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Loudon Tripp, wearing a seersucker suit and a Harvard tie, sat in my office on a very nice day in September and told me he’d looked into my background and might hire me.


“Oh boy,” I said.


“You’ve had some college,” Tripp said. He was maybe fifty, a tall angular man with a red face. He held a typewritten sheet of paper in his hand, reading it through half glasses.


“No harm to it,” I said. “I thought I was going to do something else.”


“I went to Harvard. You played football in college.”


I nodded. He didn’t care if I nodded or not. But I liked to.


“You were a prizefighter.”


Nod.


“You fought in Korea. Were you an officer?”


“No.”


“Too bad. After that you were a policeman.”


Nod.


“This presents a small problem; you were dismissed. Could you comment, please, on that.”


“I am trustworthy, loyal, and helpful. But I struggle with obedient.”


Tripp smiled faintly. “I’m not looking for a boy scout,” he said.


“Next best thing,” I said.


“Well,” Tripp said, “Lieutenant Quirk said you could be annoying, but you were not undependable.”


“He’s always admired me,” I said.


“Obviously you are independent,” Tripp said. “I understand that. I’ve had my moments. ‘He who would be a man must be a non-conformist.’”


I nodded encouragingly.


“Do you know who said that?” Tripp asked.


I nodded again.


Tripp waited a moment.


Finally he said, “Well, who?”


“Emerson.”


“Very good,” Tripp said.


“Will this be on the final?” I said.


Tripp leaned his head toward me in a gesture of apology.


“Sorry, I guess that seemed pretentious. It’s just that I am trying to get a sense of you.”


I shrugged.


“They had no way of judging a man,” I said, “except as he handled an axe.”


Tripp frowned for a moment. And twitched his shoulders as if to get rid of a horsefly.


“So,” he paused. “I guess you’ll do.”


I tried to look pleased.


He stared past me out the window for a moment, and took in a slow breath and let it out.


“Are you familiar,” he said, “with Olivia Nelson?”


“The woman who was murdered a couple of months back,” I said. “Right in Louisburg Square.”


He nodded.


“She used her birth name,” he said. “She was my wife.”


“I’m sorry,” I said.


“Yes.”


We were quiet for a moment while we considered the sullen fact.


“The police have exhausted all of their options,” Tripp said. “They have concluded it was probably an act of random violence, and the killer, having left no clues, will very likely not be caught until, or if, he strikes again.”


“You disagree?” I said.


“I want him hunted down,” Tripp said stiffly, “and punished.”


“And you want me to do that?”


“Yes … Lieutenant Quirk suggested you, when I expressed concern about the official lack of progress.”


“So you and I are clear,” I said, “I will hunt him down for you. But punishment is not what I do.”


“I believe in the system,” Tripp said. “If you can find him, I am sure the courts will punish him.”


I said, “Un huh.”


“You are skeptical of the courts?” Tripp said.


“I’m skeptical of most things,” I said. “Is there anyone assigned to the case, now?”


“Yes, a young detective.”


“What’s his name?”


“Farrell. Detective Farrell. I can’t say I’m entirely happy with him.”


“Why?”


“Well, he’s young. I was hoping for a more senior man.”


I nodded. There was more, I could tell.


“And there’s something, a little, I don’t know. He doesn’t seem like a typical police detective.”


I waited. Tripp didn’t elaborate. Since I figured I’d meet Farrell anyway, I didn’t press. I could decide for myself how typical he was.


“Do you have any theories on the murder?” I said.


“None. I can’t imagine who would wish to kill Olivia. Perhaps it is a madman.”


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll talk to the cops, first. So at least I’ll know what they know.”


“You’ll take the case, then?”


“Sure,” I said.


We talked a little about my fee, and the prospects of a retainer. He had no objections to a retainer. Me either.


“The only thing you need to understand,” I said, “is that once I start I go where it takes me. Which may mean I ask you lots of questions. And your friends and relatives lots of questions. People sometimes get restive about me invading their privacy. You have to understand at the start that invading your privacy, and the privacy of people you know, is what you’re hiring me to do.”


“I understand,” Tripp said. “If you go too far, I’ll let you know.”


“You can let me know,” I said. “But it won’t change anything. I do what I do. And I keep doing it until I’m finished.”


“You will be working for me, Mr. Spenser.”


“Yes, and you can pay me, and you can expect that I’ll work on your problem and that I won’t cheat you and that I won’t lie to you. But you can’t tell me what to do, and if you’re not willing to accept that, we can’t do business.”


Tripp didn’t like it. But he got out his checkbook and put it on the edge of my desk and dug a real fountain pen out of his inside coat pocket.


“When I need surgery,” he said, “I don’t, I guess, tell the surgeon how to operate.”


“Nice analogy,” I said.


He nodded, and wrote me out a check in a stately, flowing Palmer-method hand. It was a fine big check. A check you could deposit proudly, which, after Tripp left, I did.
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“He hit her with a framing hammer,” Quirk said. “The kind with the long wooden handle that gives you leverage so you can drive a sixteen-penny nail with two strokes. Hit her at least five times.”


Quirk was wearing a gray silk tweed jacket with a faint lavender chalk line, a blue Oxford button-down shirt, and a lavender knit tie. There was a dark blue display handkerchief in his jacket pocket. As he talked, he straightened the stuff on his desk, making sure everything was square and properly spaced. There wasn’t much: a phone, a legal-sized lined yellow pad, a translucent Bic pen with a black top, and a big plastic cube with pictures of his wife, his children, and a golden retriever. He was careful to have the cube exactly centered along the back rim of his desk. He wasn’t thinking about what he was doing. It was what he did while he thought about something else.


“He left it at the crime scene.”


“Or she,” I said.


Quirk realigned his pictures an eighth of an inch. His hands were big and thick, the nails manicured. They looked like the hands of a tough surgeon.


“Ah, yes,” Quirk said. “Liberation. It could have been a woman. But if it was, it was a strong one. He, or she, must have held the hammer down at the end and taken a full swing, like you would drive a nail. Most of the bones in her head were broken.”


“Only the head?”


“Yeah,” Quirk said. “That bothered me too. If some fruitcake runs amok with a framing hammer and assaults a random victim, why was his aim so good? Head only. Except where he seems to have missed once and badly bruised her left shoulder.”


“Seems more like premeditation,” I said. “If you’re going to murder somebody with a hammer, you don’t waste time hitting them in the body.”


“I know,” Quirk said. His hands were perfectly still now, one resting on top of the other. “It bothered us too. But things always do in a homicide. You know that. There’s always stuff you can’t account for, stuff that doesn’t fit exactly. Homicide cases aren’t neat, even the neat ones.”


“You think this is a neat one?”


“In one sense,” Quirk said. He looked at the pictures on the plastic cube while he talked. He was not so much weary as calm. He’d seen too much, and it had left him with that cop calm that some of them get—not without feeling, really, but without excitement.


“We have an explanation for it that works. It’s not laying around loose—except that we don’t have the perpetrator.”


“Perpetrator,” I said admiringly.


“I been watching a lot of those reality cop shows,” Quirk said.


“Her husband wants the guy caught,” I said.


“Sure he does,” Quirk said. “Me too.”


“You can’t find a motive,” I said.


Quirk shook his head.


“This broad is Mary Poppins, for crissake. Mother of the year, wife of the decade, loyal friend, good citizen, great human being, dedicated teacher, accomplished cook, and probably great in the sack.”


“Never is heard a discouraging word,” I said.


“None,” Quirk said. “Nobody had a reason to kill her.”


“Almost nobody,” I said.


“The crazed-killer thing still works,” Quirk said. “It happens.”


“Husband checks out?”


Quirk looked at me as if I’d asked him his sign.


“How long you think I been doing this? Who do we think of first when a wife is killed?”


“Cherchez la hubby,” I said.


“Thank you,” Quirk said.


“No problems between them?”


“None that he’d mention.”


“He doesn’t have a girlfriend?”


“Says he doesn’t.”


“She doesn’t have a boyfriend?”


“Says she didn’t.”


“You able to confirm that, as they say in the papers, independently?”


“Cops aren’t independent,” Quirk said. “Hot dogs like yourself are independent.”


“But you looked into it.”


“Far as we could.”


“How far is that?”


Quirk shrugged.


“These are powerful people,” Quirk said. “They have powerful friends. Everybody I ask says she was a candidate for sainthood. And he is a candidate for sainthood, and the kids are a couple of saintlettes. You push people like this only so far.”


“Before what?”


“Before the commissioner calls you.”


“And tells you to desist?”


“And tells me that unless I have hard evidence, I should not assume these people are lying.”


“And you don’t have hard evidence.”


“No.”


“You think there’s something there?”


Quirk shrugged.


“That’s why you sent Tripp to me,” I said.


“This wasn’t a Jamaican whore got smoked in some vacant lot, twenty miles from the Harvard Club,” Quirk said. “This is an upper-crust WASP broad got bludgeoned to death at one corner of Louisburg fucking Square for crissake. We got a U.S. Senator calling to follow up on our progress. I got a call from the Boston Archdiocese. Everybody says solve it, or leave it alone.”


“Which isn’t the way to solve it,” I said.


Again Quirk was silent.


“The way to solve it is to muddle around in it and disrupt everybody’s lives and doubt everything everybody says and make a general pain in the ass of yourself.”


Quirk nodded.


“You can see why I thought of you,” he said.


“So if Tripp doesn’t want this solved, why did he hire me?”


“I think he wants it solved, but with his assumptions and on his terms,” Quirk said. “He thinks he can control you.”


“Somebody ought to,” I said. “Any money to inherit?”


“A small life insurance policy, probably covered the funeral.”


“No mental illness?”


“No.”


“Kids?”


“Son, Loudon, Junior, twenty-two, senior at Williams College. Daughter, Meredith, eighteen, freshman at Williams.”


“They seem clean?”


“American dream,” Quirk said. “Dean’s list for both of them. Son’s on the wrestling team, and the debating team. Daughter’s president of the drama club and a member of the student council, or whatever the fuck they call it at Williams.”


“Any history on the kids that doesn’t jibe?”


“Son had a few routine teenage scrapes. Nothing that matters. I’ll give you the file,” Quirk said.


“You still got a guy on it?” I said.


“Yeah, Lee Farrell,” Quirk said.


“He’s new,” I said.


“Yeah, and he’s gay.”


“Young and gay,” I said.


“I got no problem with it, long as he doesn’t kiss me. But command staff don’t like it much.”


“So he gets the low-maintenance stuff.”


“Yeah.”


“He any good?”


Quirk leaned back in his swivel chair and clasped his hands behind his back. The muscles in his upper arm swelled against the fabric of his jacket.


“He might be,” Quirk said. “Hasn’t had a hell of a chance to prove it.”


“Doesn’t get the choice assignments?”


Quirk smiled without meaning anything by it.


“They had to hire him, and they had to promote him. But they don’t have to use him.”


“I’ll want to talk with Farrell.”


“Sure,” Quirk said. “You and he will hit it right off.”
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Lee Farrell stopped into my office in the late afternoon while I was opening mail, and throwing it away.


“Lieutenant said you would be freelancing the Olivia Nelson case,” he said.


He was a medium-sized young guy, with a moustache, a nice tan, and the tight build of a gymnast. He was nearly bald. What hair he had was close-cropped and the moustache was neatly trimmed. He was wearing white Reeboks, and chinos, and a blue chambray shirt under a tan corduroy jacket. As he turned to sit down, the butt of his gun made an angular snag in his jacket. He shrugged his shoulders automatically to get rid of it.


“Yes,” I said.


“Lieutenant said I should cooperate.”


“How do you feel about that?” I said.


“Figured I could probably get by without you,” Farrell said.


“It’s alarming how many people think that,” I said.


“No good for business,” he said.


“I’ve read the file,” I said.


“Lieutenant doesn’t usually hand those out,” Farrell said.


“Good to know,” I said. “You got anything not in the file?”


“If I had it, it would be in there,” Farrell said.


“It wouldn’t have to be,” I said. “It could be unsubstantiated opinion, guesswork, intuition, stuff like that.”


“I deal with facts,” Farrell said.


It made me smile.


“You think that’s funny?” he said.


“Yeah, kind of. Are you familiar with Dragnet?”


“No. I don’t like people laughing at me.”


“Nobody does,” I said. “Think of it as a warm smile of appreciation.”


“Hey, asshole,” Farrell said. “You think you can fuck with me?”


He stood up, his hands loosely in front of him, one above the other. He probably had some color belt, in some kind of Asian hand-fighting.


“Does this mean you’re not feeling cooperative?” I said.


“It means I don’t take smart shit from anybody. You think maybe I’m not tough enough? You can step up now and try me.”


“Good plan,” I said. “We beat hell out of each other, and when the murderer dashes in to break it up, we collar him.”


“Aw, hell,” Farrell said. He stood for another moment, shifting a little on his feet, then he shrugged and sat down.


“I don’t like being stuck on a no-brainer,” he said. “They think it’s a dead-file case, but they can’t ignore it, so they put the junior man on it.”


I nodded.


“The case stinks,” he said.


I nodded again. Penetratingly.


“Everything’s too perfect. No one had a bad word. Everyone liked her. No one could think of a single reason to kill her. No enemies. No lovers. Nothing. We talked with everybody in the family. Everybody at work. Everybody in her address book. Every return address on her mail. We made a list of every person we’d talked with and asked her husband and children if there was anyone they could think of not on it. We did the same at work. We got a few more names and talked with them. We do not have a single suspect out of any of them. We talked with her gyno, her physical trainer …” He spread his hands.


“Do you think there’s something wrong,” I said, “because you’re stuck on a no-brainer and don’t want to accept it, or is there something wrong?”


“I’m stuck on five no-brainers,” Farrell said. “I’ve got a full case load of cases that go nowhere.”


“My question stands,” I said.


Farrell rubbed his hands slowly together, and opened them and studied the palms for a moment.


“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve thought of that too and I don’t know.”
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Louisburg Square is in the heart of Beacon Hill, connecting Mt. Vernon and Pinckney Streets. In the center of the square is a little plot of grass with a black iron fence around it and a statue of Christopher Columbus. Around the square and facing it were a series of three-story, brick-front townhouses.


The Tripp-Nelson home was one of them. It had a wide raised panel door, which was painted royal blue. In the middle of the door was a big polished brass knocker in the form of a lion holding a big polished brass ring in his mouth.


I had walked up the hill from Charles Street, the way Olivia Nelson had on the night she was killed. I stopped at the lower corner of the square where it connected to Mt. Vernon. There was nothing remarkable about it. There were no blood stains, now. The police chalkings and the yellow crime-scene tape were gone. Nobody even came and stood and had their picture taken on the spot where the sixteen-ounce framing hammer had exploded against the back of Olivia Nelson’s skull. According to the coroner’s report she probably never knew it. She probably felt that one explosion—and the rest was silence.


I had her case file with me. There wasn’t anywhere to start on this thing, so I thought it might help to be in her house when I read the file of her murder investigation. It wasn’t much of an idea, but it was the only one I had. Tripp knew I was coming. I had told him I needed to look around the house. A round-faced brunette maid with pouty lips and a British accent answered my ring. She had on an actual maid suit, black dress, little white apron, little white cap. You don’t see many of those anymore.


“My name’s Spenser,” I said. “Mr. Tripp said you’d be expecting me.”


She looked at me blankly, as if I were an inoffensive but unfamiliar insect that had settled on her salad.


“Yes, sir,” she said. “You’re to have the freedom of the house, sir. May I take your hat, sir?”


I was wearing a replica Brooklyn Dodgers baseball cap, royal blue with a white B and a white button on top. Susan had ordered it for me at the same time she’d gotten me the replica Braves hat, which I wore with my other outfit.


“I’ll keep it,” I said. “Makes me look like Gene Hermanski.”


“Certainly, sir. If you need me you should ring one of these bells.”


She showed me a small brass bell with a rosewood handle sitting on the front hall table.


“How charming,” I said.


“Yes, sir.”


She backed gracefully away from me and turned and disappeared under the staircase, presumably to the servants’ area below stairs. She had pretty good legs. Although in Louisburg Square it was probably incorrect to look at the maid’s legs at all.


There was a central stairway in the front hall, with mahogany railing curving down to an ornate newel post, white risers, oak treads. To the right was the living room, to the left a study, straight down the hall was a dining room. The kitchen was past the stairs, to the right of the dining room. With the file under my arm, I walked slowly through the house. The living room was in something a shade darker than ivory, with pastel peach drapes spilling onto the floor. The furniture was white satin, with a low coffee table in the same shade of marble. There were rather formal-looking photographs of Tripp, a woman whom I assumed to be his late wife, and two young people who were doubtless their children. There was a fine painting of an English setter on the wall over a beige marble fireplace, and, over the sofa, on the longest wall, a large painting of a dapple gray horse that looked like it might have been done by George Stubbs and selected because the tones worked with the decor.


The house was very silent, and thickly carpeted. The only noise was the gentle rush of the central air-conditioning. I had on the usual open shirt, jeans and sneakers, plus a navy blue windbreaker. It was too warm for the windbreaker, but I needed something to hide my gun; and the Dodger cap didn’t go with any of my sport coats.


The study was forest green with books and dark furniture and a green leather couch and chairs. There was a big desk with an Apple word processor on one corner. It was more out of place than I was. It looked sort of unseemly there. No one had thought of a way to disguise it as a Victorian artifact.


The books were impersonal. Mostly college texts, from thirty years ago, a picture book about Frederic Remington, an American Heritage Dictionary, a World Atlas, Ayn Rand, James Michener, Tom Clancy, Barbara Taylor Bradford, Louis L’Amour, Jean Auel, Rod McKuen, three books on how to be your own shrink, and A History of the Tripps of New England in leather, with gilt lettering on the spine. I put my murder file on the desk and took the book down and sat on the green leather couch and thumbed through it. It was obviously a commissioned work, privately printed. The Tripps had arrived in the new world in 1703 in the person of Carroll S. Tripp, a ship’s carpenter from Surrey, who settled in what later became Belfast, Maine. His grandson moved to Boston and founded the Tripp Mercantile Company in 1758, and they had remained here since. The organizing principle of the book appeared to be that all the Tripps were nicer than Little Bo Peep, including those from the eighteenth century who had founded the family fortune by making a bundle in the rum, molasses, and slave trade business. It told me nothing about the murder of Olivia Nelson, who had kept her birth name.
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The house was very still. The soft sound of the air conditioner made it seem stiller, and only the sound of a clock ticking somewhere in another room broke the hush.


I put the family history away and opened the case file Quirk had given me. Sitting on the green leather couch in the silent room of her nearly empty home, I read the coroner’s description of Olivia Nelson’s death. I read the crime-scene report, the pages of interview summaries, the document checks, I plowed through all of it. I learned nothing useful. I didn’t expect to. I was simply being methodical, because I didn’t know what else to be. Quirk had turned everything he had loose on this one and come up with nothing.


I put the file down and got up and walked through her house. It was richly decorated in appropriate period. Nothing didn’t match. At the top of the stairs I turned right toward the master suite. The cops had already noted that the Tripps had separate bedrooms and baths. The bedrooms were connected by a common sitting room. It had a red-striped Victorian fainting couch, and two straight chairs and a leather-topped table with fat legs in front of the window. There was a copy of Pride and Prejudice, by Jane Austen, on the table. It seemed brand new. It was bound in red leather and matched the table top. Against the wall opposite the window was a big mahogany armoire with ornate brass hinges. I opened it. It was empty. The room was as cozy as a dental lab. I went through the sitting room to her room. It was clearly hers: canopied queen-size four poster, antique lace bedspread, heavy gathered drapes with a gold tone, thick ivory rug, on the wall at the foot of the bed a big nineteenth-century still life of some green pears in a blue and white bowl. Her bureau drawers were full of sweaters and blouses and more exotic lingerie than I’d have expected. There was a walk-in closet full of clothes appropriate to an affluent Beacon Hill pillar of the community. She had maybe thirty pairs of shoes. Her jewelry box was full. She had a lot of makeup.


I sat on her bed. It had about seven pillows on it, carefully arranged as she had left them the last time she was here, or maybe the maid had arranged them this morning. I listened to the quiet. It was a cool day outside, in the low seventies, and the air conditioner had cycled off. I was out of earshot of the clock. I heard only the quiet, and the more I listened the more I heard it. Nothing moved. No one whispered the butler did it.


I stood up and walked across the room and through the sitting room and into Loudon Tripp’s bedroom. It had been created by the same sensibility as the rest of the house. Hers, I assumed, or her decorator’s. Except that it had no canopy, the big four-poster bed was identical to hers, the fluted mahogany bedposts shaped like tall Indian clubs. On the bedside table was a thick paperback copy of Scott Turow’s new novel. A television remote lay next to it. There was a still life on the wall, and an identical armoire stood in the same position that it stood in Olivia’s room. I opened it. There was a big-screen television set on an upper shelf, connected through a hole in the back to electrical and cable outlets behind the piece. On the lower shelves were magazines: Sports Illustrated, Forbes, Time, two back copies of The New York Times Magazine, and a current TV Guide. The rest of the rooms were unrevealing. The children’s rooms were gender appropriate, impersonal and perfectly coordinated. There were guest rooms on the third floor.
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