevy that wouldn’t go anywhere until somebody changed its right rear tire. Keller parked
         next to the Chevy and cut the engine.
     

      
      “Around the back,” he said, and opened the door for her and helped her out. He led her so that the Chevy screened them from
         the street. “It gets tricky here,” he said and took her arm.
     

      
      The man he’d called Slansky was staying at a budget motel off an interchange of I-71, where he’d registered as John Carpenter.
         Keller went and knocked on his door, but that would have been too easy.
     

      
      Hell.

      
      The Tarpons were staying at a Marriott again, unless they were already on their way to Baltimore. But they’d just finished
         a night game, and they had a night game tomorrow, so maybe they’d stay over and fly out in the morning. He drove over to the
         Marriott and walked through the lobby to the bar, and on his way he spotted the shortstop and a middle reliever. So they were
         staying over, unless someone in the front office had cut those two players, and that seemed unlikely, as they didn’t look
         depressed.
     

      
      He found two more Tarpons in the bar, where he stayed long enough to drink a beer. One of the pair, the second-string catcher,
         gave Keller a nod of recognition, and that gave him a turn. Had he been hanging around enough for  the players to think of him as a familiar face?
     

      
      He finished his beer and left. As he was on his way out of the lobby, Floyd Turnbull was on his way in, and not looking very
         happy. And what did he have to be happy about? A string bean named Anliot had taken his job away from him for the evening,
         and had won the game for the Tarpons in the process. No wonder Turnbull looked like he wanted to kick somebody’s ass, and
         preferably Anliot’s. He also looked to be headed for his room, and Keller figured the man was ready to call it a night.
     

      
      Keller went back to the budget motel. When his knock again went unanswered, he found a pay phone and called the desk. A woman
         told him that Mr. Carpenter had checked out.
     

      
      And gone where? He couldn’t have caught a flight to Baltimore, not at this hour. Maybe he was driving. Keller had seen his
         car, and it looked too old and beat-up to be a rental. Maybe he owned it, and he’d drive all night, from Cleveland to Baltimore.
     

      
      Keller flew to Baltimore and was in his seat at Camden Yards for the first pitch. Floyd Turnbull wasn’t in the lineup, they’d
         benched him and had Graham Anliot slotted as DH. Anliot got two singles and a walk in his first three trips to the plate,
         and Keller didn’t stick around to see how he ended the evening. He left with the Tarpons coming to bat in the top of the seventh,
         and leading by four runs.
     

      
      The clerk at Ace Hardware rang up Keller’s purchases—a roll of picture-hanging wire, a packet of screw eyes, a packet of assorted
         picture hooks—and came to a logical conclusion. With a smile, he said, “Gonna hang a pitcher?”
     

       
      
      “A DH,” Keller said.

      
      “Huh?”

      
      “Sorry,” he said, recovering. “I was thinking of something else. Yeah, right. Hang a picture.”

      
      In his motel room, Keller wished he’d bought a pair of wire-cutting pliers. In their absence, he measured out a three-foot
         length of the picture-hanging wire and bent it back on itself until the several strands frayed and broke. He fashioned a loop
         at each end, then put the unused portion of the wire back in its box, to be discarded down the next handy storm drain. He’d
         already rid himself of the screw eyes and the picture hooks.
     

      
      He didn’t know where Slansky was staying, hadn’t seen him at the game the previous evening. But he knew the sort of motel
         the man favored and figured he’d pick one near the ballpark. Would he use the same name when he signed in? Keller couldn’t
         think of a reason why not, and evidently neither could Slansky; when he called the Sweet Dreams Motel on Key Highway, a pleasant
         young woman with a Gujarati accent told him that yes, they did have a guest named John Carpenter, and would he like her to
         ring the room?
     

      
      “Don’t bother,” he said. “I want it to be a surprise.”

      
      And it was. When Slansky—Keller couldn’t help it, he thought of the man as Slansky, even though it was a name he’d made up
         for the guy himself—when Slansky got in his car, there was Keller, sitting in the backseat.
     

      
      The man stiffened just long enough for Keller to tell that his presence was known. Then, smoothly, Slansky moved to fit the
         key in the ignition. Let him drive away? No, because Keller’s own car was parked here at the Sweet Dreams, and he’d only have to walk all the way back.
     

      
      And the longer Slansky was around, the more chances he had to reach for a gun or crash the car.

      
      “Hold it right there, Slansky,” he said.

      
      “You got the wrong guy,” the man said, his voice a mix of relief and desperation. “Whoever Slansky is, I ain’t him.”

      
      “No time to explain,” Keller said, because there wasn’t, and why bother? Simpler to use the picture-hook wire as he’d used
         it so often in the past, simpler and easier. And if Slansky went out thinking he was being killed by mistake, well, maybe
         that would be a comfort to him.
     

      
      Or maybe not. Keller, his hands through the loops in the wire, yanking hard, couldn’t see that it made much difference.

    

   
  
      
      
      CHAPTER FIVE

      
      “Awww, hell,” said the fat guy a row behind Keller, as the Oriole center fielder came down from his leap with nothing in his
         glove but his own hand. On the mound, the Baltimore pitcher shook his head the way pitchers do at such a moment, and Floyd
         Turnbull rounded first base and settled into his home run trot.
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