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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 nonconformist.’”

				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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