














About the Author


Stephen Greenleaf is the award-winning author of the John Marshall Tanner series and two standalone novels.


A graduate of Carlton College in Minnesota, he received his law degree from the University of California at Berkeley and attended the Iowa Writers’ Workshop.



 

STRAWBERRY SUNDAY

Stephen Greenleaf

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]

www.mulholland.co.uk



First published in 1999 by Scribner


This edition published in Great Britain in 2016 by Mulholland Books


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Stephen Greenleaf 1999


The right of Stephen Greenleaf to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


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


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.


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


ISBN 978 1 473 62412 2


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd
 Carmelite House
 50 Victoria Embankment
 London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




To Esther Newberg



Contents

About the Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty



CHAPTER ONE


They call it exsanguination.


That’s when you lose so much blood that your body stops functioning—the brain ceases to process, the heart arrests, the lungs quit pumping, and at some point they pronounce you dead. By the time they got me to the hospital, exsanguination was a distinct possibility—I’d lost nine pints of blood, almost half the allotment for a man my size. Another point or two down on the dipstick and I’d be in a coffin down in Colma. They told me later that if I’d been Roman Catholic they would have administered Last Rites.


As it was, they tried to save me with some slightly less exalted emissaries who go by the name of surgeons. I was alive because I’d had the good fortune to be shot on the side of Potrero Hill just opposite San Francisco General Hospital, which is where the ambulance took me, which put me in the hands of one of the great trauma teams in the country. They would never claim that they were the only ones in the world who could have saved me that night, but that was probably close to the truth.


The reason I was bleeding was a gunshot. The bullet had taken out a chunk of my spleen and kidney and had nicked the renal artery on its way through as well. All of them are gorged with blood and all of them leak like a sieve when you cut them. Hence exsanguination.


Most of my blood lay puddled on the ground in a scruffy vacant lot on Twentieth Street east of Illinois Street down by the bay. The lot was next to an abandoned powerhouse that served as the de facto headquarters for a group of rogue cops who called themselves the Triad. There was a lot of Triad blood in that lot as well, but the cops who died that night didn’t bleed to death, they died far more expeditiously, courtesy of a bullet in the back of the head.


The person who shot the cops and also shot me was a man named Charley Sleet, who’d spent most of his life as a detective lieutenant in the San Francisco Police Department. Charley didn’t shoot me because he wanted to kill me, he shot me because he wanted me to kill him. The reason I didn’t want to kill him was that Charley was my best friend. As it turned out, I shot him anyway, partly accidentally and partly on purpose, but not before Charley shot the two ringleaders of the Triad in cold blood. The bottom line was, I survived but Charley didn’t. That was the way Charley had wanted to end it, for reasons having to do with courage and honor and friendship and essential things like that, but for me it was the beginning of what would surely be a lifelong nightmare.


Charley was dead because I’d shot him in the heart, not because I was a great marksman, but because his heart was such a big target. Impossible to miss, really, because Charley Sleet was the best man I’d ever known, the bravest and kindest, the most energetic and altruistic person on the planet or at least the portion of it that was familiar to me. It’s certain I will never know his equal and will never find solace for the fact that I’d killed him, even though he wanted me to, even though he was already dying from a disease that would have felled him eventually anyway. The best I can hope for is to find a way to live with it. Which was what I’d been doing for the past six weeks, when I wasn’t busy trying to stay alive.


I’d been in surgery for nine hours, in Intensive Care for ten days, and was into my seventh week of recovery in a semiprivate room on the third floor of the west wing of the giant hospital. There’d been the initial wound and then there had been complications—some sepsis and some staph—so I was laced with a variety of medications, plenty of everything except for the pain. The pain filled me like water fills balloons, occupied me, expanded me, and warped me to the point that it was all I could think of, all I could remember or project, all that I prayed to be delivered from—I went from being afraid I would die to praying I would die quickly to being terrified that I would have to live with such towering waves of pain forever. I made so many bargains with a God whose existence I seldom admit to in normal times that my conversations with Him sounded like a shopping trip to the Casbah, haggling over a hand-loomed rug.


A bargain had finally been struck, on terms that would presumably not be fully known till Judgment Day—the pain had subsided and the sepsis and staph had vanished as inexplicably as when they first appeared. Now for the first time I was going to be allowed visitors. I had on clean jammies; an aide had trimmed my hair and shaved me and helped me take a shower, then changed my limp sheets. Such as I was, I was prepared to receive my public.


The first person to come calling was Ruthie Spring, one of my oldest friends, widow of the detective who’d first schooled me in the trade almost twenty years ago. Ruthie is a former combat nurse and sheriff’s deputy who is now a private investigator herself as the heiress to her husband’s agency. As usual, she arrived in a hail of curses.


“Damn it all, Marsh, I thought those white-coated faggots’d never let me in here. They act like you’re a frigging rock star coming off a smack habit and I’m in hire to the Enquirer.”


I laughed at Ruthie’s outfit as much as at her outrage. She was dripping with a variety of silver jewelry in the shape of stirrups and lassos and horseshoes and such and was wearing a suede suit cut like a barrel racer’s. After her first husband, Harry, was murdered, Ruthie had married money in the form of a guy named Conrad. Conrad thinks Ruthie likes horses. Ruthie can’t seem to get it through his head that she regards horses the way she regards telemarketers.


“The only thing I’ve got in common with rock stars is I’m pierced in too many places,” I said.


She regarded my IV and my oxygen tube and nodded. “Heard it was bad. Which figures, given it was Sleet who drilled you. Looks like you been rode hard and put up wet.”


“Thanks a lot.”


Ruthie reddened at the possibility that she’d insulted me. “But you look real good, Sugar Bear. Losing a pound or two won’t hurt you a bit. Going to come through this just fine, long as he didn’t shoot off your pecker.”


“Still intact in that department.”


Ruthie swooped toward a chair, dragged it to the bedside, and sat down and crossed her legs. Her boots were made out of some species that was probably endangered; her suede pants were flared at the bottom the way mine had been in the seventies. Ruthie was one of a kind.


She glanced at the door to make sure it was all the way shut, then thrust a hand into the depths of her massive handbag of hand-tooled pink leather. “Got some twenty-year-old unblended in here, Sugar Bear. How about I pour you a stiff shot?”


“Too early for that, I’m afraid.”


“Hell, it’s almost three o’clock. Most of Texas has been drunk for two hours.”


“I meant in my recovery. Some of my holes are still holes—wouldn’t want it to leak all over the floor.”


Ruthie shrugged and walked to the closet. “It’ll be in here when you need it.”


“Thanks.”


She fished in her bag again. “How about some Oreos?”


Ruthie had come armed with my primary nutritional passions. “I think I’d better stick to hospital food awhile longer.”


She looked at me as though I’d gone mad. “Must not be as bad as they say.”


“The food? It’s worse.”


Ruthie regarded me with skepticism. “You’re going to be back to normal at the end of this, aren’t you, Sugar Bear?”


“Pretty much.”


“No permanent damage?”


“Not that they know of.”


“So you’ll get back whatever it was Sleet took out of you.”


I resisted the temptation to ask what Ruthie thought that was. “So they say.”


Something in my face must have told her I was running down in terms of social voltage. “Well, I’ll be toddling off. Just wanted to let you know me and Conrad are thinking of you.”


“Appreciate it, Ruthie. You guys are still good, right?”


“Hell, yeah. Take more than a frisky husband to bring me down. Long as they keep making lubricants, I’ll be the best little wife in Pacific Heights.”


I laughed. “How old are you anyway, Ruthie?”


“Sixty-three come next month.”


“That’s hard to believe.”


“Tempus seems to fucking fugit whether you give it permission or not.”


I looked around my cheerless room. “I sure as hell hope so,” I said.


Ruthie walked to the window and looked out. “Going to miss that chunky bastard.”


“Me, too.”


“Sometimes it seemed like the only one in the world who made sense was Sleet.”


“Lots of times,” I agreed.


“He didn’t buy into the nonsense, know what I mean? Cut straight to the chase. Ever damn time.”


“That he did.”


“Remember once I asked if he’d seen some big-assed Hollywood movie and he said, ‘Why would I want to pay good money to watch people slaughter each other?’” Ruthie turned to face me. “The sumbitch went out with a bang, though, didn’t he?”


I tried to grin. “Tell me about it.”


“Papers are full of crapola about the cops he took down. Public servants risking their lives for the city—usual bleeding heart bullshit. From what I hear, they stole everything in town that wasn’t nailed down.”


I nodded. “They were pretty bad apples according to Charley.”


She cocked her head. “You’re not in any trouble yourself, are you? For capping Sleet, I mean?”


“Don’t know yet, Ruthie. Someone from the D.A.’s office is coming by later. Been trying to see me for three weeks.”


“Maybe you better have Hattie on hand when they get here.”


The reference was to the best criminal lawyer in the city, a friend of mine for a lot of years, a man even the D.A. himself held in awe. I couldn’t afford a tenth of Jake Hattie’s normal rate, but since I’d done him some favors, usually I didn’t have to. “I’ll think about it,” I said.


Ruthie waved toward the trappings of the room, the ungodly gadgets that were going to keep me alive come hell or high water or any inclinations to the contrary should they arise, provided I could pay the tab. “You’re insured for this shit, right, Marsh? It ain’t coming out of your hide?”


“I’m covered for most of it, I think. Deductible and co-payments will add up to something, I imagine; I’m not sure how much.”


“Let me know when you find out.”


I smiled. “I can handle it, Ruthie.”


“I know you can. But Conrad has more money than anyone but that goofy Gates boy and all he’s doing with it is buying a bunch of expensive toys.”


I laughed. “What’s the most expensive thing he’s got?”


She raised her arms in a model’s preen. “Why that would be me, Sugar Bear. Sayonara, or whatever it is the dagoes say.”


“I think that’s ciao.”


“Speaking of which, think I’ll go get me a double bacon cheese-burger, seeing as how Conrad ain’t around to hassle me about cholesterol. Last thing I want to do is live forever, know what I’m saying, Sugar Bear?”


After I told her I knew what she meant, Ruthie flounced out of the room as dramatically as she’d entered it, leaving behind several eddies of air and the strong scent of lavender and a warm spot at the precise coordinates of my heart.


An hour later, the poker gang arrived en masse. Clay Oerter, the stockbroker, was in the lead, followed by Al Goldsberry, the pathologist, and Tommy Milano, the restaurateur. Clay was dressed for the office, which meant a three-piece suit cut and sewn in London. Al was dressed for the office as well, which was in the basement of a different hospital than the one I was lying in, which meant chinos and polo shirt and Nikes. Tommy was dressed like Tommy, which was an eclectic blend of longshoreman and litigator—the shoes on his feet were straight from Milan and the shirt on his back was from Indonesia by way of Kmart.


“Hey, Marsh,” Clay began as the others fidgeted nervously behind him. “You look great, man.”


“I do not.”


“Yeah, but you will. Right? Hundred percent in a few more weeks.”


“On the outside, at least. Hi, Al. Hi, Tommy.”


“Good to see you, Marsh,” said Al.


“Me, too,” said Tommy. “I brought some of that bread you like, I don’t know if you want it or nothing, but I thought …” He reached under his coat and hauled out a two-foot baguette.


I felt like the godfather accepting tribute from the neighborhood. “Put it in the closet next to the scotch,” I said. “And thanks.”


“I didn’t bring anything,” Al said sheepishly.


“You didn’t have to.”


And suddenly there was a silence that encompassed all of us, because the fifth member of the poker group had been Charley and our thoughts traveled toward him like metal toward a magnet.


“I miss the dumb galoot,” Clay said finally, getting it out on the table where it belonged. “Even his stinking cigars.”


“Me, too,” Tommy said.


“Me, too,” I said.


“We know there was nothing you could do, Marsh,” Al said. “We know he forced your hand.”


“Yeah,” said Clay.


“Yeah,” said Tommy.


“So don’t go feeling guilty. Okay?”


When I shrugged, it hurt from my groin to my Adam’s apple. “Easier said than done.”


“Look at it this way,” Al advised. “If Charley didn’t want it done, it wouldn’t have gotten done. What I mean is, you’re good, but you’re not Charley.”


“I’m not Charley,” I agreed.


“Charley wasn’t Charley, either,” Clay said. “He killed all those people, I guess—the cops; the guy in the courtroom. But that wasn’t him. That was the tumor.”


“Yeah,” said Tommy. “That was the fucking brain tumor.”


Then, involuntarily and unconsciously, they all looked at me as if I suffered from some of the same, a growth in my skull that had made me a monster, loosed demons no one knew I had, made me a man to beware. I must have looked like shit.


“Any of you guys go to the funeral?” I asked.


“Yeah,” they all said.


“It was nice.”


“Yeah.”


“Nice music.”


“And lots of flowers.”


“Lots of cops, too, I imagine,” I said.


They looked at each other and fidgeted. “Not all that many,” Clay muttered.


“Not enough,” Al added.


“Some guys in plain clothes. A few uniforms. But no cycles and no white gloves.”


“So nothing official,” I said.


Clay nodded. “Nothing official.”


“Assholes.”


“He killed those two cops,” Tommy offered in explanation, ever the mediator.


“Three,” Clay corrected. “The one before, then the two the night he died. According to the papers, the inquiry’s still open. They must have figured they couldn’t honor him since he might be a cop killer.”


“Is that bureaucratic bullshit or what?” Al said angrily. “Charley wouldn’t have killed those guys unless they were scum.”


“Yeah,” Tommy said. “Scum.”


“They talk to you yet?” Al asked. “The cops?”


“Docs wouldn’t let them in. But some assistant D.A.’s been trying to get in to see me.”


“You’ll tell them how it was.”


“Yeah. Tell them Charley was just doing what had to be done.”


The silence returned. I didn’t know how to break it without starting to cry.


“I looked at your chart at the desk,” Al said finally. “You’re doing great. In case you don’t believe what they’re telling you.”


“Thanks, Al.”


“So when you getting out?” Tommy asked.


“End of the week, if nothing goes wrong.”


“That’s great,” Clay said. “Maybe we’ll stop by over the weekend. Deal a few hands of stud if you’re up to it.”


Clay was always ready for a game. “That’d be great,” I said, then inadvertently glanced at the clock.


Clay took the hint even though I wasn’t sure it was one. “Well, we better hit the road. Good to see you, Marsh.”


“Yeah.”


“Yeah.”


“Don’t be a hero,” A1 said. “Take it easy till you’re back all the way.”


“Yeah.”


“Yeah.”


“You did what you had to do. No reason to get down about it.”


“No.”


“Hell, no.”


“So take care.”


“Yeah.”


“Yeah.”


“You guys, too,” I said.


“We will,” Clay said. “And maybe we’ll catch you on Sunday.”


They filed out of the room, friends who would do anything they could do for me as I would have for them, but nonetheless as relieved as I would have been to have done their duty by their fallen comrade and be on their way to less unnerving environments.


After they were gone, my day nurse peeked in. Her name was Gertie. She was tall and gruff, as stiff and as pointed as jackstraw. “How you holding up?”


“Fine.”


“Want me to call off the parade?”


I shook my head.


“That district attorney said she’d be here at four unless someone told her she couldn’t. Said it was important,” Gertie added, then looked at me more closely. “I can head her off if you want me to.”


I shook my head. “If they’re going to try to lock me up, I might as well know it now.”




CHAPTER TWO


In the meantime, they wanted me to walk, so I walked. Four times a day if I could; less if I was too worn out to keep to that schedule. I was supposed to be walking for therapy, to tone my muscles and to head off complications like adhesions and pneumonia. But the real reason I was walking was Rita.


Rita Lombardi was her name. She was twenty-five years old, of Italian descent, and hailed from a town I’d never heard of named Haciendas, somewhere between Watsonville and Salinas. Her hair and eyes were soft brown, her nose and chin were as pointed as awls, her skin was the color of sole, and her spirits were as rampant as wind. She was engaged to be married to a man named Carlos Reyna and she was the most delightful young woman I’d ever met with the exception of my daughter Eleanor. Although I’d had major surgery, and was taking half a dozen potent pharmaceuticals a day, Rita Lombardi was by far my best therapy.


We’d encountered each other for the first time two weeks earlier, in the corridor outside my room. We were each walking with help, supported by nurse’s aides and by the transparent juices dripping out of the IVs we towed in our wakes. We’d smiled as we passed each other in the hall, one day and then the next, walking in opposite directions, wishing we were anywhere but where we were. On the third day we’d met yet again, this time navigating on our own with the aid only of our walkers and our determination. Rita stopped to talk the usual hospital talk about the food and the nurses and the smells, but her manic energy and her oddly genuine interest in my welfare made the usual somehow remarkable. Her eyes pierced the shields that shutter my soul, laying bare my inner secrets, making it impossible to be other than candid with her. The third day we walked together, I told her about Charley and me and how he’d died, told her more than I’d told anyone else before or since.


After that, we got together twice a day, at ten and two sharp, and walked in tandem for a full hour each time, an hour that seemed more like a minute. I don’t know what Rita imagined during these moments, but my own private fantasy was that we were on board a ship to the Caribbean, taking a turn on deck before we retired for the evening, elegant and aristocratic and in love with ourselves and our lives and each other. That’s what medication can do to you, I guess—I’d never had that sort of silk stocking fantasy in the previous forty years.


Rita was in the hospital because of two birth defects that, now that her body had fully matured, could finally be surgically remedied. Her legs were the main problem—she’d been club-footed at birth, in both limbs, to the point that she couldn’t walk any distance without the aid of crutches. Her face needed attention as well. She’d had a large birthmark on her right cheek that made her look, in her words, like she’d slid into third base on her face. She’d had several plastic surgeries to remedy the facial flaw and now they’d taken care of the feet, and her new look and new alignment had made her ecstatic—from time to time I was certain she would start flying around the ward like a wren. Regarding her now, with her complexion free of blemish and her feet straight and true in their flexible soft casts, it was hard to imagine she had ever been other than perfect.


I took a quick nap, then strolled into the hall. It still hurt in the gut when I walked, and my legs still moved as if someone other than me was the puppeteer, but it was lots better than the first time I tried it, when I was certain with every step that I was going to split wide open and spill my viscera over the floor, an embarrassment to myself and to the doctor who concluded I was ready to promenade, and a nuisance to the aides who would have to mop up after me. But now I was a veritable sprite, tripping through the tulips or at least the vinyl tile, feeling like jumping for joy when I saw Rita Lombardi shuffling toward me with a smile on her narrow face that made Meg Ryan seem like a grump.


She wore powder blue pajamas with daisies blooming all over them and carried a little brown bear. The bear looked more in need of medical attention than either of us—Rita told me his name was Brownie and he had been given to her by her father when she turned two. Her father had died shortly afterward, so the bear had become both sentimental and symbolic; even now she refused to sleep a single night without it. I have some things in my life that serve the same function and given what happened to Charley, I expect to have a few more.


“Good afternoon, John Marshall Tanner.”


“Hi, Rita Maria Lombardi.”


“You look like a man who’s ready to travel.”


“Friday morning, they say.”


She wriggled like a rabbit. “That’s so cool. I’m really happy for you.”


“How about you?” I asked, with an odd tic of trepidation at the thought of life in the ward without her.


She sobered. “This afternoon, I think.”


My stomach knotted and my voice took on an artificial echo. “Really? That’s wonderful. But I thought they wanted to wait till next week.”


“I guess I’m coming along better than they thought I would.” She touched her cheek where the birthmark had been replaced by a slice of fresh flesh. The graft had come from her hip. She’d made a bawdy joke the first time she told me about it.


Rita put her cane in her left hand and gripped my arm with her right. “You remember your promise, I hope.”


“What promise was that?”


She squeezed. “You promised to visit Haciendas as soon as you get back to normal. Four fourteen Fremont Street. I wrote our address and phone number on your pad two days ago.”


“I know; I’ve got it in my wallet.”


“So that means you’ll come, right?”


For some reason, it was important to Rita that I see her in her home environment, maybe to prove to both of us that she was fully healed in the eyes of the world and not just the hospital, so I said what I had to say: “I’ll be there.”


“By the end of the month?”


“If I can.”


She nodded as though my promise had been etched in stone, as I guess it was. “Shall we stroll, Mr. Tanner?” she asked.


“We shall, Ms. Lombardi.”


We walked the halls as though we were flanked by the trees and bistros of the Champs-Élysées rather than the recovery rooms of sick people. Rita told me about the book she’d been reading—Julia Alvarez, whom she loved. I told her some stories about Ruthie Spring and the boys in the poker group. Then I asked what she was going to do the first thing when she got home.


Her voice soared and her hand tightened on my forearm. “I’m going to go dancing. At a bar called the Cantina. I’m going to play every record on the jukebox and dance with Carlos till they make us go home. It’ll be the first time I’ve danced in my life.”


“That sounds like fun.”


“You can come, too, when you visit. In fact, I know just the woman to fix you up with. Sal Delder. She works as a receptionist at the police station.”


I tried to stem my shudder. “That’s nice, but I’m not much of a dancer.”


Rita elbowed me in the ribs, which sent a spur of pain scraping down my torso as though someone were chiseling a notch in my spine.


“You never say anything good about yourself, do you know that?” Rita chided as I tried not to convulse from the pain.


“No, I didn’t know that.”


“I want you to say something good about yourself. Right now. Just one thing. What’s the best thing to know about the man named Marsh Tanner?”


I smiled at her homegrown psychotherapy. “The best thing about me is I have friends like you.”


“That means you must be a good person, right?”


The therapy was going in the wrong direction. Before I could say anything to reverse it, Rita poked my ribs once again. “You’re doing it again, aren’t you?”


“What?”


“Blaming yourself for what happened.”


“Maybe a little.”


She tugged me to a stop and turned me so I faced her. “I get so mad when you do that. He did it; not you.”


“But I helped.”


“How?”


“I didn’t stop him.”


“He had a gun. He’d already shot two men. How were you supposed to stop him?”


“I wasn’t supposed to stop him,” I said. “I was just supposed to try.”


Rita shook her head with elaborate exasperation, as if I were an obstreperous school kid. “You were no more responsible for what happened to Mr. Sleet than I was for what happened to my legs and my face.”


“Your legs and your face are lovely.”


She abandoned her burlesque of the angry schoolmarm and looked at something down the hall, then told me what she had probably needed to tell me ever since we met. “You didn’t see me before, so you don’t know,” she said softly, as though uttering a furtive confession. “My feet were twisted like someone had ripped them off and glued them back on sideways. Even with crutches, the only way I could keep my balance was to shuffle along all hunched over so it was impossible to look at anything but the ground in front of me. Hermie, is what they called me. For hermit crab. I was forever bumping into things. Things and people. They acted like they’d touched a toad when I bumped them. Some of them. Most of them, in fact.”


The echo of her lifelong torment drifted down the hall, to meld with other sad stories being told at the foot of sickbeds. “But now look at you,” I said with as much cheer as I could muster. “You’re the belle of the ball.”


“Yes I am.” She laughed like a child, then stuck out a foot and did a slow pirouette on her walking cast. “Look at me. I can stand up straight and look people right in the eye.”


That’s not always a good idea, I almost said, thinking of the last time I’d ridden the Number 3 bus, but I held my tongue.


She clutched my hand to her chest. “I’m so glad we met, aren’t you? It would have been creepy in this place without you. The noises; the smells; Nurse Gertie. Yuck.”


“Double yuck,” I said. We chuckled and resumed our stroll. “Is Carlos coming to get you?”


“If he can get away. But it’s the height of the season now; he’s busy in the fields. I might have to take the bus to Salinas.”


“Tell me some more about strawberries,” I said, partly because I was interested and partly because Rita loved to talk about them, almost to the point of obsession. Rita worked as a bookkeeper for her boyfriend, Carlos, who had something to do with growing the berries. In our previous conversations, she had made the business seem both enchanting and sinister and Carlos a mix of clergyman and mobster.


“You don’t really want to hear any more about strawberries,” Rita said. “I’ve bored you to death already.”


“No. Really. I love strawberries. I just wish they didn’t have that green thing on top, so you could pop them straight in your mouth.”


“That’s called the cap.”


“So is there money in strawberries or what?”


Rita sobered. “If you really want to know, the only crop more profitable than strawberries is marijuana.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Nope. In a good year you can make up to twenty thousand dollars an acre. Of course there aren’t all that many good years.”


“Why not?”


“Weather, mostly.”


“Even so, it sounds like you and Carlos are going to be rich.”


I’d expected a smile, but she laughed rather mordantly. “I’m saying just the opposite. The landowners and marketing companies are getting rich. Everyone else is barely surviving, and survival comes at a very high price. Do you know what they call strawberries in Mexico?”


“What?”


“The Fruit of the Devil.”


“Why?”


“Because it takes so much suffering to grow them. And there’s more suffering now than ever in the fields. The life expectancy of a strawberry worker is less than fifty years.”


I was surprised and said so. “I thought Cesar Chavez and Jerry Brown took care of the problems with farmworkers.”


“They tried, and it helped for a while, but most of the protections have been cut back by the politicians who came along later. And even the laws that haven’t been repealed, like the minimum wage, are mostly ignored in the fields. The average income of a campesino is only five thousand dollars for twenty-five weeks’ work with the fruit. That’s half of what they were making when Chavez was leading the union.”


“That’s it? Five thousand a year?”


“For many of them. Especially the ones without families.”


“Then why do they do it?”


Her voice became grave and her eyes became spectral. “Because in Mexico they earn five dollars a day and they’re starving.”


“All of the landowners are white, I assume.”


“Most, but not all. In the Pajaro, many are Japanese. And in north county, many are Mexican.”


“How did that happen?”


“They worked hard, saved money, and got financing from some of the big marketing companies. They farm tiny plots, of course; ten acres on average. And they pay the lowest wages in the industry.”


“Why doesn’t the union make them shape up?”


“Because the union is Mexican, too.”


“Most of the strawberry workers are Mexican?”


“Ninety percent.”


“Are you talking about illegal immigrants?”


“At the peak picking season there are lots of illegals—friends and relatives of regular workers or crews hired from labor contractors, who use mostly illegals.”


“I thought the Border Patrol was cracking down these days.”


Rita laughed. “Immigration sweeps through after the crop is harvested and sends the illegals back where they came from. Then, the next season, Immigration closes its eyes and lets them come back and pick fruit. But more and more workers are permanent residents now, with homes and families and kids in the schools. There may be two or three families sharing those homes, or living all year in a labor camp, but at least they’re real homes, not cars or caves or holes in the ground.”


“The working poor.”


Rita nodded. “An imported peasantry, is what it amounts to. Ever since the Franciscans started growing strawberries in this country in 1770, the problem has been who would pick the crop. The first pickers were mostly Chinese, then the Japanese took most of the jobs until the Second World War, but after the war it’s been almost entirely Mexicans.”


“Why haven’t conditions gotten better for them?”


Rita sniffed and rubbed her eyes. “Because the union is weak and the workers have no power. UFW membership is less than ten thousand now; it used to be more than fifty. Plus there’s no one around with the strength and charisma of Chavez.”


“Who runs the union now?”


“Chavez’s son-in-law, Arturo Rodriguez. He’s a good man and he works hard and has had some success, especially with the public corporations that own the land or market the fruit, but …” She shrugged. “Without a strong union and a magnetic leader, the workers have to take what they can get, which is still next to nothing.”


I poked her. “Maybe you should be that leader.”


I expected her to laugh but she didn’t. “Don’t think I haven’t thought about it. But I’m not Hispanic. And I’m not a man. Farm work is still very much a macho culture.”


“What about Carlos? Or is he a landowner, too?”


She straightened with pride. “Carlos is an independent grower.”


“How many acres does he own?”


“None, yet. That will come later.”


“So how is he involved?”


“The landowners hire men like Carlos to tend the plants and harvest the crop. Carlos farms thirty acres for Gelbride Berry Farms. Then he and the Gelbrides split the profits.”


“Sounds like sharecropping.”


“It is sharecropping. Only worse.”


“How?”


When she answered, her words were rasping and urgent, the invocation become a testimonial. “Carlos is a good farmer. He’s smart, energetic, a hard worker. Plus he knows the pomology and he’s liked by his workers.”


“So he must be doing well.”


Rita paused for effect. “Carlos owes Gelbride Berry Farms more than sixty thousand dollars.”


“Wow. How did that happen?”


“Because last year it rained at the wrong time because of El Niño. And because he signed an evil contract.”


“Why did he sign the contract?”


Rita muttered a curse. “Because he had no choice. If he wanted to work in the business, he had to make the deal.”


“Why?”


“Sharefarming is the way the owners avoid the farm labor regulations by passing the responsibility on to men like Carlos, who can’t afford to obey them. Workman’s comp, unemployment insurance, health care—Carlos can’t afford that. Not even the owners can afford that, or so they claim.”


Rita’s voice rose to a pitch that caused two patients and one nurse to look our way in wonder. “What I don’t understand is why they never get enough,” she said in what amounted to an invocation.


“Who?”


“The owners. They make more and more money, and live better and better lives, but they never say, ‘That’s all I need, I’m happy, let the workers have more of the profits, let them live decently as well.’ I don’t see how they can live the way they do and call themselves Christian, when the people who work their fields live with such hardship and disease.”


Tears came then, tears of frustration and confusion, of anger and accusation. I waited for her to wipe them away on the sleeve of her jammies, then tried to buck her up. “I’m sure things will get better in time. People like you—”


“They’re going to get better right away,” she said stiffly. “The minute I get back to Haciendas and get in touch with the Gelbrides.”


I started to ask Rita how she was going to manage that, but we were interrupted by her nurse, who wanted her back on the ward for her final exam before heading home.


“Well, this is it, I guess,” she said, her eyes still misting over, her voice quaking just a tad.


I tried to keep my own voice on a level pitch but I’m not sure I succeeded. “I guess it is.”


“Would you mind very much if I kissed you, Mr. Tanner?”


“It would be my distinct pleasure, Ms. Lombardi.”


She leaned over and pecked my cheek, gave me a brisk hug and a wave, then shuffled off toward her room with her nurse, her newly repaired legs not quite up to full speed, but almost. Both my cheek and my heart stayed moist and tingly until I was visited by an assistant D.A.


Her name was Jill Coppelia. She was in her early forties or so, with big blue eyes, light brown hair, a gently expressive face, and long legs and long arms and a long look that made me uncomfortable.


“We meet at last,” she began.


“Sorry I was tied up.”


“How are you feeling?”


“Fine.”


“You don’t look fine.”


“I never did.”


Her smile was warm and soothing; she would have been good at getting confessions and earning promotions. “If you’re not ready for this, I can come back.”


“Let’s get it over with.”


She smiled wider this time, companionably and attractively, putting me more at ease than I wanted to be. She was the friendliest D.A. I’d ever met, which wasn’t saying much. She was also the first woman in more than a year who had made my libido perk up, which was saying even less.


“I’m in charge of the Sleet investigation,” she began.


“I didn’t know there was a Sleet investigation.”


“There always is when an officer goes down.”


“That may be, but this case is open and shut.”


She raised a brow and crossed her arms. “Is that so?”


“If you’re good at your job, you already know it.”


She colored and shifted position and looked for a place to sit down. There was a chair in the corner and she spotted it, but when I didn’t invite her to sit, she stayed standing.


“We’ve gotten statements from the other officers who were out there that night,” she went on, “and we’d like to get one from you.”


I shook my head and gave the answer I’d already decided to give her. “Sorry. No can do.”


She blinked and frowned. “What do you mean?”


“I mean that whatever Charley did or didn’t do that night, you’re not going to get it from me.”


“Why not?”


“I don’t rat on my friends.”


“Your friend is dead.”


I smiled. “All the more reason.”


“But all we want is the truth.”


“In my experience, what goes in one end of your office in the form of truth often looks ugly and warped when it comes out the other end in the form of an indictment. Some sort of legal indigestion, I guess.”


“I’m not that kind of lawyer,” Ms. Coppelia said primly.


“I’m glad to hear it, but the answer’s still no. Why don’t you have a seat?”


She went to the chair and sat down. When she crossed her legs, I paid attention. Apparently the source of the sex drive isn’t close to the spleen.


“The survivors say Sleet killed Gary Hilton and Milt Mandarich—”


I interrupted her. “He’s the big guy?”


“Right. The survivors say Sleet killed Hilton and Mandarich because they were going to file a complaint against Sleet with Internal Affairs.”


“Then the survivors are lying assholes.”


“Can you prove it?”


I ignored her question. “Complaint about what?”


“That Sleet was shaking down several business establishments in the Tenderloin and North Beach. Offering protection for money.”


“Extortion.”


She nodded. “That’s where they were headed.”


I shook my head to show my disgust. “Did you know Charley?”


“A little.”


“Does that sound like something he’d do?”


“No. Not really.”


“Then maybe you should find out the real reason he took Hilton and Mandarich out.”


She recrossed her legs. I wondered if the show of thigh was deliberate. If it was, I wondered what she hoped it would get her. Then I wondered whether I’d give it to her.


“I’m betting you could help me do that,” she was saying. Jill Coppelia was at ease and self-controlled, attempting to manipulate me according to a preconceived plan, going with the flow but channeling it in a direction she felt was productive. I began to admire her a little and lust for her a little more.


“Charley’s dead,” I said. “That terminated any and all of my obligations to the SFPD.”


“You’re still a citizen, Mr. Tanner.”


“I was a citizen when Milt Mandarich broke my finger to get me to tell him how to get to Charley.”


That one tilted her off center by at least a degree. “I didn’t know about that.”


“You don’t know a lot of things, it sounds like.”


She pouted. “So why don’t you help us find out?”


I shook my head.


The pout became close to a sneer. “We could impanel a Grand Jury and subpoena you.”


“And I could hire Jake Hattie to head you off.”


“Jake couldn’t keep us from offering you immunity and putting you in jail for contempt if you don’t talk.”


“Why would I need immunity?”


“You shot a cop, for one thing.”


“And for another thing, I saved two more cops from dying the way Hilton and Mandarich died.”


“The proof of that is only anecdotal.”


“The word of the survivors, you mean.”


She shrugged.


A twitch in my gut curled me up. When I finally straightened out, Jill Coppelia was by the bed. “Do you need the nurse?”


“No.”


“Water? Medication? Anything?”


“I’m fine.”


She patted my hand. I waited till she sat back down. “Look,” I said stiffly, “Charley Sleet was my best friend. Plus he had a brain tumor. So why would I murder him, even if I wanted to? Why wouldn’t I wait till the cancer took its toll?”


She shrugged. “Motive isn’t an essential element of a criminal conviction.”


“Then how do you expect to prove malice and intent, which the last time I looked were essential elements?”


She shrugged. “Why do you think we haven’t put you in the prison ward in this place? Even though there are lots of guys on the force who think that’s where you ought to be.”


I thought it over while I looked her over. What I saw was enough to soften me up. “Okay. You gave me a break, so I’ll give you one. Does the name Triad mean anything to you?”


“You mean the Chinese family organizations?”


I shook my head. “This is something else, and you need to find out what it means. But put your own guys on it, not the SFPD.”


“You’re saying this Triad has something to do with the department?”


I kept my mouth shut and smiled.


“That’s it? That’s all you’re giving up?”


“That’s it.”


“It doesn’t seem nearly enough.” She stood up and smoothed her skirt and came to the bed and looked down. “We could go at this another way,” she said, with something more ardent in her voice than a threat.


“How?”


“We could hire you to help us as a special investigator.”


“Not for a while, you can’t.”


“Why not?”


“As soon as they let me out of here, I’m going out of town.”


“Not far, I hope.”


“Not in terms of geography.”


She handed me her card after scribbling a number on the back. “Call me when you get back. By then I’ll have come up with new reasons why you should cooperate with us.”


“Those reasons became irrelevant when the Honor Guard didn’t show up for Charley’s funeral,” I said.




CHAPTER THREE


Without Rita’s charm to speed it along, the week crawled by like a slug, obese and repellent and interminable. But the healing progressed, the pain diminished, the strength returned, and suddenly it was Friday morning. I was dressed and packed and waiting when he got there.


“Well, Mr. Tanner.”


“Well, Dr. Stratton.”


“How are we feeling today?”


“We’re feeling tip-top, shipshape, A-okay, and then some.”


He smiled. “I’ll be the judge of that. Let me give a listen.”


He slid his stethoscope off his neck and pressed it to my body in several places, most of them ticklish. I don’t know what they hear in there, maybe a little voice that gives them medical updates on the hour, sort of like a miniature NPR. Or maybe it’s just for show.


“Pulse is steady; lungs are clear; the gut is gurgling away, doing its work. I think we’ve done all we can do for you here.”


“That must mean my insurance is running out.”


His laugh was slightly forced. “It’s more that we need the space. Gunshots are as fashionable as tattoos this season—we’re starting to take reservations. Although I must say yours was one of the sexiest we’ve seen in a while. And it wasn’t the first bullet to pass through the vicinity, was it?”

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
M

MULHOLLAND
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
“ STEPHEN i
GREENLEAF ‘






