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The place of pain is the place of promise.

Larry A. Parker
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For a long time he believed that everyone felt as he did. He assumed that the constant clench of his stomach was part of being human—like the burn behind his eyes and the dreams that woke him, wringing wet and trembling. In school he began to understand that he was different, others were not as he was. Eventually he named what he felt: anger.

One morning a few months after he had left school and begun working at Roman’s Gardens he became aware that the anger had subsided and become no more troubling than a mosquito bite. He felt a new freedom, and for almost two years he was happy.

But now the anger was back and during the hiatus it had put on muscle. His time in the gardens had freed something in him. A fantasy of liberation had slowly taken shape. As the line separating his dream and his reality became harder to distinguish, he was often frightened by where his imagination took him. He swore off violent thinking, but the fantasies drew him back. When he imagined what he could do, what he might do, the tightness in his gut relaxed a little.

Though the revolver was an inanimate metal thing, it felt warm and alive in his hand, a natural extension of himself with connections to his arm and back and shoulders. After he left the garden and moved home, the first thing he did every morning was check to see if it was still where he’d placed it in his bottom dresser drawer, swaddled in a white T-shirt. Since he’d installed locks on the door and windows, his bedroom was perfectly secure, but there was always a possibility that she had found her way in and taken it while he slept.

He tenderly unwrapped the gun, flipped the cylinder and counted six bullets, then laid it on his pillow. The innocuous T-shirt’s metallic odor emboldened him as he pulled it over his head. After checking the safety, he tucked the revolver in the waist of his jeans as he’d seen done on television. Pulled down, his shirt covered it. The steel was hard and warm against his bare skin, a part of him.

Looking at his reflection in the mirror on the closet door, he did not see a handsome seventeen-year-old with his life before him. Looking back at him he saw the anger, which had become like a friend, an ally in an interminable battle.
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Hey, what’re these for?” Carmine Giraudo stood in the middle of his sister’s office surrounded by cardboard boxes in various stages of unpacking. He held out a set of three keys on a plain silver ring.  “What’s the car key? Not your 4Runner.”
      

“I’ll take them,” Sophie said, reaching.

“First tell me whose car this belongs to.”

“I don’t remember.” Sophie shook her hand in his direction. “Just give them to me, okay?”

Laughing, he held the keys above her. “You got something going on I should know about, shortcake?”

“Don’t I wish.”

“A beach shack down in Malibu? A hot little car hidden in a garage somewhere?” He tossed her the keys. “I know you’ve got secrets; I just haven’t figured out what they are yet.”

“And you never will.” He thought she was kidding.

Sophie laid the key chain in the lower left drawer of her desk beside two glasses and the bottle of Dewar’s she kept there.

“Maybe you’ve got a storage unit in LA. Is that where you hide the bodies? An old car and a couple of castoff lovers?”

Tuning her brother out, Sophie stood, hands on her hips in perfect imitation of her mother and grandmother, surveying the jumble of furniture and boxes, tilting stacks of unread magazines and journals, legal books, and miscellanea cluttered around her. The office suite smelled of fresh paint, and the big items—a new carpet, her two desks, the file cabinets, bookcases, couch, and chairs—were in place. Tomorrow someone would come and hang blinds on the windows that overlooked the courthouse corner of Mission Park. She could manage the rest on her own.

“You must have lots to do, Carmine. It’s almost time.”

“What’s so secret about a set of keys?” He was hurt that she would not confide in him.

“I’ll tell you when I’m old. You can drag the truth out of me then. My dying words.”

He sucked in the corner of his mouth and looked at her sideways, their grandmother’s skeptical expression. She gave him the same look back.

“Suit yourself, shortcake.”

She pretended not to notice the nickname they both knew she hated. She had always wanted to be tall and willowy, a runway model instead of short and curvy like every other woman in the Giraudo and Marsay families. She had once made the mistake of telling Carmine that in her next life she would be six feet tall, athletic, and flat chested. A Valkyrie. He had never forgotten.

Though she had trained herself not to react to his goads, it was hard to trust someone—even a brother—who thought it was good, clean fun to poke fun at her for the pleasure of watching her flinch. Her ex-husband, County Prosecutor Ben Lansing, had also been a tease, though in the beginning his jibes had seemed good-natured and affectionate.

Carmine said, “You can sit with me and Jeannie.”

“I’ll watch from up here.”

“Are you pissed about the key thing? I didn’t mean anything.” He looked so innocent. “You’re welcome to your secrets.”

“I’m on edge, Carmine. That’s all. I’ve got so much to do.”

“You’ve got a lot on the line here.” He looked around the office. “It’s a nice place, Sophe, but I don’t see how you’ll ever make enough—”

“And thanks for the good wishes.”

“You’re gonna have to work like a motherfucker to make the rent.”

“Really?” She slapped her forehead lightly. “I thought I was getting it for free.”

“Jeez, you’re bitchy. No wonder you never get a date. You scare ’em all away.”

Like their mother, Carmine thought being family excused rudeness.

“Listen,” he said, “I want you to be a success. I’m hoping you’ll be a famous criminal lawyer and get a movie made about your life. But not all your cases are going to be big ones like Orlando Cardigan. It’s not like there’s a lot of crime in SanSeb.”

Did her brother really think she was unaware that her defense of Orlando Cardigan’s son had been almost a fluke: a big retainer and her fee at the end paid on time? Cardigan had taken a chance on her because she had once been a kick-ass prosecutor. And now, because of her success defending his son, she had been able to move from a dismal cubbyhole next to a supermarket parking lot to this suite in one of the town’s historic buildings, near the courthouse and overlooking Mission Park.
      

She shared a general receptionist and copy machine with four other attorneys, but her three-room suite had its own small outer office and, off it, another space the size of a walk-in closet. She had already hired a fledgling paralegal, Clary, and eventually she hoped to generate enough business to hire an associate and a full-time investigator. Right now she was doing her own bookkeeping and housekeeping, and whoever was in the office answered the phone.

Even with the furniture in place, the pictures hung, and the packing boxes disposed of, her office would probably always be untidy. She might have changed addresses, but she was still Sophie Giraudo.

  


From the window she watched the courthouse corner of the park fill up, but she wasn’t thinking about the gathering crowd. She loved her brother, but he knew how to get to her. She couldn’t stop thinking about the keys stowed in her desk drawer. What did it mean that she had held on to them after all these years? What would Carmine say if he knew where and how she’d come by them?

Her brother had followed the rules all his life and never seemed to mind being under the controlling thumb of their mother. In contrast, Sophie had fought her way out of her mother’s womb in a difficult thirty-two-hour labor, almost strangling herself on the umbilical cord in the process. Ever since, she’d been in some state of mutiny, often her own worst enemy. Carmine was like their easygoing father, content to go along, letting the women in his life run the show. Contentment and self-satisfaction seemed to be part of her brother’s DNA in the same way that rebellion, risk taking, and self-doubt were essential to hers.

In a few minutes Carmine would be in the middle of the party to celebrate Governor Maggie Duarte’s birthday. Known and liked by everyone, he had a wide circle of friends, remembered names and faces, and could shake hands like a politician. As the high school senior guidance counselor and athletic director, he was frequently called upon to shepherd and chaperone school groups, and today he was in charge of getting the glee club through the crowd and into place on the risers. A senior girl with a scholarship to Juilliard would sing the national anthem.

The old glass in the sash windows tinted Sophie’s world a cool underwater blue and slightly rippled her view of Mission Park, a four-block rectangular expanse of grass and trees and playgrounds with a creek running through it. Like almost everyone in SanSeb, Sophie regarded the park as the heart of their big, thriving town. Too many coats of paint had long ago sealed her windows shut, but the vents at the top were open, letting in the fragrance of carne asada from grills set up in the street in front of the courthouse. The congregation of St. Mary and All Angels would soon be selling chili bowls, hot dogs, and tacos for a buck apiece, a steal on this special occasion. Flags—stars and stripes and golden bears—flew from rooftops and hung from the windows of the buildings around the park. An immense banner across the front of the courthouse declared HAPPY BIRTHDAY, MAGGIE! in case there was a soul in town who didn’t know the reason for the festivities.
      

Though her family had known the governor since she was a little girl, Sophie’s parents, Anna and Joe Giraudo, had chosen to remain at home. Apart from Carmine, Sophie saw no one she knew in the crowd, which was not surprising considering how rapidly San Sebastian’s population had grown in recent years. It was sometimes hard to recognize it as the quiet Central Coast town in which she had been born and brought up.

In recent years, the town’s mild climate and its location near the coast and midway between San Francisco and Los Angeles had made it attractive to the mostly affluent newcomers. They had remodeled the Craftsman and Victorian houses along Diamond Back Street and St. Ann’s Road or built mansions in the oak-studded hills and down the long, sloping plain to the sea. There were new condos and apartments out by the university and along Peligro Creek they had displaced the struggling five and ten acre ranches. SanSeb’s tax base had almost tripled in the last ten years, making the stores on Maine and Mission Streets more interesting and expensive than in the old days, when every shop owner knew Sophie by name. As a lawyer, she was well-known and respected, but she had never been popular like Carmine. The gene for easy friendship had been left out of her DNA. She had a crowd of acquaintances, but her only true friend was Tamlin, whom she’d known since high school.

Orlando Cardigan had become something of a friend over the course of his son’s trial. Before Will’s trouble, she’d known Orlando only by reputation, as one of a consortium of benefactors who had raised the millions required to repair the Mission San Sebastian and restore the gardens around it. The abandoned canneries along De Anza Creek had been demolished, and the old buildings replaced by sleek, clean industries surrounded by more gardens and landscaped parking. Enrollment at the university was up, a new community college was under construction, and all of this was good.

The small town of Sophie’s childhood had become a big town and might even be a city one day. Maybe then she would feel less cornered by her identity: Joe and Anna Giraudo’s rebellious daughter, Carmine’s sister, Sandrine’s granddaughter, Delphine Marsay’s great-granddaughter.

Sophie watched the crowd in the park grow: a trio of men dressed like Spanish friars, a conquistador, women in ruffled Mexican costumes, picnickers with blankets and folding chairs, strollers and excited dogs straining on their leads. Moving in and out among the townspeople, unrecognized, there had to be undercover agents and law enforcement officers because no matter how popular Governor Maggie Duarte was in some parts of the state and especially in her hometown, there were other places where the enmity against her was voluble, and violent rhetoric blurred the lines between free speech, hate speech, and criminal threat.

Not only was she the state’s first female governor; she was the first Mexican American governor and an outspoken advocate for minority rights, immigration reform, free choice, and higher taxes for the top one percent. In California, no one was neutral about Maggie.
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Floating in the unanchored waters between sleeping and waking, Iva Devane dreamed of a voice, a softly sexless voice repeating the same badgering demand.     
       

Open your eyes, Iva. See, see.
       

She obeyed and saw that she was alone, again. Beside her, the bed was cold. Riga, a large brindled Cane Corso, rested her jowly muzzle on the edge of the bed and stared at her. You beautiful creature, she thought, reaching out to touch her. My guardian angel.
       

A mile away an excited coyote pack yipped after prey. Beneath Iva’s hands, the dog’s skin rippled.

Until recently Iva had been an easygoing woman who slept through the night without stirring, but recently a bony restlessness had elbowed its way into her dreams, where it jabbed her constantly. Even during the day, discomfiting emotions surfaced and demanded her attention: uneasiness, dissatisfaction, doubt. She wanted to talk about this with Roman, but he rarely had time for a serious conversation. Half-asleep, she dropped her defenses and the truth rolled in: she was tired of waking up in a cold bed and no longer wished to share her husband with a gang of adolescents who doted on him, fed off him, and competed for his favor. For a little while at least, she wanted his undivided attention. Tears warmed the orbits of her eyes, ready to fall, only awaiting permission.

  


She didn’t cry.

She pushed the bedcovers back and sat for a moment on the edge of the bed. Beneath her feet, the cold hardwood floor reminded her that although Roman’s Gardens was already wild with new growth, it had been a cool and unpredictable spring. She walked to the window and looked through the sheers at the yard between the house and the largest barn. In dawn’s gray light, the greenhouses, damp with dew, shimmered like silver. Behind them, the bunkhouse and sheds were shadows without detail.

During their first years on the property, before the house was restored and modernized, Roman had built an apartment for them at the back of the barn. It was called the clubhouse now. It happened occasionally that he fell asleep back there. The sign on the door, BOYS ONLY—NO GIRLS ALLOWED, was a joke at the same time that it was not. Iva stayed away because Roman said boys who had never had anything to call their own needed a place where their privacy was respected. A flat space outside the clubhouse door had been cleared and laid with asphalt for a basketball court. Last year, lights had been installed at more expense than Iva had been comfortable with, though Roman had argued her over to his side, reminding her that lonely boys, angry and confused and wayward boys, any and all kinds of boys, could not resist a ball and a hoop.
       

Each year, Roman’s training and education program, Boys into Men, enrolled youths from troubled homes who disliked school and resented authority. Some of these were day boys who worked from nine to five and returned to their homes at night; others lived in the bunkhouse. Both groups were paid a minimum wage. A few favored boys lived in the house, and when they weren’t learning the nursery trade, Iva prepared them for the California high school equivalency exam, a job she found challenging because they were rarely motivated to learn. She despaired of their vulgarity and abysmal ignorance, but Roman told her to be patient.

She fed them and taught them and did their laundry. Roman counseled and consoled them and was the father none of them had ever had. He taught them to play basketball whether they wanted to learn or not because basketball focused the mind, taught teamwork, and was a game they could play all their lives. Boys into Men gave them a start in the world.

  


She went back to bed and pulled the blankets up under her chin. In the rafters a spider had slung a web between two beams. Once she would have attacked it with a broom, but lately she’d lost heart and could not be bothered. It was easier just not to look at it. Her favorite of Roman’s boys, Donny Crider, had confided once that his mother obsessed about housecleaning. Mrs. Crider supported the two of them by running a day-care center out of their home, and as Donny described it, she followed the children with a damp rag, wiping their fingerprints off the walls and doorjambs. She wouldn’t tolerate a cobweb or finger smudge, not one, not anywhere in the house.

The other boys called Donny pretty girl and from the kitchen window she had watched them grab their crotches and make kissy-faces at him. Iva had complained to Roman, but he said the taunting would toughen Donny. She thought that was harsh, but if there was one thing her husband knew, it was boys.  
       

“You’re awake.” Roman entered the bedroom, carrying a tray. “I brought your breakfast.”

“I should get up.”

“Stay where you are. You’ve been running yourself ragged lately.”

Maybe overwork explained her peculiar mood.

He propped an extra pillow behind her back.

She said, “You didn’t come to bed.”

“I was up before dawn. Cobb had another nightmare. I found him out on the porch bawling his eyes out.”

“Is he okay now?”

“I fixed pancakes and he ate the whole stack, half-asleep. You know how the newbies are. Homesick as all hell, but I don’t know for what. His mother’s a jailbird.” Roman cupped Iva’s cheek. “How did you sleep?”

She didn’t complain, but he knew. This man knew everything about her.

He chuckled. “I should teach you to play basketball. It’d help you unwind, get the kinks out.”

“I was thinking about Donny,” she said, deflecting the conversation from herself. “I wish you’d reconsider, Roman. Couldn’t you stretch the rules a little this one time? Poor Donny.” To have such a selfish mother.
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One day during the previous week Iva had been supervising the boys while they took a reading comprehension test, a simple two pages about a man and a motorcycle, which she’d let them read and then asked them to summarize for her. Donny Crider had just that week received notification that he had passed his general education exam, the equivalent of high school graduation, and for this reason he no longer attended class but worked a full day in the gardens. It was a significant milestone, and Iva was pleased and proud of his achievement but sorry for herself. He had been the bright spot in her teaching routine.
    

It was late in the morning of a mild, blustery day and she was dividing her time between the boys in the dining room and making soup in the kitchen when she heard the dogs barking. Looking out the window over the sink, she saw them tugging on their chains as a woman got out of a car, slamming the door. She had smooth dark hair and wore a well-pressed and tailored denim pantsuit, sturdy shoes, and plain gold earrings that gleamed across the yard. Immediately Iva thought she was a real estate agent.

At least once a week, agents dropped by on fishing expeditions, the dollar signs flashing in their eyes as they imagined the vast gardens flattened, dozens of homes and hundreds of apartments rising in their place. She was about to go out and tell the woman that they were not interested in selling when Roman came around the corner of the barn, yelling at Riga and Laz to stop their infernal noise. Donny was behind him. He stopped when he saw the woman.

She ignored Roman. Iva heard her say to Donny, “I told you to be home yesterday. We had an arrangement. I had to leave the sweeties with the neighbor. You know I don’t like that. You made me come all the way out here.”

Iva hurried onto the front porch. She heard Roman saying hello, saw him smiling. For a moment she wasn’t worried.

“It’s always a pleasure,” he said, “when a boy’s family pays us a visit.”

“This isn’t a social call, Mr. Devane. I’m taking Donny home.”

“Oh, I hope you’ll reconsider that.” Roman had a wide smile and large gleaming teeth. “We’ve been working on a project. One of the greenhouses has a tear in it, and with a breeze like we’ve got going today, it’s only going to get worse. How ’bout I send him home after we get the job done?” Roman looked over at Donny, who was crouched between the two mastiffs, his hands resting on their muscular shoulders. “You can catch a bus, can’t you? Maybe Mr. Gotelli’ll give you a ride.”

“He didn’t tell you, did he?”

“Tell me what, Mrs. Crider?”

“He’s through here.”

Iva stepped off the porch. “You can’t mean that. Why?”

Elena lifted her hand to smooth her hair. On her wrist she wore a watch designed to look like a bracelet. Iva knew that it was gold, like her earrings.

“What’s the point? He has his GED.”

“He lives here,” Iva said.

“His home is with me, Mrs. Devane. It’s not that I don’t appreciate what you’ve done for him, but he has responsibilities.”

“Mrs. Crider,” Roman said, “your son is doing so well at the gardens. He’s very talented—”

“At what? Digging?” She laughed. “Donny, come here. Now!”

When Riga and Laz were puppies, Roman trained them using the same kind of obey-me-or-else voice. Donny patted the dogs, and then, as if his legs wouldn’t work unless his shoulders led the way, he slouched across the yard. It was not the way he’d walked that morning when he left the house after breakfast to work in the greenhouses or yesterday when he loped out to the truck, his tool belt bouncing on his hip, on the way to set up the fruit stand out on the road. He passed Iva with his eyes down. Behind her, she heard him clomp up the porch stairs and the squeak of the screen door as he opened it.

Elena was saying something to Roman in a lowered voice. Iva hurried closer.

“I don’t want to make trouble for you, Mr. Devane. I’d just as soon Donny didn’t know anything about this.”

“What kind of trouble?” Iva said.

Elena ignored her. “We could have avoided all this if he’d left when he was supposed to, but you know the way he is. Not the most reliable boy.”

“He’s been a good worker for me, Mrs. Crider.”

“I haven’t got a complaint in the world,” Iva said.

“I’m sorry to see him go. I wish you’d reconsider.”

“Please,” Elena held up her hand. “I don’t want a scene.”

“Why would there be a scene?” From the kitchen window Iva smelled the soup she was making, beef with barley. Someone needed to turn down the gas under the pot before it burned, but she couldn’t leave the yard.

“I’m a busy woman, Mrs. Devane.” As if Iva wasn’t, as if she spent her days lolling on the porch. “I need him to help me.”

“Will he go to college? At least he should take some courses. He’s smart enough and so interested in horticulture. He knows the Latin names of all the plants.”

“Really? Well, I’m sure that will take him far.” Elena shifted her weight to her hip. “We’re not rich, as you know. And I think Donny knows that if he goes to college he’ll need to study something more practical than a dead language.”

Not thinking, Iva said, “It’s not fair.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“What my wife means is that Donny is a natural plantsman. I’ve come to depend on him.”

“I’m sure you have.” Elena looked back and forth at them, her chin high and her eyebrows raised. “You’re not fooling me. I know what goes on here. How many boys have you got on this property? A dozen? Maybe two dozen? Oh, my goodness, it’s quite a little scam, isn’t it? I hate to think of all the laws you’re breaking.”

“What are you talking about?” Iva asked.

“Most of the boys are just scum, aren’t they? Dregs? You get them from the courts or the schools and no one cares what happens to them. Then you pay them next to nothing and work them seven days a week. Well, you made a mistake with Donny. He has a mother who loves him. I feel sorry for those other boys, but at least Donny’ll be free of you.”

“There’s nothing criminal going on here.” Roman was a large man, big around the middle, wide in the back and shoulders, and as strong as a plow horse. Iva had seen him angry and hoped he’d manage to control his temper this time. There was no truth to Elena’s accusations, but she seemed like a woman who would take pleasure in making trouble.

“I could report you to the county or the sheriff. You’d be shut down and lose your business license. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were called up on charges of abuse—”

“Abuse!” Iva cried.

“These boys are children and they have rights under the law. You can’t use them like slave labor.”

It was so outrageous that Iva could think of nothing to say. She looked at Roman.

“Go, Iva. Help the boy pack.”

“But, Roman, it’s not true. You can’t let her say these things.”

He walked her to the porch, speaking quietly. “I know it’s not true, but she’s jealous, Iva. Jealous people say crazy things. She wants her boy back and she knows he doesn’t want to leave the gardens.”

“Donny’s almost eighteen. He has a right to choose.”

“You know that, I know that, but she’s one of those smother mothers.”

“Did you see his face?”

“Of course I did.”

“He looked like he was dying.”

“But he isn’t. And, Iva, believe me, we don’t need her kind of trouble. We’ve got a fine business here and we’re doing real good for these boys. Donny’s had the benefit of the program. I think the best thing is to let him go.”

“He’s like our son.”

“But Iva, honey, he’s not. He’s not.” He put his arms around her. “That woman’s  his mother and it’s her choice.”

“Could he come back after he’s eighteen, maybe work for us? He’s a natural with plants; you’ve told me that a dozen times.”

“I don’t want to cross this woman.”

“But we’ve done nothing wrong!”

“Some people are just mean, Iva. It gives them pleasure to cause pain.” He smelled of the soil, of what was strong and permanent and safe.  “Go help him now. Let’s not prolong this thing.”

When Iva entered the little room at the back of the house, Donny stood in the middle of the floor staring at the bed, onto which he’d dumped the contents of his closet and bureau.

“I don’t want to go.”

“I know.” She stood behind him, her hands on his shoulders.

When he first came to the gardens he’d been a scrawny kid, but in the almost two years Iva had known him, hard work and healthy food had built him up.

“Get your backpack,” she said, taking charge. “And here are some plastic bags for the rest of your stuff. You’re only going across town.”

“Can’t I stay here? Please?”

“Roman says no.”

“I’d work really hard. I could move into the bunkhouse and you wouldn’t have to pay me or anything.”

“I begged him.”

“Roman said no?”

Gently, she turned him around. “Look at me.”

His sea-green eyes were awash and his mouth twisted as he struggled not to cry.

“Give it a little time and then come back. I don’t know why your mother’s so upset, but people have moods. That’s probably all it is. Come back in a few months and I’ll convince Roman to give you a job. After you’re eighteen it won’t matter what your mother wants.”

He shook his head.

“Donny, you’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Roman will give you a great letter of recommendation. You’ll be able to work anywhere.” For his sake, she tried to sound upbeat. “And there’s your graduation gift. You’ve got a hundred dollars coming to you. Put that in the bank. Make it the start of your college account.”

“You don’t know her. What she’s like.”

“If you were my boy I’d want you living at home too.” Saying this, she felt a sharp sensation in her chest, as if something had taken a bite out of her, and as much to comfort herself as him, she took him in her arms, something she had never done before and never would again.
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Five days a week Elena Crider’s house was full of children, her little sweeties as she called them. Six or eight boys and girls, babies, toddlers, and school age, who came to her for breakfast and often stayed until after dinner. They had grubby little fingers that left prints on walls and cabinetry, shoes that tracked mud across the floor of every room, a body odor that turned her stomach sometimes. Still, with a reliability she considered heroic, Elena had cared for other people’s children, rarely missing a day. Year after year. This day was special, however, a holiday to honor Maggie Duarte, her astral sister. The parents of the little sweeties had to make other arrangements.
         

  


Years ago, Maggie Duarte had returned to San Sebastian to visit her parents after living for some time in Washington, DC. She and her family had attended the busy ten a.m. Mass at St. Mary and All Angels, where, puffed up with pride, Father Peña stood in the center aisle and announced to the congregation that Maggie was leaving her job in Washington, coming home to California, and running for Congress representing the Central Coast, where she had always maintained her legal residence. Spontaneously, the congregation stood and applauded.

Later, in the parish hall, Elena shook Maggie’s hand and wished her success. As their fingers touched, she had looked directly into her eyes. What a moment it had been! Elena had never doubted that Maggie, too, felt the charge between them. Such a powerful connection could not exist in one direction only.

Over the years, Elena had written dozens of letters to the governor, always with news about the town and All Angels. Mostly, though, she wrote of her own life, exaggerating a bit to make it more interesting than it was and to bring a little fresh air into Maggie’s pressurized existence. On the birthday they shared, she sent flowers and a special card, and in her notes she reminded Maggie that they shared not only the same special day in April, but very nearly the same time of birth. They were astral sisters, she said, and Maggie never contradicted her.
         

Perhaps today she would acknowledge how much the cards and letters meant to her. She might see Elena in the crowd and introduce her to her family. In turn, Elena would introduce Donny, and the governor’s eyes would widen when she saw how handsome he was.

  


The previous evening after the sweeties had been picked up, she’d gone to the hairdresser and had her hair cut and colored in a way she knew made her look even more like Maggie Duarte than she just naturally did. Afterward, she’d stopped at Long’s Drugs, where the pharmacy assistant who rang up her purchases said the angular cut made her look just like the governor. You might as well be sisters. The girl said it without prompting and Elena had pretended to be surprised, but she couldn’t resist telling her that she and Maggie had been born under the same astrological sign and only a few moments apart. Maggie was older, of course. They were both Aries.
         

“You’re saying it’s your birthday tomorrow, Mrs. Crider? How’re you going to celebrate?”

“We’ll be at Maggie’s party,” Elena said, as if she and Donny had been invited to a private affair as well as the festivities in the park.

“You know the governor?”

Elena lowered her eyes demurely. “We keep in touch. She’s so busy, of course. You can’t imagine the pressure she’s under. It never lets up.”

“And your son, is he going too?”

“Of course.”

Since he was a small boy Donny had been her escort to movies and summer concerts in the park, and when she could afford it, a nice dinner out. She had taught him gentlemen’s manners and how to calculate a tip, and she even let him sign the bill sometimes. Her handsome little husband.

Now it was the day of the festivities, and he was saying he didn’t care about the governor and wouldn’t go.

“What else have you got to do?”

“Stuff.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“None of your business.”

“You never had such a mouth before you went out to that garden place.”

“Let me go back.”

“Absolutely not, Donny. I won’t consider it. One person in this family has to know what’s right. Roman Devane was exploiting you, taking advantage of your strong back, you and the other boys he’s got out there. If I wanted to, I could call the sheriff and he’d close the place down. I was looking out for your best interests and someday you’ll understand that.”

A muscle in Donny’s jaw rippled. Elena did not remember ever having seen that before.

She said, “I must be insane to care what happens to you. I should let you go to the devil and be done with it, except that’s not the kind of person I am. Not like your father. He walked away from you without a second thought, but I didn’t. I could have gone off, I could have had a career, but I knew what was right to do. And I did it. For once I’d like to see a little gratitude.”

She changed her tone, wheedling down the sharp edges.

“Why do you have to make everything so difficult, Donny? You know how important this day is to me. You promised we would go together. We talked about it weeks ago.”
         

“I never promised.”

“Don’t contradict me. And why are you wearing that ragged old T-shirt when you’ve got a closet full of nice things?” A sour, metallic odor came from his body, filling her with disgust. “I hope you’ll take a shower before we go.”

“I told you—”

“I know what you said, Donny. I have ears. See them here, on the side of my head? Unlike yours, my ears work perfectly well. And I also have a memory. You made a promise to me.” She lowered her voice. “You’re not a cheat like your father, are you?”

The way his jaw moved, Elena imagined there was something tucked in the pocket of his cheek, something alive that he was going to spit at her.

“It’s time you got your priorities straight. You have a family to think about.”

“I don’t have a family. I have you.”

“Go ahead, be as cruel as you like; I know you don’t mean it.” She patted her pursed lips with her first finger. “Give me a kiss now. Momma needs some kissy-kiss, Donny.”

He stepped back.

“You don’t need me,” he said.

“That’s not the point. I want you.” She cocked her head to the side and smiled as she thought Maggie Duarte would. “Where do you have to go that’s so important?” She grabbed him above the elbow, pinching hard, but he didn’t wince. He’d grown strong working at the nursery and shook her off, jarring her arm in its socket. She had never seen such a look on his face, as if she meant no more to him than a night crawler he’d dug out of the earth, as if he could cut her in half with the edge of a spade.  
         

Elena changed her tone.

“Sweetheart, here’s an idea. We can meet in the park, by the fountain. That’ll give you a little extra time on your own.”

At five or six years old he had sneaked out of the house and gone by himself to the fountain in the park. Stripped down to his underpants, he’d left his clothes in a neatly folded pile and jumped in the water. The police had brought him home to her, and it had amused them to tell her what he said when they fished him out, his fists full of pennies and nickels off the bottom. He’d been helping his mama. Mama doesn’t have any money. They’d all had a good laugh together, but afterward Elena punished him for humiliating her.
         

She sugared her voice. “It would be much better, though, if you came home in time to shower. If Maggie wants to talk to me—”

“Why would she want to do that? Who the fuck are you to her anyway?”

Elena pretended not to hear his foul mouth. Laying her palm against his chest, she felt heat radiate off his body.

“You look so nice in that blue shirt with the little white stripe. The one I gave you for Christmas? If you’d open your door I could iron it, make sure it’s crisp looking, and I’ll just bet your good shoes need polishing. I’m happy to do it. Why do you want to have a lock on your door anyway?”

Elena understood that a seventeen-year-old boy typically required some privacy, but Donny was hardly typical, and more to the point, what did he have hidden in his bedroom that he didn’t want her to see? He had installed the lock the day he moved home from Roman’s Gardens, and neither cajolery nor commands had been enough to make him remove it or even let her in to clean. It was hygiene and not secrets that concerned her.

Beneath her palm, through his grubby T-shirt, she felt his racing heart.  Didn’t she know her son? Wasn’t her boy as clear to her as a bright penny? She heard a soft expulsion of air from his lungs, and his shoulders dropped an inch.

There now, she thought. That’s my good boy.
         

“Kissy-kiss, Donny.”
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Sophie wiggled her toes in her expensive new carpet, thinking it was so thick and soft, she could take a nap on it. She thought about the money she’d spent furnishing and decorating this office, and the muscle between her eyes tightened. The salesman had promised her she would never regret the expense, and she didn’t, not yet anyway. But money in general worried her.
        

Like every other attorney she knew, Sophie was still paying off law school loans, and she owed her parents an additional sum for staking her in private practice when she left the prosecutor’s office. Joe and Anna had offered to forgive her debt, but Sophie insisted on making a monthly payment. If she didn’t she would see disappointment and criticism in her mother’s expression for the rest of her life.

Until that afternoon, no one had come right out and criticized her—not directly—but she knew her family thought the new office was extravagant. Carmine’s comments were just the beginning. Eventually her mother and grandmother would start in, as if she needed them to tell her it wasn’t necessary to have the office suite painted before she moved in or to buy expensive carpeting. She could have lived with vinyl cunningly stamped like knotty pine and area rugs woven in China, designed to look like they came out of Persia on a camel’s back. For that matter she could have stayed where she was in the one and a half rooms she had occupied since leaving the prosecutor’s office.

She calculated that she had enough cash remaining in checking and CDs to keep the office going for the rest of the year if she was careful. But without a SanSeb crime wave between now and 2011, she would have to start taking divorces and custody cases, the kind of lawyering she had once sworn she would never do. Maybe her family was right. Maybe the chunk of money she’d made from the Cardigan case had made her even more reckless than she naturally was.

Compared to Sophie’s family, which had been in SanSeb since the Depression, Orlando Cardigan was a newcomer, one of the entrepreneurs taking advantage of the area’s electronics and pharmaceuticals boom. Along De Anza Creek he had built condos and apartments for the population employed by the new high-tech companies, and west of the 101 he had erected rental housing for students at the growing university.

His son, Will Cardigan, aged fifteen, had been expelled from yet another eastern prep school and began hanging with lowlifes. He was arrested and charged with peddling crystal meth for the Bleeker brothers, Darwin, Gaylon, and Junior, a trio of small-time criminals operating from the east county.

At Will’s trial Sophie had convinced the jury that the man who identified him in a lineup was not a reliable witness and that the rest of the prosecutor’s evidence was equally flimsy. She had succeeded in shifting the focus of the trial from Will to the Bleekers, on whom neither the sheriff’s department nor the SanSeb police had been able to make charges stick in the past.

Though they were believed to be involved in most of the county’s small-time illegal activities, the brothers were cautious and media shy. On the few occasions when they required the services of an attorney, they had been represented by a woman from one of Los Angeles’s most respected firms. None had ever done time.

After her victory in the Cardigan case, Sophie’s friends and family, particularly Carmine and Ben, had warned her that she’d made serious enemies. The Bleekers were unpredictable and clever and could make her life miserable if they chose to.

Bring them on, she had thought, pumped by victory.
        

  


She watched Carmine herd the glee club onto the stage. The kids were fidgety and looked small-town hokey in their royal-blue robes and satiny white stoles, Old Glory and the California golden bear flapping in the breeze behind them. Maggie was going to love it. Despite her progressive politics, she was an in-your-face patriot who never missed a chance to wave the flag and talk about what she called All-American Values. Hers was the Technicolor immigrant dream of America, and she wanted Californians to remember it.

Her parents had illegally crossed the border from Mexico, trudging through the mountains near Tecate and down into San Diego County with Maggie, a nursing infant, papoosed in a bedsheet across her mother’s back. Her father had been in some kind of trouble in Mexico, and in pursuit of a new beginning the family had struggled tirelessly. Maggie had picked tomatoes beside her mother in the fields around Santa Susana and strawberries south of Oxnard. Her mother cleaned motel rooms, and on weekends her father worked construction for cash under the table. Eventually they saved enough to buy a truck and a square of land outside SanSeb. They had raised a family there and become citizens when amnesty was offered.

The high school band emerged from a school bus parked at the courthouse corner and wandered toward the bandstand, resplendent in blue-and-white uniforms with red tasseled epaulets. Carmine arranged them in their places and soon the sounds of their tune-up drowned out the mariachis.

Just when it seemed to Sophie that the confusion had reached its tipping point and chaos was inevitable, the band director raised his baton and the musicians launched into a robust Sousa march. The crowd went quiet for a moment and then began cheering the governor’s name as she and her husband, Robert Cervantes, and their nine-year-old son, Robert Jr., entered the park accompanied by the bully-chested mayor of SanSeb and members of the city and county councils.

Maggie stepped onto the stage and the crowd burst into the birthday song, which the mayor silenced by lifting his arms and patting down the noise. He talked over the singing until it faded away, accompanied by a few good-natured boos and some laughter.

“Hold on there, folks. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” The sound system squealed and there was another smattering of laughter. “I know I speak for all of you when I say how happy I am to have our very own Maggie Duarte here today to celebrate her birthday, but we want to do this thing right, so before we get on to the party, let’s take off our hats, put our hands on our hearts, and honor the country we all love.” He signaled the choir director and a moment later a tall girl, her straight blond hair like a golden helmet in the sunlight, stepped to the microphone.

From the depths of Sophie’s purse across the room, her cell phone rang.

It was her mother, Anna. “Has it started?”

“Just now, Ma. You should be here. It’s huge. Can you hear the singing?”

Sophie switched the phone to speaker mode and held it up. At that moment, the anthem was interrupted by three gunshots in sharp succession. She dropped the phone and ran to the window in time to see the governor collapse. In the park there was a moment of stunned silence, and then the screaming began.
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In the days that followed, San Sebastian became the focus of state and national media attention. Overnight, the town was full of strangers—the curious, the sympathetic, and the ghoulish. They stood in the park and stared at courthouse corner, the scene of the crime; they pointed to where the boy identified by police as Donny Crider had stood when he shot the governor. Journalists and photographers descended and filled up every hotel and motel room as far north as Atascadero.
        

On the sidewalks, in offices, coffeehouses, bars, and restaurants, the shooting of Maggie Duarte, the senselessness of the act and its suddenness, was all anyone talked about. Some gossiped that the shooting was a hate crime. Others said terrorism. No one wanted to believe that it had been a random crime, an act of violence without meaning. And how could it happen in San Sebastian, the Garden City of the Central Coast, the best place in the world to live and raise a family? Parents hugged their boys and girls tighter; they locked their doors and kept watch from their windows. They were shocked and ashamed that this tragedy had happened in their town, that a boy from the local high school, apprehended without resistance in the parking lot behind Sophie’s office, had put three shots through the heart of San Sebastian.

There was a rumor that he’d said he was sorry, but what good was sorry?

At some point it was noted that in the sliver of time before the second shot, Carmine Giraudo had leapt onto the stage and taken down the blond soloist, who stood frozen, an easy target. He had covered her body with his own and the press called him a hero. His photo appeared on the front page of the San Sebastian Sentinel and the second page of the Los Angeles Times. It was learned that in his position as head of counseling at SanSeb High School—the irony was stunning—Carmine had advised Donny Crider not to drop out of school when he turned sixteen. The Times did a long editorial piece about the link between school dropout rates and gun violence. Carmine was interviewed on television.     
        

A.J. Boyd, one of the nation’s foremost defense attorneys, announced that he had been retained to defend Donny Crider. In the space of hours he and his staff moved into a half dozen rooms in the elegant Hayes Ranch Hotel, where he immediately held a press conference to announce that his client would plead not guilty. Ben Lansing told reporters that Donny would be charged as an adult with attempted murder with premeditation and assorted minor offenses. Ben was going for the maximum sentence.

Remarkable in its swiftness, a change came over the town. Despite all the activity created by the shooting, the streets and shops and particularly the park seemed empty. Wherever Sophie went she thought she heard an echo. When friends met they either wrapped their arms around each other or avoided eye contact as if they, not Donny Crider, had done something shameful.

Maggie would live, the doctors said, but she would never walk again and what recovery she could hope for would take a long time. Some said she would have to resign as governor; others were sure she would eventually be able to perform limited duties, though, of course, that would not be enough. It was a foregone conclusion that the political career of Maggie Duarte was over.

To the residents of San Sebastian, the beneficent spring sunshine felt like a taunt. It was as if nature were daring them to enjoy themselves. The paths and lawns and playgrounds of Mission Park remained eerily vacant, and pedestrians walked the long way around to avoid crossing the courthouse corner. In Sophie’s mind the park came to represent the shame the town felt. Litter from Maggie’s party—paper cups and napkins and greasy paper plates—spilled onto the grass from the unemptied trash cans. In better times the park department would have quickly dispatched a crew to clean up, but no one seemed to care.

One morning early, Sophie saw from her office window a half dozen dogs ransacking the overflow from a trash can and knocking over others. She could not remember when she had last seen dogs running wild in the park or anywhere in town. She called animal control but they were a long time coming.
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