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A Spenser Novel


Boston PI Spenser returns - heading west to the rich man’s haven of Potshot, Arizona, a former mining town reborn as a paradise for Los Angeles millionaires looking for a place to escape the pressures of their high-flying lifestyles. Potshot overcame its rough reputation as a rendezvous for old-time mountain men who lived off the land, thanks to a healthy infusion of new blood and even newer money. But when this western idyll is threatened by a local gang - a twenty-first-century posse of desert rats, misfits, drunks and scavengers - the local police seem powerless.





Led by a charismatic individual known only as The Preacher, this motley band of thieves selectively exploits the town, nurturing it as a source of wealth while systematically robbing the residents blind.





Enter Spenser, called in to put the group out of business and establish a police force who can protect the town. Calling on his own cadre of cohorts, including Vinnie Morris, Bobby Horse, Chollo Bernard J. Fortunato, as well as the redoubtable Hawk, Spenser must find a way to beat the gang at their own dangerous game.
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Robert B. Parker (1932–2010) has long been acknowledged as the dean of American crime fiction. His novels featuring the wise-cracking, street-smart Boston private-eye Spenser earned him a devoted following and reams of critical acclaim, typified by R.W.B. Lewis’ comment, ‘We are witnessing one of the great series in the history of the American detective story’ (The New York Times Book Review).





Born and raised in Massachusetts, Parker attended Colby College in Maine, served with the Army in Korea, and then completed a Ph.D. in English at Boston University. He married his wife Joan in 1956; they raised two sons, David and Daniel. Together the Parkers founded Pearl Productions, a Boston-based independent film company named after their short-haired pointer, Pearl, who has also been featured in many of Parker’s novels.





Robert B. Parker died in 2010 at the age of 77.




CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR ROBERT B. PARKER





‘Parker writes old-time, stripped-to-the-bone, hard-boiled school of Chandler… His novels are funny, smart and highly entertaining… There’s no writer I’d rather take on an aeroplane’


– Sunday Telegraph





‘Parker packs more meaning into a whispered “yeah” than most writers can pack into a page’


– Sunday Times





‘Why Robert Parker’s not better known in Britain is a mystery. His best series featuring Boston-based PI Spenser is a triumph of style and substance’


– Daily Mirror





‘Robert B. Parker is one of the greats of the American hard-boiled genre’


– Guardian





‘Nobody does it better than Parker…’


– Sunday Times





‘Parker’s sentences flow with as much wit, grace and assurance as ever, and Stone is a complex and consistently interesting new protagonist’


– Newsday





‘If Robert B. Parker doesn’t blow it, in the new series he set up in Night Passage and continues with Trouble in Paradise, he could go places and take the kind of risks that wouldn’t be seemly in his popular Spenser stories’





– Marilyn Stasio, New York Times
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POTSHOT







for Joan:


somewhere around the twelfth of never.
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She was wearing a straw hat, pulled down over her forehead, a short flowered dress, no stockings and white high heels. A lot of blond hair showed under the hat. Her face was nearly angelic and looked about 15, though the fact that she wore a wedding ring made me skeptical. She marched into my office like someone volunteering for active duty, and sat in one of my client chairs with her feet flat on the floor and her knees together. Nice knees.


‘You’re Mr Spenser.’


‘I am.’


‘Lieutenant Samuelson of the Los Angeles Police Department said I should talk to you.’


‘He’s right,’ I said.


‘You know about this already?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I just think everybody should talk to me.’


‘Oh, yes… My name is Mary Lou Buckman.’


‘How do you do Mrs Buckman?’


‘Fine, thank you.’


She was quiet for a moment, as if she wasn’t quite sure what she should do next. I didn’t know either, so I sat and waited. Her bare legs were tan. Not tan as if she’d slathered them with oil and baked in the sun – tan as if she’d spent time outdoors in shorts. Her eyes were as big as Susan’s, and bright blue.


Finally she said, ‘I would like to hire you.’


‘Okay.’


‘Don’t you want to know more than that?’


‘I wanted to start on a positive note,’ I said.


‘I don’t know if you’re serious or if you’re laughing at me,’ she said.


‘I’m not always sure myself,’ I said. ‘What would you like me to do?’


She took a deep breath.


‘I live in a small town in the foothills of the Sawtooth Mountains, called Potshot. Once it was a rendezvous for mountain men, now it’s a western retreat for a lot of people, mostly from L.A., with money, who’ve moved there with the idea of getting their lives back into a more fundamental rhythm.’


‘Back out of all this now too much for us,’ I said.


‘That’s a poem or something,’ she said.


‘Frost,’ I said.


She nodded.


‘My husband and I came from Los Angeles. He was a football coach, Fairfax High. We got sick of the life and moved out here, there actually. We run, ran, a little tourist service, take people on horseback into the mountains and back – nothing fancy, day trips, maybe a picnic lunch.’


‘“We ran a service”?’ I said.


‘I still run it. My husband is dead.’


She said it as calmly as if I’d asked his name. No effect.


I nodded.


‘There was always an element to the town,’ she said. ‘I suppose you could call it a criminal element – they tended to congregate in the hills above town, a place called the Dell. There’s an old mine there that somebody started once, and they never found anything and abandoned it, along with the mine buildings. They are, I suppose, sort of contemporary mountain men, people who made a living from the mountains. You know, fur trapping, hunting, scavenging. I think there are people still looking for gold, or silver, or whatever they think is in there – I don’t know anything about mining. Some people have been laid off from the lumber companies, or the strip mines, there’s a few left over hippies, and a general assortment of panhandlers and drunks and potheads.’


‘Which probably interferes with the natural rhythm of it all,’ I said.


‘They were no more bothersome than any fringe people in any place,’ she said, ‘until about three years ago.’


‘What happened three years ago?’


‘They got organized,’ she said. ‘They became a gang.’


‘Who organized them?’


‘I don’t know his real name. He calls himself The Preacher.’


‘Is he a preacher?’


‘I don’t know. I think so. I don’t think he’s being ironic.’


‘And there’s a problem,’ I said.


‘The gang lives off the town. They require the businessmen to pay protection. They use the stores and the restaurants and bars and don’t pay. They acquire businesses in town for less than they’re worth by driving out the owners. They bully the men. Bother the women.’


‘Cops?’


‘We have a police chief. He’s a pleasant man. Very likable. But he does nothing. I don’t know if he’s been bribed, or if he’s afraid or both.’


‘Sheriff’s Department?’


‘The sheriff’s deputies come out, if they’re called,’ she said. ‘But it’s a long way and when they arrive, there are never any witnesses.’


‘So why are you telling me all this?’


She shifted in her chair, and pulled the hem of her skirt down as if she could cover her knees, which she couldn’t. She didn’t seem to be wearing any perfume, but she generated a small scent of expensive soap.


‘They killed my husband.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


‘He was in the Marine Corps. He played football in college,’ she said. ‘He was a very courageous man. An entirely wonderful man.’


Her voice was flat and without inflection, as if she were reciting something she’d memorized.


‘He


wouldn’t pay the Dell any money,’ she said. ‘So they killed him.’


‘Witnesses?’


‘No one has come forward.’


‘How do you know it was the, ah, Dell?’ I said.


‘They threatened him, if he didn’t pay. Who else would it be?’


‘And you want me to find out which one did it?’


‘Yes and see that they go to jail.’


‘Can you pay?’


‘Yes. Up to a point.’


‘We’ll come in under the point,’ I said.


She shifted in her chair again and crossed her legs, and rested her folded hands on her thigh.


‘Why didn’t you just sell and get out?’ I said. ‘Move to Park City or someplace?’


‘There’s no market for homes anymore. No one wants to move there because of the Dell gang.’


‘And you knew Samuelson from your L.A. days.’


‘His son played for Steve… my husband.’


‘And you asked him about getting some help and he suggested me.’


‘Yes. He said you were good and you’d keep your word.’


‘A good description,’ I said.


‘He also said you were too sure of yourself. And not as funny as you thought you were.’


‘Well he’s wrong on the last one,’ I said. ‘But no need to argue.’


‘Will you do it?


‘Okay,’ I said.


‘Just like that?’


‘Yep.’


‘What are you going to do?’


‘Come out and poke around.’


‘That’s all?’


‘It’s a start,’ I said.
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Potshot was in a valley in the early stages of ascending foothills, which became at some indeterminate point the Sawtooth Mountains. There were ostentatious homes above the town. The town was expensive faux western with wooden sidewalks and places with names like The Rattlesnake Cafe and the Coyote Grill. There was a three-story hotel that called itself The Jack Rabbit Inn. It had a wide front porch. Inside, the first floor had a registration desk, a restaurant and a bar in the lobby. To the right of the registration desk there was an open stairway leading up to the bedrooms. My room was one flight up and my window looked down on the main drag. The street was nearly empty. A man and woman wearing cowboy hats over two-hundred-dollar haircuts crossed the street below my window. They got into a Range Rover complete with brush gear. The spirit of the old West.


One of Spenser’s rules of detection is: Never poke around on an empty stomach. So I unpacked, got my gun, and went down for a club sandwich and a draft beer at the near-empty bar in the lobby. The bartender was a slim guy with a ponytail. He was wearing a western-style shirt, and kept himself busy slicing lemons and putting them in a jar.


‘I hear you have some trouble around here,’ I said.


He stared at me as though I had just told him I was going to shoot myself in the forehead.


‘Like what?’ he said.


‘Like the gang from the Dell,’ I said.


‘I don’t know anything about it,’ he said.


‘You know The Preacher?’ I said.


‘Nope.’


‘Guy named Steve Buckman got killed awhile back. You know what happened?’


‘You a cop or something?’


‘Or something,’ I said.


‘I already told Dean all I know – which is nothing.’


‘Dean?’


‘The chief of police.’


‘So you don’t know anything,’ I said. ‘Got any guesses?’


‘No.’


The bartender went back to his lemons. I finished the club sandwich.


‘Do you know how to make a vodka gimlet?’ I said.


The bartender finished slicing a lemon and looked up at me.


‘Sure,’ he said. ‘You want one?’


I got up from the bar.


‘No,’ I said. ‘I just wanted to end the conversation on a positive note.’


Outside, the heat was astonishing. I walked past a sporting goods store with fishing rods and nets and waders and tackle boxes in the window. I went in and felt the welcome shock of the air-conditioning. The front of the store was devoted to fishing tackle and hunting knives. In the back it was guns. There was a rack of expensive hunting rifles across the back wall. Along the side wall was an array of shotguns. And in the glass display case under the counter was a collection of big-caliber single-action western-style handguns. There were elaborate tooled leather gunbelts and holsters for sale. And ammunition and self-loading equipment and cleaning kits.


The clerk wore a red plaid shirt with a string tie held by a silver clip. I leaned my forearms on the counter above the handgun display.


‘Sell many of these?’ I said.


‘Some.’


‘I’m new around here. What do I need to have in order to buy a handgun?’


‘Proof of residency,’ the clerk said. ‘Like a driver’s license.’


‘Same for the long guns?’ I said.


‘You bet. Care to look at anything?’


‘My driver’s license is from another state,’ I said.


‘We can ship anything you buy to a dealer in your area.’


‘Who buys the handguns?’


The clerk frowned.


‘Hell,’ he said. ‘I don’t know. They got a local driver’s license, I sell them a gun. I don’t care who they are. Why would I?’


‘No reason,’ I said. ‘I was just wondering who would want to pack one of these Howitzers.’


The clerk shrugged.


‘Maybe the guy who killed Steve Buckman,’ I said.


‘He was shot with a nine,’ the clerk said.


‘By whom?’


The clerk shrugged.


‘Why you asking me?’


‘You’re here.’


‘Yeah, but why are you interested?’ he said.


‘Just a curious guy,’ I said.


He shook his head as if I were ridiculous, and moved down the counter to another customer. His interest in me had plummeted. I didn’t mind. I was used to it. When I left the store the heat was tangible, like walking into a wall. I turned left and strolled the boardwalk. No one was about in the implacable sunshine, except me. Mad dogs and Englishmen, I thought.


In all directions but west, the hills rose up from the town in slow, curved slopes until, distantly, they became mountains. It produced the odd effect of simultaneous vastness and enclosure. I felt as far from home as I’d ever been, which was an illusion. California was farther, and Korea was much farther. But the land was so different, so un-Eastern, and, maybe more to the point, Susan wasn’t here. She hadn’t been in Korea either, but I hadn’t known her then, and, while not knowing her made a hole in my existence, I didn’t know it at the time.


At the end of the main drag, across the street from a western-wear shop and next to a place called Ringo’s Retreat was a small building made of beige bricks with a hip roof and a blue light and a sign outside that said police. I went in.


It was one air-conditioned room. Two cells across the back. A Winchester rifle and a Smith & Wesson pump gun were locked in a cabinet behind a big oak desk with an engraved brass sign on it that said chief. At the desk, wearing a khaki police uniform, was a rangy guy with blond hair and soft blue eyes.


‘Good afternoon, sir,’ he said when I came in.


‘Hot,’ I said.


‘Yes. But it’s a dry heat,’ he said.


‘The same thing could be said of hell.’


He laughed.


‘What can I do for you?’ he said.


‘You the chief?’


‘Dean Walker,’ he said and smiled.


‘Spenser,’ I said. ‘I’m an investigator from back east.’


‘Boston,’ the chief said.


‘Betrayed by my accent,’ I said.


‘I can pick Boston out at a hundred yards,’ he said. ‘Anyone can.’


‘I’m trying to find out what happened to a guy named Steve Buckman,’ I said.


‘Stevie,’ Walker said. ‘What a shame.’


‘You knew him.’


‘Oh, absolutely. Great guy.’


‘Ever find the shooter?’ I said.


‘No. Had no evidence. Still don’t.’


‘Any suspects?’


‘None.’


‘I heard he’d been threatened by some people from the Dell.’


‘I heard that, too,’ Walker said.


‘From?’


‘Lou, his wife.’


‘And?’


‘She can’t identify the people who made the threats. We even went up to the sheriff’s substation in Gilcrest, looked at mug shots. She couldn’t find anybody.’


‘So,’ I said. ‘No witnesses. No names. No clues. Just a rumor.’


‘Exactly,’ Walker said.


‘Case still open?’


‘Well, theoretically, but you know the score. Nothing plus nothing equals nothing.’


‘You have a theory?’ I said.


‘Stevie was a… Stevie thought he was a tough guy. He was pretty aggressive. Maybe he got aggressive with the wrong guy.’


‘Anything special he might get aggressive about?’


‘Nothing I know about,’ Walker said.


‘How about the wife?’


‘What about the wife?’ Walker said.


‘When a married person gets killed, who’s the first suspect?’ I said.


‘Hell, are you accusing your own client?’


‘Just asking about standard procedure.’


Walker’s soft blue eyes got somewhat less soft. But his tone didn’t change. Just an open, friendly guy.


‘Hey, Spense,’ he said. ‘You come all the way out here from Boston to tell me how to do my job?’


‘You’re the only cop in town?’


‘Got four patrolmen,’ Walker said. ‘There’s a sheriff’s substation about forty miles east and if I get in over my head they’ll send a deputy out.’


‘You get in over your head much?’


Walker smiled.


‘Hell no. This is a town full of yuppies with too much dough. I feel like I’m showboating if I carry a gun. Was it Mary Lou hired you, or somebody else?’


‘How about the Dell?’ I said.


Again the eyes changed, but the rest of him was friendly.


‘A bunch of overaged hippies,’ he said. ‘Don’t bother anybody.’


‘And The Preacher?’


Walker shook his head.


‘Don’t know him. They all got strange names out there. You know, Moon Dog, Dappa, names like that. And they’re probably smoking a little cannabis. But, hey, I start cracking down on people smoking dope, I’ll have most of the town in jail. Technically the Dell’s not in my jurisdiction, anyway. It’s county land.’


‘So they’re not doing anything wrong, and if they are, it’s the county’s problem.’


Walker pointed his finger at me with the thumb cocked, and winked and dropped the thumb.


‘There you go,’ he said.
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Mary Lou Buckman lived in a smallish one-story house with white siding, on a cul-de-sac at the end of a short street on the west edge of Potshot. The yard had no grass. It was sand and stones and several cactus plants. Somehow it managed to look well kept, though I wasn’t sure how one kept a stone patch well. Behind the house was a stable and a rail-fenced corral in which several chestnut-colored horses stood in the shade with their heads down, and twitched their skin against the occasional fly willing to endure the heat.


I rang the bell. Mary Lou was in blue shorts and a white tank top when she opened the door. She still smelled of good soap.


‘It’s you,’ she said.


‘Yes it is,’ I said.


She stepped aside and let me into the air-conditioned house. A yellow Lab wearing a red bandanna for a collar jumped up and attempted to lap me into submission. Mary Lou pushed her away.


‘This is Jesse,’ she said. ‘I do my best, but I can’t control her.’


‘And shouldn’t,’ I said.


I bent down and let Jesse lap me for a bit. Then we all went into Mary Lou’s gleaming kitchen. The house was so polished, and swept, and scrubbed, and waxed, and ironed, and starched, that it felt as if I were making a mess just by walking through it. Mary Lou and I sat across from each other at a small bleached oak table. Jesse sat on the floor next to it and looked up with her mouth open and her tongue hanging out. Her tail thumped on the floor.


‘This is a dog who’s been fed from the table,’ I said.


‘Do you disapprove?’


‘No. Dogs are supposed to be fed from the table.’


‘Do you have a dog?’


‘Susan and I share a German shorthair named Pearl,’ I said.


‘That helps,’ Mary Lou said.


‘If you’re going to hire a thug, it’s better to hire one who likes dogs?’


She smiled.


‘Yes, something like that,’ she said. ‘Will you have coffee?’


‘Sure,’ I said.


While she was making the coffee, Jesse kept shifting her attention from Mary Lou to me. Food can come from anywhere.


‘What have you been up to?’ Mary Lou said.


‘Well, Mrs Buckman…’


‘Please call me Lou.’


I nodded.


‘Mostly I’ve been orienting. I talked with the bartender at the hotel. He knew less than Jesse here. I talked with some guy in a gun shop. He knew less than the bartender. I talked with the chief of police.’


‘Dean Walker,’ she said. ‘He’s asked me out a couple of times.’


‘And?’


‘And I’m not ready to date yet,’ she said. ‘Maybe in awhile.’


‘He was very interested in who hired me,’ I said. ‘He asked a couple of times if it were you.’


‘What did you say?’


‘I ignored the question.’


‘Everyone will know soon enough,’ she said. ‘Who else would it be?’


‘Your husband have family?’ I said.


‘No.’


‘Could I get a list of the names of people you knew pretty well?’ I said. ‘People I can talk to?’


‘Yes, can you wait? I’ll have to think.’


‘Sure.’


She got a Bic pen and a white pad with purple lines on it and sat and made a short list of names, pausing now and then to think.


‘I’m sure I’ve left people out,’ she said. ‘But these are the ones I can think of.’


The list wasn’t very long. It was limited to Potshot. There was no one on it from L.A.


‘It’s a start,’ I said.


‘You won’t be… ? No. I hired you to investigate. You should just go ahead and do it.’


I smiled.


‘I won’t be mean to them,’ I said.


Lou looked at me for a time without speaking, patting Jesse’s head absently, her coffee sitting in its pretty china cup undrunk. The insistent desert light, cooled, but not dimmed, by technology, came in through the kitchen windows and made everything gleam impossibly. The counters and cabinets were bleached oak. The floor and countertops were Mexican tile. The hood over the cookstove was also tiled in the same stuff. The dog’s tail moved steadily as Lou stroked her head.


‘It took a long time after Steve died for Jesse to realize he wasn’t coming home. Every night before supper she’d go and sit at the door and wait.’


I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure she was talking to me.


‘It was hard to get her to eat for awhile, because Steve was always the one who fed her, and for whatever dog reason, she wanted to wait for him.’


I finished my coffee. Lou stopped talking and stared off through the kitchen window at the desert. We looked at each other. She was wearing a light perfume. Her legs were evenly tanned, as well as her arms and face, and probably parts of her I couldn’t see. She looked athletic and outdoorsy and clean, and very beautiful. The moment took a long time to pass.


‘Not too much is known about dogs,’ I said.
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I started with the first name on Mary Lou’s list. J. George Taylor. I was wearing my casual desert detective outfit. Ornate sneakers, jeans, a gray T-shirt hanging out to cover the gun, a blue Brooklyn Dodgers baseball hat and shades. I paused to admire my reflection in the tinted glass door, then went into a real estate office on the main drag, next to the Foot Hills Bank & Trust. The office was a small, round-edged, flat-roofed adobe stand-alone, with a low porch across the front and the overhang of the roof rafters exposed, giving it that authentic Mexican look. There were four small gray metal desks in the room with phones and name plates and swivel chairs, and chairs handily arranged so that customers could rest their checkbooks on the desk as they wrote. In the back of the room was a big oak desk. There were a number of desert-themed prints on the wall: bleached cow skulls, a big cactus, and Native Americans wrapped in colorful blankets, one of whom wore a derby hat with a feather in it. Three of the small inauthentic desks were empty. A woman with a lot of rigid blond hair was sitting at the fourth, talking to a fat guy at the big oak desk. Her makeup was expert and extensive. She was wearing a green top and white pants. Her legs were crossed. Where the fabric pulled tight I noticed that she had a comely, if mature, thigh. Nothing wrong with mature. He had a red face and a lot of male pattern baldness. He reminded me of Friar Tuck. The room felt like a meat locker, but the red-faced guy was sweating lightly. Her nameplate said Bea Taylor. His nameplate said J. George Taylor. Being a trained investigator, I made the connection.


‘Hi,’ she said. ‘Come in and sit down.’


‘You want to buy some property,’ he said with a big smile, ‘this is the place.’


I took out two business cards and handed one to each, and sat down in a convenient customer chair.


‘Actually I’m in the market for information,’ I said.


They looked at my card.


He said, ‘A private detective?’


She said, ‘I said to myself when you walked in that door, there’s something unusual about that man.’


‘You’re both on the money,’ I said. ‘I’m looking into the murder of a man named Steve Buckman.’


‘Somebody hired you?’ J. George said.


‘Fortunately, yes,’ I said. ‘Can either of you help me at all?’


‘Do you have a gun?’ the blonde asked.


Somehow she made it sound as if she were asking something intimate.


I smiled at her. The big smile, the kind that would make her mature thighs ripple.


‘Are you Mrs Taylor?’ I said.


‘Yes, I’m sorry, and this is my husband, George.’


J. George nodded like a guy accepting an award. Either he had more stamina than he showed, or she fooled around. I glanced at her again. She had her lips open slightly. She touched the bottom one with the tip of her tongue. Probably both.


‘I can’t think of anything we could tell you about Steve,’ Taylor said.


‘You knew him,’ I said.


‘Oh sure thing,’ J. George said. ‘My business you get to know pretty much everybody in town.’


‘Our business, dear.’


J. George laughed. Jolly.


‘Bebe doesn’t let you get away with anything,’ he said.


‘I can see that,’ I said.


Flattering Bebe held promise.


‘What kind of a guy was Buckman?’


‘Steve was a peach,’ Bebe said. ‘Wasn’t he, George?’


‘A peach of a guy,’ J. George said. ‘Organized the kids around here into a Pop Warner league.’


‘I didn’t know the town had enough kids for that,’ I said.


‘Six-man football,’ J. George said.


‘Did you ever play football, Mr Spenser?’ Bebe asked.


‘Long time ago, Mrs Taylor – you know, leather helmets and high-tops.’


‘What position did you play?’


‘Strong safety,’ I said.


‘I’m not surprised,’ she said, and ran the tip of her tongue along her lower lip.


My guess was she didn’t know strong safety from traffic safety, but she recognized the word strong. I was glad I hadn’t played weak side linebacker.


‘So Buckman was active in the community,’ I said, just to be saying something.


Bebe smiled, as if she knew a joke she wasn’t sharing.


‘Great guy,’ J. George said. ‘It’s a real tragedy what happened.’


‘What did happen?’ I said.


‘Well,’ J. George said, ‘you know he got shot.’


‘Yes.’


‘Well that’s all we know.’


‘No idea who shot him?’


‘No,’ J. George said quickly, ‘of course not.’


‘He have any enemies?’ I said.


‘No,’ J. George said. ‘None. Not that I know of.’


‘How’d he get along with the Dell?’ I said.


‘Dell? I’m sure I don’t know,’ J. George said.


‘I heard they extort money from town businesses and Steve wouldn’t pay.’


‘I don’t know anything about that,’ J. George said.


He was getting less jolly with every question.


‘They ask you to donate?’ I said.


‘No,’ J. George said. ‘Absolutely not.’


I looked at Bebe. She was watching the two of us, her mouth ajar, her lower lip tucked slightly under, the tip of her tongue resting on it.


‘You know anything about that?’ I said to her.


She seemed startled.


‘About… ?’


‘The Dell,’ I said.


‘No. The Dell? No, I don’t know anything about that.’


‘I’m telling you,’ J. George said. ‘Steve Buckman didn’t have an enemy in the world.’


‘He had one,’ I said.


‘He did?’


‘George,’ Bebe said. ‘Somebody shot him.’


‘Oh, yes, sure thing. I’m starting to slow down, I guess.’


Again I saw Bebe smiled at her private joke.


‘How was the marriage?’ I said.


‘Far’s I know solid as a rock,’ J. George said.


He was getting jolly again. Old J. George, fat and jolly. Probably light on his feet. Probably a ton of laughs at rotary club. Probably steal your children in a real estate deal.


‘You know about his marriage, Bebe. You’re friendly with Lou.’


‘Lou?’ I said.


‘Lou Buckman,’ J. George said. ‘His wife. Didn’t she hire you?’


I smiled. Enigmatic.


‘They get along?’ I said to Bebe.


‘Like George and I,’ she said.


‘That well,’ I said.


‘Oh sure,’ J. George said. ‘Been together for, well never mind.’ He laughed. ‘Don’t want to give our age away. We got married when she was nineteen.’


‘Wow,’ I said. ‘Twenty years.’


Bebe smiled almost genuinely.


‘How gallant,’ she said. ‘Why are you asking about Lou?’


‘Just doing the drill,’ I said. ‘A spouse dies, the surviving spouse is automatically suspect.’


‘Cherchez la femme,’ Bebe said, and looked pleased with herself.


‘Oui,’ I said.


‘You going to be in town long, Mr Spenser?’ J. George said.


‘Awhile,’ I said. ‘Could you tell me any people that Buckman was close to in town? People I might talk with?’
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