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			1 

			Hawk was stretched out on the couch in my office, where I sometimes thought he had been since right after the Puritans had arrived.

			He was wearing black exercise pants, Hoka sneakers with more colors in them than the Pride flag, and a Caitlin Clark T-shirt.

			When I’d asked him about the T-shirt, he’d said, ‘Just my way of showing solidarity with that bad, bad girl.’

			The book he was currently reading – The Wingmen, about the friendship between Ted Williams and John Glenn – was currently closed and bookmarked across Caitlin Clark’s No. 22. I’d long since accepted the fact that Hawk, when the spirit moved him, viewed my office as his personal reading room. Out of friendship, I felt it more flattering than calling him a squatter.

			I pointed at his book now and said, ‘You don’t even like baseball.’

			‘Not reading it for the baseball shit, reading it for the war shit,’ he said. ‘I always thought I would have been the ass as a fighter pilot.’

			‘You’re assuming the Marines would have gotten past your rap sheet?’ I said.

			‘Only if they wanted to win,’ Hawk said.

			I sipped more coffee from the temperature-controlled mug Susan Silverman had bought for me, having figured out just this morning how to keep the coaster charged, and already knowing that I probably wouldn’t stay with it for the long haul. When I’d phoned to tell her that I finally did have it working the way it was supposed to, I’d also mentioned that it was a good thing, since I liked my coffee the way I liked my women: hot.

			Susan had said, ‘The twenty-first century just called, big boy. They’re still holding a table for you.’

			

			I didn’t get the chance to ask what she was wearing, as I so often did, because she’d already ended the call.

			To Hawk now I said, ‘You’re at least aware that Ted Williams was considered the greatest hitter of all time, right?’ 

			‘Only reason I am,’ he said, ‘is on account of it having sunk in after the first thousand damn times you told me.’

			‘They called him the Splendid Splinter, you know,’ I said. ‘Also the Thumper. And Teddy Ballgame.’

			Hawk turned slightly toward me on the couch, his eyes looking so hooded I thought he might be on the verge of a nap even though it was only midmorning. But he’d pointed out on more than one occasion that baseball talk from me often acted as a powerful sedative for him.

			‘And down the rabbit hole we go,’ he said.

			I had finally given in to peer pressure from him, even though Hawk constantly told me he had no peers, and purchased a longer couch, mostly so his feet no longer had to hang over the edge when he was reclining the way he was now. To my way of thinking, that made me at least as good a wingman as either Ted Williams or John Glenn had been. In my dreams, a larger couch also might be more functional in the future if I could ever again talk Susan into us using it for a midday flight of heavenly transport.

			Or a reasonable facsimile thereof.

			I had been slowly making my way through The Globe while Hawk had been reading his book. I still liked having a newspaper in my hands. But then, I was someone who considered texting to be the devil’s handiwork.

			I looked over at Hawk, whose eyes now seemed to be all the way shut, and felt myself smiling at my own wingman as I did, thinking about all the wars the two of us had fought together. In almost the same moment, he turned back to me as if reading my mind, and we’d already begun our next conversation. He could do that with alarming ease, much the way Susan Silverman could. It was concerning to me, if only because it chipped away at my notion of being a man of mystery.

			

			‘How long you figure we been doin’ this, you and me?’ he asked.

			‘By this,’ I said, ‘I assume you’re referring to us doing our own patriotic bit to make the country a better and safer place.’

			Hawk smiled then, the smile coming up and out of him slowly and finally brilliantly, the way the sun did when it came up over the Harbor.

			‘Not necessarily better,’ he said, ‘for the ones we keepin’ it safe from.’

			‘You make a solid point there,’ I said.

			‘As I so often do,’ he said.

			‘But being the trained detective that I am,’ I said, ‘I sense that you’re about to make a larger point.’

			‘As I so often am,’ he said.

			‘Don’t make me come over there and beat it out of you,’ I said.

			He was smiling again. ‘If you do,’ he said, ‘and I find out about it…’

			He sat up then, placed his book on the end table behind him, and walked over and poured himself a cup of coffee. I had offered to get him a temperature-controlled mug of his own. He had taken a hard pass on that, saying it would only make him drink more coffee. I told him that was the point.

			‘What I’m getting at,’ he said, ‘is if you ever wonder how long we’re gonna keep doing whatever it is we’ve been doing for as long as we’ve been doing it.’

			‘It sounds like you’ve been wondering about that very thing.’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘Are you considering a career change?’ I said. ‘Because I’m thinking it might be a little late in life for you to do the Top Gun thing.’

			‘Turn and burn, like my boy Tommy Cruise says,’ Hawk said.

			‘Good God, Watson,’ I said in a British accent that wasn’t nearly as good as the one Hawk liked to use when he switched conversational gears. ‘Are you actually considering retirement? I still see you as being in your prime, my dear man.’

			

			‘Ain’t never been anywhere but my prime,’ Hawk said. ‘You’re the one needs to be the late bloomer, not me.’

			‘There is that,’ I said.

			‘Just been thinking lately about all the fighting you and me been doing, in the ring and out the ring, and for such a long-assed time,’ he said. ‘And wondering if you ever get tired of fighting.’

			‘I do,’ I said. ‘The problem is, I have no other skills.’

			‘Got to have at least one other,’ he said, ‘or Susan staying with you this long makes no sense whatsoever.’

			‘It’s sweet for you to have noticed,’ I said.

			‘We both know you didn’t just buy this couch for me, even though you say you did,’ he said.

			‘A man can dream, can’t he?’ I said.

			He stared at me now, face both serious and solemn at the same time.

			‘Any asshole you wouldn’t be willing to help they came through the door asking you for it?’ he said.

			‘Asking for help, you mean?’

			‘Uh-huh.’

			‘Other than a New York Yankee?’ I said.

			‘Other than that,’ Hawk said.

			‘It would have to be one raging asshole,’ I said. ‘And even then, you know me.’ I slid into my Bogart impression then, just to amuse myself. And because sometimes I couldn’t help myself. ‘Trouble is my business, schweetheart.’

			‘Told you never to call me that,’ Hawk said.

			His face was still serious as he looked down at his book, all the usual irony and smart-ass completely absent, tapped the cover of his book with his index finger, looked back at me.

			‘Since I’m asking the questions today, here come one more your way, ball down the middle you could probably hit out the park like Ted Williams,’ Hawk said. ‘You think there’s anything in this world could ever stop us from being wingmen?’

			‘Not a chance,’ I said. Then winked broadly and added, ‘Schweetheart.’

			

			I was wrong about that, as it turned out.

			And nearly dead wrong.

			Wasn’t the first time.
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			After Hawk left for what I suspected might be his own flight of heavenly transport, I immediately began thinking about lunch.

			Occasionally I am thinking about lunch before I’ve had breakfast. You have to get out ahead of these things, or risk being run over later on. Susan had suggested recently that I thought about food more than I thought about sex, understanding the scope of that statement better than anyone.

			I told her I was still looking for a graceful way to do both at once.

			‘You know how much I love you,’ she said, ‘but there really are several screws loose here.’

			‘Do you think a good therapist might be able to help?’ I asked.

			‘It might be too late for that, in which case you’re screwed,’ she said. She smiled wickedly at me. ‘See what I did there?’

			My two finalists for lunch this morning were Billy’s Sub Shop on Berkeley Street or the Flour Bakery + Café on Clarendon. I was weighing the pros and cons of each, not that there were many cons to speak of, when Rita Fiore called.

			‘What’s going on with the Incredible Hunk?’ she said.

			‘I’m trying to decide where to have lunch,’ I said. ‘Which means that if you need me to save your life again right now, it’s going to have to wait.’

			‘You didn’t save my life,’ she said. ‘You were tireless in finding out who tried to take it.’

			It was last year, and some very bad men had come after her because she’d had a very bad boyfriend, a politician who in the end made George Santos look more truthful than Honest Abe. She had been gunned down on the street where she lives in Beacon Hill. But with some help from my friends, I had found out who shot her and why, and made Rita’s world a better and safer place this time around.

			

			‘A distinction without a difference,’ I said.

			‘May I stop by?’ she said. ‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

			‘A potential client?’ I said.

			‘Perhaps,’ Rita said.

			‘Okay,’ I said, ‘but if so, he can’t be a raging asshole. Hawk and I decided just this morning that I need to draw the line there once and for all.’

			‘He’s not,’ she said.

			‘And who, if I may ask, might this potential client be?’ I said.

			‘He says he’s Vic Hale’s son,’ she said.

			‘Speaking of ragers,’ I said.

			‘He happens to be a son nobody knew Vic had,’ Rita said, before adding, ‘at least until now.’

			If Joe Rogan was the biggest podcast personality around, Vic Hale, Boston guy, was in the conversation about who might be the next biggest. And loudest. I wasn’t a fan, even though I had once boxed with his late father, and had considered the father a friend. Now the son, a former pro wrestler and local radio host and even standup comic the way Rogan still was, had become one of the most powerful and popular media personalities in America.

			His America, anyway.

			Vic hated just about everybody who didn’t look like him, his audience loved him passionately for it, and he had the downloads and page views and streaming numbers and all the other ways success was measured in his world to prove it. These were data points I knew as much about, really, as I did needlepoint. Mostly because I wasn’t a podcast guy, something else that stamped me as being out of step with the modern world. Susan said it was just one more thing to add to a list that was starting to run longer than a Harry Potter novel.

			Vic Hale didn’t really hate everybody and everything. He liked cops. He absolutely loved the Second Amendment the way children loved their first puppies. He apparently still talked about Ronald Reagan the way young girls mooned over Taylor Swift.

			

			In the America where just about everybody with a microphone, on radio or TV or in the podcast world, was shouting at us and one another more and more, Vic Hale now had one of the loudest voices in the bullhorn media. Vic Hale, Boston’s own, as he was so frequently described.

			And we sure were proud to have him.

			‘King of the mouth-breathers’ is the way Hawk described him. Susan just called him that ‘awful, awful man.’

			Hale had achieved his earliest fame being on the front line of defending our borders, in what he described as the ongoing war between Them and Us. On the rare occasions when I heard a clip from his show somewhere, he always made it sound as if there was some kind of invading army of migrants and immigrants who’d already made their way to Old Ironsides.

			And no matter how many politicians, all over the country, got in line after that, Vic Hale liked to brag that he had been there first.

			‘So why did Vic Hale’s son come to you?’ I asked Rita.

			‘It’ll be easier for him to explain when we get to your office,’ she said.

			‘Can you at least tell me who the young man’s mother is?’ I said.

			‘A migrant from Guatemala,’ Rita said.

			‘Oh, ho,’ I said.
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			Daniel Lopez was nearly my height, a lot leaner, and handsome enough to be in the movies, and had lost his mother, Marisol, when she was shot to death six weeks ago in Miami Gardens after withdrawing cash from an ATM not far from where they lived near Hard Rock Stadium. This all happened in his final semester at the University of Miami, by which time he’d already been accepted at Harvard Law.

			He told me all of this quickly and dispassionately after taking one of the client chairs across from my desk. Rita Fiore was in the other chair, wearing a tight green dress that showed off the amount of leg she generally showed off in my presence. She’d told me once that she knew she had great legs and wasn’t afraid to use them.

			After Rita’s near-death experience on Joy Street, Susan had softened her position on Rita, who, she believed, had consistently done everything except hire a skywriter to let me know how available she was to me, even knowing that nobody had a more significant other than I most significantly did with Susan. It didn’t stop Dr Silverman from occasionally mentioning how nice it was that Rita, even at her age, was still shopping at the come-and-get-it department.

			Once they had settled into their chairs, Rita laid out and allowed Daniel Lopez to tell his story, at least the preamble to it, at his own pace and in his own way. As did I. You had to. He didn’t know me and I didn’t know him and this was at least the beginning of us knowing each other. Daniel already knew that I had a rough outline of an idea as to why he was here. He clearly wanted me to know how he got here before we all began talking about where he might go from here.

			At one point when he had paused to take a breath I said, ‘Did the police ever have a suspect in your mother’s murder?’

			

			‘They did not and do not,’ he said. ‘There have been a series of crimes a lot like it in the Miami area this spring. They think it might be the same person doing the robberies and the homicides, but they’re not sure. And might never be. My mother was just one more person in America at the wrong place at the wrong time and at the wrong end of a gun.’

			He really was a good-looking kid. I thought he could easily have played one of those Top Gun flyboys.

			‘She died because of two hundred dollars, Mr Spenser.’

			I said, ‘A kid over in Blue Hill got shot in the head a week or so ago over a pair of sneakers that cost less.’

			He shook his head and looked out the window before his dark eyes returned to me.

			‘At first I thought it might be some sort of retaliation against me,’ he said.

			‘Against you?’ I said. ‘What in the world for?’

			‘I’ve become a bit of an activist for immigration reform during my time at the U,’ he said. ‘And an increasingly more vocal one. I even see myself described as a media darling occasionally. There’s one reporter who’s taken a particular interest in me and my story and has been putting my name out there every chance he gets.’

			‘Ironic, isn’t it?’ Rita said. ‘In light of who the young man thinks his father is.’

			‘But the police are convinced it was just a robbery gone wrong,’ Daniel said. ‘My mother was always a fighter. They think she fought back and her assailant shot her and ran.’ He smiled bitterly. ‘Assailant,’ he said. ‘It sounds so much more benign than “stone-cold killer,” doesn’t it?’

			There was nothing for me to say to that and nothing for Rita to say. Nothing any cop was ever going to say to make things right for a moment when the kid’s life had gone this wrong, never to be the same ever again after the loss of his mother this way, no matter who his father was. It was like he took a bullet, too, that day. He just survived.

			We all sat there in awkward silence until I finally said to him, ‘So tell me why you think Vic Hale is your father.’

			

			And he did.

			‘It has come to my attention, Mr Spenser, that a lot of my life story turned out to be a lie,’ he said.

			For his entire life, Daniel said, he had been told that his father had died when he and Marisol were trying to cross the Usumacinta River, which forms the border between Guatemala and Mexico, in a sudden storm that had hit the Lacandon Jungle and swept him away along with a few others in their group.

			‘She even showed me the pictures of him she had been able to preserve,’ Daniel said.

			Marisol told Daniel she was pregnant with him by the time of the crossing, and because Daniel was born in America, that made him an American citizen, a status it took his mother, he said, years to attain, not becoming a citizen herself until her son was in the eighth grade.

			He said he had never pressed her on her timeline of the events that brought her into Texas as a young woman, just had trusted her version of things, about how she had found her way to Miami from Texas with another friend who had been part of the crossing that night on the river. How she had managed to support herself by taking housekeeping jobs for other immigrants in South Florida who had enough money to provide her room and board.

			‘Did you ask who she’d worked for?’ I said.

			‘I did,’ he said. ‘She would just smile and shake her head and say that they were people who wanted to hold on to as much of their money as they could, which meant not paying taxes for people like her.’

			‘You didn’t press her for more details?’ I said.

			‘I didn’t think it mattered,’ he said. ‘She was my mother, and those days were not happy ones for her, even though she had finally made it to America. I had no reason to doubt any part of her story.’ He closed his eyes and shook his head. ‘I never even knew she’d lived in Boston after she got to America. And because my mother was unwed at the time of my birth, she just elected to leave the father’s name blank on my birth certificate in Miami.’

			

			‘One more lie baked into the bigger one about who Daniel’s father really was,’ Rita said. ‘But it was just the two of them, there was no other family.’

			‘She was my mother, and I believed her,’ Daniel said.

			Marisol Lopez eventually started what became, he said, a moderately successful tutoring business. And began to build a real life for her and her son.

			‘We didn’t live a lavish life,’ he said, ‘but a good one. And we never seemed to have to worry about money when I was growing up.’ He shrugged. ‘It wasn’t until after she was murdered that I found out why. Maybe I should have asked sooner how we lived as well as we did on what she was making as a tutor. But I read somewhere that when you’re growing up, however you’re growing up seems normal. Whether you’re rich or poor.’

			I said, ‘You said there was no other family back in Guatemala?’

			‘Her parents were killed in the earthquake of 1976 in Los Amates,’ he said. ‘She was at her grandmother’s house when theirs was destroyed. Her grandmother raised her until she left for America. She passed away when I was ten.’

			It was when he was packing up Marisol’s things after her death that he found a box in one of their closets in which he discovered years of bank statements that showed a separate savings account at the Truist bank in Miami Gardens, even though his mother had done all of her other banking at Wells Fargo. Ten thousand dollars deposited every month electronically from the Shawmut Bank in Boston, the first deposit having been made a couple months after Daniel was born. Nearly $2.5 million in total, all-in.

			‘Single mothers can create their own reality,’ Rita said. ‘I should know. I had one of those myself.’

			‘I did some checking at Truist, saying I just needed to clear up my mother’s finances now that she was gone,’ Daniel continued. ‘One of the women at the bank was quite nice to me, and did some checking, and said that the money had come from an LLC in Boston with the name “Tommy’s Boy Inc.,” which was the first time Boston came into play.’

			

			I looked at Rita.

			‘Vic Hale’s father was named Tommy,’ I said.

			She said, ‘How do you know that?’

			‘Because he was a friend of mine,’ I said.

			‘So the name fits?’ Daniel asked me.

			‘It does,’ I said. ‘Not that it proves anything.’

			‘But one more piece that seems to fit the puzzle,’ Rita said.

			‘There are others,’ Daniel Lopez said.

			He turned to look at Rita, then back to me.

			‘It was right after I found the other savings account that I found the letter,’ he said.

			‘From Vic Hale?’ I said.

			‘It would be easy enough to check that it came from him with a little handwriting analysis,’ he said. ‘Written in script. Signed “V” at the end.’

			The writer of the letter said that he hoped that someday Marisol could forgive him but hoped, even after all this time, that she understood how devastating it would have been to his show and to his career if their secret had come out, and that he had honored what they’d shared by taking care of her, and Daniel.

			‘The letter was dated at the time of my graduation from the U,’ he said. ‘He said he wanted to write to her just this one time to tell her that he wished things could have been different. He even had the nerve to put “love” at the end before his initial.’

			‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘that was all his idea of showing it, if he does turn out to be who you think he is.’

			‘Evidently,’ he said.

			‘I know you think there’s a lot here,’ I said. ‘But it’s still not proof of life. The life being yours, in this case.’

			‘One more reason why I’m here,’ he said.

			‘Do you have the letter with you?’ I said.

			‘It’s locked away in a safe place,’ Daniel said. ‘But I took a picture of it with my phone.’

			He took his phone out of the pocket of his jeans, tapped at it briefly, handed it to me. He was right that the handwriting was difficult to decipher. But it was as he described. The writer of the letter, V, never came out and said that he and Marisol Lopez had conceived a child together. It was almost as if it were written in code. If this had been written by Vic Hale, it was like he had adopted the defensive crouch his father, the boxer, once used in the ring.

			

			I reached across my desk with his phone.

			‘You’re going to need more than this, even if that is Vic Hale’s handwriting.’

			‘I told him you always find out whatever it is you need to find out, and then do whatever needs to be done after that,’ Rita said. ‘Daniel knows what you did for me last year.’

			‘I’m not saying you’re wrong about this,’ I said to Daniel. ‘It goes without saying that a terrible thing happened to your mother, and to you. Now you’re having your life turned upside down all over again because of the contents of that box. But even Rita will tell you that what we’re really talking about is a case built on circumstantial evidence. But there’s a lot of things that already don’t make sense here.’

			‘Think how I feel,’ Daniel Lopez said. ‘But you didn’t let me finish.’

			‘So finish,’ I said.

			‘My mother kept a copy of the DNA test,’ he said.
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			I happened to know that the small hospital at which the DNA test had been conducted, Stuart Medical in Milton, had closed down a long time ago, back when a wave of hospitals a lot like it were shuttering across Massachusetts.

			The mother was Marisol Lopez, age twenty-seven at the time, six months pregnant. The father’s name was listed as ‘Halgvist.’ No initial.

			‘But then I did some checking with public records,’ Daniel said.

			I finished the thought for him.

			‘And you found out that Vic Hale’s real family name was that,’ I said. ‘His old man thought it was better for him to be an Irish boxer. He told me one time he had it legally changed first chance he got. Told me that he thought Tommy Hale had a nice ring to it, at least before he made a career out of getting his bell rung, and repeatedly.’

			Daniel had taken a screenshot of the report. At the top of the first page was dna paternity, and a line right underneath that said that the father had submitted saliva taken from a cheek swab, called a buccal swab, and that the mother had taken an NIPT, which Daniel informed me was a blood test that analyzed fetal DNA in the mother’s bloodstream.

			Then came three columns with the headings mother and child and father. Finally, there was a box at the very bottom that read this way:

			‘Mr Halqvist is in fact the biological father of the male fetus. This conclusion is based on a full match for the father and the unborn child.’

			‘Obviously this report would never stand up in court for five seconds,’ Rita said, ‘depending on how far down the line Daniel wants to take this. The hospital is long gone and the mother is now dead and to know conclusively that Vic Hale is Daniel’s father, he’d have to submit to another DNA test.’

			

			‘Which I suspect will occur right after pigs fly,’ I said.

			‘Well, he is kind of a pig,’ Rita said.

			‘Kind of?’ I said.

			‘You need to talk to him,’ she said.

			‘Under what pretext, if you don’t mind me asking?’

			‘You’ll think of something,’ she said. She smiled. ‘Just as you have so many times in the past.’

			‘And then pull his hair and bring you back a sample of it?’ I said. ‘And by the way? Isn’t taking DNA from someone without their consent against the law?’

			‘Oh, don’t be a sissy,’ Rita said.

			‘Not sure you can say that anymore,’ I said.

			‘Just did, sissy boy,’ Rita said. She looked over at Daniel then and said, ‘Don’t worry, this is all part of the process.’

			Then she uncrossed her legs and crossed them, as if she thought somehow that sweetened a deal to which I hadn’t yet even agreed.

			She said, ‘Just tell him you want to talk to him about his father and the old days or something along those lines. Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit, like you do.’

			‘So you want me to lie to him,’ I said.

			‘As you have so many times in the past,’ she said.

			‘I’m not saying yes,’ I said. ‘And that’s the truth.’

			‘But you’re also not saying no,’ she said.

			‘You’re leading the witness,’ I said.

			‘Bet your ass,’ she said.

			‘Why did Daniel reach out to you?’ I said. ‘I probably should have asked that already.’

			‘One of his law professors at the U in Miami is an old friend of mine,’ she said.

			‘Define friend,’ I said.

			‘Shut up,’ she said.

			We again sat there in silence. Rita uncrossed and crossed her amazing legs one more time. Daniel Lopez checked his phone and then put it away.

			

			‘I have to ask you this because, well, I have to,’ I said finally. ‘Is this going to be nothing more than a shakedown in the end, Daniel?’

			‘This isn’t about money,’ he said.

			‘There was an old football guy I used to know,’ I said. ‘And he said one time, talking about one of his players, that when they say it’s not about the money, it’s always about the money. And that was when there was a lot less of it around in sports than there is now.’

			He shook his head. ‘It’s not, Mr Spenser,’ he said ‘I’m telling you straight up, it’s not. I just want him to acknowledge that I’m his son. And maybe, because of my own vision of the future for people like me, acknowledge that maybe people like my mother and me really aren’t the devils he makes them out to be, even at a time like this in this country.’

			‘Daniel basically just wants him to do the right thing, whether the acknowledgment comes in the public square or not,’ Rita said.

			She smiled at me, eyes full of fun and mischief and perhaps even malice.

			‘Or else,’ she said.

			‘Or else what?’ I asked.

			‘We go to Plan B,’ Rita said.

			‘And what might that be?’ I asked.

			‘That would be me,’ she said.
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			Susan and I were having dinner at Mistral, on Columbus, my midday sandwich from Billy’s by now a distant, if fond, memory.

			Mistral was one of our favorites, as I told Susan it should be, its website promising an experience of both taste and elegance.

			‘And here I was under the impression it was because of how much you like the whole roasted duck,’ she said.

			‘With exotic mushroom risotto,’ I said.

			‘Let’s put the sex-versus-baseball discussion aside for the moment,’ she said. ‘Here’s a good one from me: Do you think more about food or baseball?’

			‘That’s easy,’ I said. ‘Sex.’

			She sighed.

			‘Now ask me a hard one,’ I said. ‘So to speak.’

			‘Sigh,’ she said.

			She was dressed in black tonight. I loved her in black. But then I liked her in clothes of any color. Or out of them. The dress was new, from Miss Mia on Newbury Street, and she was wearing the new strand of pearls I’d given her for her birthday. When I told her how wonderful they looked, she said I was spoiling her. I said I saw the pearls in particular and the spoiling in general as an investment in my future.

			‘He that leaveth nothing to chance will do few things ill,’ I said, and then quickly added, ‘That’s George Savile. English statesman and writer. I knew you secretly wanted to know.’

			‘Sigh,’ she said again.

			‘In case anybody ever asks you about George,’ I said, ‘he was raised to a peerage in 1668.’

			‘That fact will probably kill at parties,’ she said.

			

			She ordered a Kir royal. Not all restaurants, even the tasteful and elegant ones, carried crème de cassis. Mistral did. I ordered a dirty martini, having already picked out the cabernet I wanted for when the duck was served.

			I then told her about my meeting with Rita and Daniel Lopez.

			‘How is the red-haired hellcat?’ Susan asked.

			‘I thought you two were pals now?’

			‘Still a work in progress,’ she said. ‘Rita continues to remind me of an old Bette Midler line when she was still doing concerts. There was a point in the act when she’d tell the audience that she called them her backup girls because she was always saying, “Back up, girls.”’

			‘She’s just trying to do right by this kid,’ I said.

			‘I’m fine with that,’ Susan said, ‘as long as she stays on her own side of your desk.’

			Our drinks were served. I tried not to reach for the martini before the waiter had set it down. Then drank, quite happily.

			‘So are you going to try to do right by the young man, and help him out?’ Susan said. ‘Or is that a rhetorical question?’

			‘Even though he’s the one who wants to do this right,’ I said, ‘there’s probably no way for him to get to Vic Hale. But I probably can.’

			Susan smiled then, with enough ice in it to fill a highball glass.

			‘Don’t go see him without having your shots first,’ she said.

			‘All I want to do is talk to him,’ I said.

			I took another healthy swallow of the martini. Once the glass was back on the table, I looked sadly at how close the olives already were to the bottom of the glass. I resisted the urge to pluck one and lick the vodka off it now.

			‘Why are you even thinking about getting involved?’ she said. ‘You just met Daniel Lopez.’

			She had her elbows on the table and leaned forward now, if only slightly. Her focus in moments like these, as if I were one of her patients, was so intense I was occasionally surprised I didn’t go over backward in my chair.

			‘Vic’s father was my friend,’ I said. ‘I liked him and he liked me, even though he was getting up there, and I mean way up there, when I met him and I was young and stupid.’

			

			‘I can’t imagine you were ever stupid, even when you were young,’ she said.

			‘You’re just saying that because I’m picking up the check,’ I said.

			‘Well,’ Susan said, winking at me, ‘I can’t say it isn’t a contributing factor.’

			‘Tommy Hale had hung around way too long as a clubfighter,’ I said, ‘and knew it was too late to do anything about his brains being scrambled. He didn’t want the same thing to happen to me.’ I drank the last of my martini. ‘He passed away several years ago.’

			‘Do I even need to ask how?’ Susan said.

			‘Parkinson’s first, like Ali,’ I said. ‘Then dementia. The real retirement home for old boxers.’

			‘But not for you,’ I said.

			She reached across the table and covered my hand with hers.

			‘So far, so good,’ I said.

			I started with escargots tonight, Susan with tuna tartare. The entrées arrived not long after we finished with our appetizers, the service at Mistral was that good. We ate in silence for a few minutes until I said, ‘There’s one other thing I didn’t mention about Tommy Hale, when I first met him.’

			Maybe it was the tone of my voice. But Susan put her fork down and waited.

			‘He saved my life one time,’ I said.

			It had been in an alley outside a bar called Street Lights in South Boston that used to have the nickname ‘Street Fights.’ I might not have been young and stupid on the night in question, but I was definitely young and drunk. There were a couple boxers in Street Lights even drunker than I was, and one of them accused Tommy Hale of having taken a dive in one of the last fights of what was already a forgettable career. Tommy laughed it off, because at that point in his career he didn’t care one way or another what people thought, he was just going from one tiny purse to another.

			

			I wouldn’t let it go, however, and one thing led to another, as they so often did in dumb saloon moments like this, and I told one of the guys drunker than me that we needed to take the whole thing outside.

			Now, it wasn’t just the whiskey in me, it was adrenaline, and a high singing sound in my ears, and steam coming out of them and out of me.

			Out we went.

			What I didn’t see was the other boxer, more overserved than all of us, come up from behind me with a knife once I had thrown a left hook and put his buddy on the ground.

			‘Do you think the man with the knife was going to use it on you?’ Susan asked.

			Her eyes were big and dark and lovely. I wasn’t sure why I had never told her this story. But then I’d never told it very much to anyone.

			‘I’ll never know,’ I said. ‘Because the guy with the knife never saw Tommy Hale come up from behind him. Tommy almost politely tapped the guy on the shoulder and turned him around like the knife wasn’t even in the guy’s hand and threw a much better left hook than I’d just thrown. It not only broke the knife guy’s nose, I was surprised it didn’t break his head. And that, as they say, was that.’

			I told Susan that Tommy and I went back inside as if nothing much had happened in the alley. But I told Tommy Hale that night that I owed him.

			‘He just hugged me,’ I told Susan. ‘And told me that maybe someday I could look out for some kid, maybe even his kid, the way he’d just looked out for me.’

			‘The kid who grew up to be Vic Hale,’ Susan said.

			I grinned.

			‘That awful, awful man,’ I said, ‘to quote this hot woman I’m sleeping with.’

			She sighed again, with even more vigor than before.

			

			‘Some people cannot be rehabilitated,’ she said.

			‘I have to at least try,’ I said.

			‘I know,’ Susan said. ‘Oh, don’t I know.’

		

	
		
			

			6

			The conversation about Vic Hale didn’t end with dinner. Susan’s choice, in this case, not mine. I then did what I so often had done in the past with the girl of my dreams, in conversations even more nuanced than this one:

			I went along to get along.

			Mostly because that policy was still working for me.

			We paused the conversation, once we’d both walked Pearl the Wonder Dog in the Public Garden, only for lovemaking back in my apartment, an event that I felt once more raised the bar for both of us, and not just because of the noise level.

			I pointed that out to Susan once the festivities had concluded. She was on her back next to me, under the covers, dark hair splayed in all directions on the pillow, a sheen of sweat just barely visible on her forehead, eyes closed. Smiling contentedly.

			‘I wasn’t that loud,’ she said.

			‘I believe you scared the dog,’ I said.

			‘If I did,’ she said, ‘I was just trying to encourage you. Somewhat like an in-game pep talk.’

			‘I don’t need encouragement,’ I said. ‘Though I am considering a defibrillator at the moment.’

			She sat up then, but covered herself with the sheet. One of the things I loved about Susan Silverman, one of the countless things I loved about her, was how quickly she could make the transition from immodesty, in the extreme, back to modesty.

			‘Now, as I was saying,’ she said.

			‘Uh-oh,’ I said.

			‘Hush and listen,’ she said.

			I did.

			‘I’m not trying to tell you what to do,’ she said.

			

			‘Never,’ I said.

			She punched my arm.

			‘But even though I know you’re telling yourself you’re just trying to do the right thing by this young man,’ she said, ‘I think you should be very cautious before voluntarily walking through a portal and into Vic Hale’s world.’

			‘In college football they now call it the transfer portal,’ I said.

			‘Good to know,’ she said.

			‘And by the way? You make it sound as if I’m walking through a gate to hell,’ I said.

			‘You said it, big boy. Not me.’

			‘I’ve walked into more dangerous situations,’ I said. ‘Voluntarily and involuntarily, and lived to tell about it, at least so far.’

			‘His loathsome ideas are what are dangerous this time,’ Susan said. ‘Ideas that make reasonable people feel as if they’re shedding IQ points just listening to him.’

			‘I don’t listen to him,’ I said. ‘Until today, I really didn’t think all that much about him. And by the way? Nobody is forcing anybody to listen to his podcast.’

			‘But far too many people do,’ Susan said. ‘In almost frightening numbers. Worse than that, they believe him.’

			I wanted to change the subject. But when Susan was dug in this way, it was somewhat like trying to turn a battleship around.

			I still felt as if I did have to try, before this turned into an all-nighter.

			‘This may sound crazy,’ I said, ‘but even postcoital talk like this is beginning to make me hot for you all over again.’

			‘So does opening a window,’ she said. ‘And I’m being serious.’

			I turned so she could see me smiling at her and said, ‘Oh, don’t I know.’

			‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this,’ she said.

			We could hear Pearl whimpering softly from the other side of the closed bedroom door.

			‘I’m just going to talk to the guy,’ I said.

			‘That’s the way it always starts for you,’ Susan said, ‘and before you know it, there’s a bad moon on the rise.’

			

			‘I never made you for a John Fogerty fan,’ I said.

			‘There was a time when my younger self had a huge crush on him,’ she said.

			‘Look at me,’ I began to sing, ‘I can be centerfield.’

			‘Now you’re the one trying to scare the dog,’ Susan said.

			‘Many people think I have a very nice singing voice,’ I said.

			‘Name two,’ Susan said.

			Then she turned so she was facing me and said, ‘Don’t do this.’

			‘I have to, Suze,’ I said. ‘Not just because Rita asked me, but also because it may turn out to be the only chance I ever get to pay back Tommy Hale, depending on how this thing plays out.’

			‘I can’t make you reconsider?’ she said.

			‘There’s one way you could try,’ I said. ‘If you’re game, I mean.’

			She got up then and walked across the room, more than somewhat immodestly, giving an exaggerated swing to her hips, opened the door, and we both saw Pearl come bounding in and jump on her end of the bed before Susan got back in next to me.

			‘I’ll take that as a no,’ I said.

		

	
		
			

			7

			Even though I explained my history with Vic Hale’s father to Todd Jakes, who was not only Hale’s producer but his gatekeeper as well, I still had to go through Jakes if I wanted to get to Hale.

			I had done extensive reading about both him and Vic Hale before even making the call, and learned that Jakes was often referred to by the media as ‘Vic Hale’s brain.’

			It was Jakes who had first seen the potential for Hale to be something more than just another host at a local FM talk station, when talk stations like that were still the rage, back before podcasts swallowed most of them up the way sharks swallow up bluefish. In the rare interviews that Hale himself did, he gave Jakes more than his due for spotting the potential in him, helping to shape not just the show’s content but its sound, and being what Hale called ‘foxhole loyal.’

			In addition, Vic Hale often said, ‘Todd’s the nice one.’

			Their station in those days was WTKK, and before long the show was growing in popularity the way Vic Hale was. And growing. Going off much of what I had read online – something I knew was potentially more harmful than greenhouse gases – it had now become abundantly clear that everyone on Hale’s team, him and his lawyer and Jakes, were about to become even richer than they already were once the new deal with his parent company was concluded.

			It was, I thought, just another indication that far too many people had far too much time on their hands to be as outraged as they were. Which might have been the biggest outrage of all if I thought about it, which I frankly tried not to, at least not too often.

			

			I had also learned in my research that All Hale, the name of the podcast, was broadcast from Hale’s home in Newton, which sounded more like some kind of fortress. But the offices for All Hale Productions, I had likewise discovered through intrepid online detecting, were located on Guest Street in Brighton, half a block from WGBH, Boston’s legendary public broadcasting television station, and around the corner from the building that housed the radio station, WEEI, where the majority of the outrage was limited to the local sports teams.

			So the next morning, I found myself seated in the office of Todd Jakes, dressed as if I were about to sit down for a job interview. I wore a Brooks Brothers blazer, a Brooks Brothers button-down shirt with the traditional roll to the collar, charcoal-gray pants, and my new Ralph Lauren driver loafers, black with brown tassels. Susan called it my sincerity outfit. I would remind her when she did that that nobody faked sincerity better than I.

			She and Pearl had still been at the apartment before I left for Brighton, Susan having made one last-ditch attempt to get me to call the whole thing off.

			‘Unfortunately, at this point,’ I said, ‘we’d need to call the calling-off off.’

			‘Gershwin, am I right?’ she said.

			‘Indeed.’

			‘I was afraid of that,’ she said. ‘At least you knew who John Fogerty was.’

			‘Take the win,’ I told her.

			Jakes was fifty years old, I knew, but looked younger than that, by a lot. Gray hair worn long, sweater with the sleeves rolled up, better to show off a watch that looked big enough and complicated enough to be worn by astronauts, along with oversized and old-school black glasses that seemed to have once again caught the fashion curve.

			‘Thanks for seeing me on such short notice,’ I said.

			He grinned and gently pushed the glasses back up his nose. ‘Before we start,’ he said, ‘gotta ask you something, because I always find that useful: How political are you?’

			

			‘Not,’ I said.

			‘Not at all?’ he said.

			‘Not so you’d notice.’

			‘Does that mean you don’t listen to the show?’

			I grinned back at him. ‘Not if I can help it.’

			‘But you know where Vic is coming from?’

			‘That I can’t help,’ I said. ‘By now even people in outer space know where he’s coming from, which sounds to me like somewhere around 1862, around the time things began to turn to shit for the Confederacy.’

			Jakes laughed. It sounded sincere, but then he could have been faking it. He was a media guy, after all.

			‘Whatever the boss is doing, it’s working for him, wouldn’t you say?’ Jakes said.

			‘Fuckin’ ay,’ I said.

			He laughed again.

			‘Just so you know,’ he said, ‘I’m not him. I’m actually one of the good guys.’

			‘I saw somewhere where they call you his brain,’ I said.

			He held up his hands. ‘You know who never says that? Me. And you know why? Because I like this job.’

			‘I’ll bet,’ I said.

			‘Who was it that said all the world’s a stage?’ Jakes asked.

			‘It was either Bill Shakespeare or Bill O’Reilly,’ I said.

			‘I keep my own politics to myself,’ he said, ‘even though Vic knows they don’t always align with his.’

			‘Do his ever bother you?’ I said.

			‘Not at these prices,’ he said.

			‘I heard you guys are about to shoot the moon with this new deal,’ I said.

			‘No comment,’ Jakes said, ‘other than perhaps this: God is good.’

			He had offered me coffee. But I’d had plenty already while reading up on Hale and him and their history, and didn’t want to run back to my office quick as a jackrabbit once we had concluded our business.

			

			Jakes was sipping something or other from the straw stuck into one of those Yeti tumblers. Susan had replaced plastic water bottles with so many of them, there was a cupboard at her house I referred to as a Yeti farm.

			‘So what do you want to talk to Vic about?’ he said. ‘All you said is that it was a personal matter.’

			‘It is,’ I said.

			I smiled. He smiled. We just sat there smiling at each other.

			‘Care to share?’ he said.

			‘Not so much,’ I said.

			He nodded.

			‘When I told him it was you who’d called, he told me that we should talk, you and me, because of the history he says you had with his father,’ Jakes said. ‘But I really do need to know what you want to talk to him about.’

			‘You mean other than the basics?’ I said. ‘The border. Deportations. White replacement theory. If the country really was better off when everybody liked Ike.’

			‘Wait,’ Jakes said. ‘I thought you said you didn’t listen to the show.’

			‘I was just being ironic,’ I said, ‘as risky as I know that can be.’

			‘No shit,’ Todd Jakes said. He took another sip of whatever it was he had in the mug. ‘Nobody is better living proof of that than me. If you don’t mind me asking, who do you listen to?’ Jakes asked.

			‘Dave O’Brien,’ I said.

			‘Huh?’

			‘Dave’s the voice of the Red Sox on television,’ I said. ‘I used to listen to Joe Castiglione on radio, but he retired.’

			‘More irony?’ Jakes said.

			‘Not when I’m talking about the Red Sox, there isn’t,’ I said.

			He leaned forward and put his elbows on his desk and tented his fingers underneath his chin.

			‘We gotta get past this,’ he said.

			‘Get past what?’

			

			‘You, uh, being less than forthcoming about why you want to see Vic,’ he said. ‘Because if we can’t get past that, you can’t get past me.’ He tapped his fingers together. ‘I just have to get some sense of where we’re going with this.’

			‘We aren’t going anywhere, not to sound obstreperous,’ I said.

			‘Obstreperous,’ he said. Grinned again. ‘I’d be worried about you using big words like that in Vic’s presence, even though it’s starting to look as if you’re not going to end up in his presence.’

			‘Listen,’ I said. ‘You actually do seem to be a good guy. But all you need to know is this: Vic would rather hear from me what I have to say. Because if he hears it somewhere else, you’re going to be unironically in the shit with him.’

			‘Anything you have to say to him you can say to me,’ Jakes said.

			‘Somehow I doubt that,’ I said.

			He sat back in his chair, either surprised or amused or both. Maybe he wasn’t used to hearing that from anyone other than the host of the show.

			‘For the last time,’ he said, ‘you have to go through me to get to him.’

			‘I am going through you,’ I said, ‘which is why I dressed up like this. But if that fails, then I will go around you, and I will get a face-to-face with him, even though you probably think that couldn’t happen on a bet.’

			‘He’s Vic Hale, Mr Spenser,’ Jakes said, as if that explained everything except the theory of relativity.

			‘And I’m me,’ I said. ‘And would now like you to call him and tell him I want to talk about Marisol Lopez.’

			The air in the office changed in that moment, not the kind of electrical charge you feel in the air before a summer storm. But something, not just in the air, but in his eyes.
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