














DEL RIO




[image: Image]




Copyright © 2021, Jane Rosenthal


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2021


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN: 978-1-64742-055-0


E-ISBN: 978-1-64742-056-7


Library of Congress Control Number: 2020922740


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




For David





PART
ONE






1


CALLIE


Fletcher wanted me to meet him at the Starlight Lounge, an old roadhouse set on a bluff above the San Joaquin River a few miles south of town. I knew the place, knew as well as any rancher girl, or campesina, for that matter, that the Starlight was as close to big-city glamour as we’d ever get down here in the dusty Central Valley. At night, when the bar’s revolving neon star scattered light over the tumbleweed and drooping locusts, you could forget for a while where you were, forget the bad air and the heat, the crummy trailer parks lined up at the edges of the fields. Back in the broad daylight, though, under the brutal sun, when Fletcher said we needed to talk, the place would have lost its magic, would have become once again just a squat, stucco building at the dead end of Del Rio Avenue, the booths and barstools filled with pesticide reps anxious to make a sale or ag inspectors reaching under the table for a payoff just to look the other way. The mood inside would have turned as grim and back-to-business as the daytime patrons.


I’d been standing in line at the Flor de Morelia Bakery on a sweltering August morning, waiting for a café con leche and a pan dulce, when my phone chimed and a quick look told me it was a Sacramento prefix, one I didn’t recognize. It could have been anybody up at the capitol, a robo-call or solicitor, so I let the call go to voice mail. “You have reached the office of District Attorney Callie McCall” said everything that needed to be said. I was Del Rio’s boss lady now. You’d be amazed how many people change their minds and hang up when they hear that. A second look at my phone, and the number jogged my memory. The call was from State Senator Jim Fletcher, and he was not one to hang up without leaving a message. Just as well I hadn’t taken his call. It gave me some time to think.


Not that there was much to consider, really. If I ignored him, I’d never hear the end of it from every judge around. Senator Fletcher, my brother-in-law, got his way. Always. There’d be hell to pay if he didn’t.


“Has oido? Did you hear?” Juan Barajas, the Flor’s proprietor interrupted my train of thought and handed me my to-go bag. “The gypsies are back. Been bothering everybody over at the Valero station.”


I dropped my phone in my purse. “Oh yeah?” I’d worry about Fletcher later. The gypsies were a more pressing issue, traveling up and down the middle of California, begging, turning tricks at the gas stations and truck stops, stealing. The last thing Del Rio needed was one more set of problems, but it looked like we had them.


“The gypsies, they’re over in Simonian’s almond grove, the one that’s half dead,” Juan continued.


“Anybody get in touch with Old Man Simonian?” I asked.


“Can’t.” Maryann Lopez aimed the tongs she was using to pull sweet rolls from the shelves in my direction. “He’s got old-timer’s. His kids put him in a facility, and they live up there in San Jose. Don’t care about the farm.” She went back to piling up her tray for the St. Aloysius ladies’ Bible study.


“Anybody call the cops?”


“Nah.” Juan shrugged. “The cops don’t listen to Mexicans.”


“Juan, the cops are Mexican. Half of them, at least.”


“Yeah, that’s why they don’t listen to us.” He laughed at his own joke.


“I’ll send someone from the church,” Maryann said. “See if they need anything. Soap, clothes, canned goods.”


Great, I thought. Nothing like a well-meaning church lady. She’ll do-good the gypsies out of town. They didn’t like the nontravelers, as they called people who weren’t one of them, snooping around. “Thanks, Maryann.” I looked in the paper bag at the pastries. Two warm scones. Es-scones, Juan called them. “Hey, Juan, how come you don’t put any raisins in your scones?”


Juan motioned me back to the counter. “Señora Callie, I’ll tell you why. Wouldn’t say this to no other white people. My father, he picked those grapes his whole life. Wasn’t treated no better than a mule. Every raisin, to me, is a drop of my father’s blood. Anyway, I put chocolate chips in them, just like Starbucks.” He grinned, flashing a gold tooth.


I could feel the warmth of the fresh pastries from the bag and imagined magnifying the heat until it reached over 100. I thought of the farmworkers in the fields where the raisin grapes were drying on cardboard under the vines, where the vines twisted from the end bars across the wires like a crown of thorns for the head of every Jesús who made it across the border just to have a better life, sometimes just to survive. No, don’t think about it now, I told myself. I’d start drowning in sorrow and never climb out, never get anything done. I tapped my heart to let Juan know I understood. “I’ll look into the gypsies, see what I can do.” Which I would. Because I owed him and his father. I owed all of them, when I thought about it.


Once the door closed behind me and I was standing outside the Flor, I set my coffee and bag on the car hood and listened to Fletcher’s message. “Callie, Jim here. I’m driving up from LA and need to talk something over with you. Why don’t you let me buy you lunch?”


So, Fletcher wanted a favor. That was a no-brainer. I heard a little too much bluster, too much strained bonhomie, in his voice. Now, there were only two other things I needed to know: What did he want, and what would he offer? At least he was buying. I sent back a two-word text: “Sure. Noon-ish.”


Here’s the thing I did know: No one comes to Del Rio at the end of August unless they absolutely have to. This time of the year, the valley temps soar to 112 degrees and the dry wind offers zero relief. Even the migrant workers have all headed to Oregon to pick fruit or up to the foothills to grow pot. On any given day, just for some excitement, you might spot a bunch of kids following snake tracks through the turned-to-dust farm roads, hoping to throw stones at a rattler just to watch it coil and strike. Everyone else was hunkered down under swamp coolers, waiting for the end of summer.


Why would a man who spent most of August in his beach house in Carmel, as far from the sweaty constituents he represented as he could get, drive over the Grapevine and up the 99 through Bakersfield just to have lunch at the Starlight with me and a bunch of fertilizer salesmen wining and dining their big clients? The answer is, he wouldn’t. That is, unless he wanted something.


I turned on the ignition, let the engine drown out my questions about Fletcher’s surprise visit, headed down Dinuba Street, drove into the parking lot behind the courthouse, and pulled into my reserved spot. Maintenance, I saw, had been hard at work. They’d already replaced the vandalized plaque, the one where the word “bitch” had been spray-painted at an angle over my name. I’d told Berta in maintenance not to worry about it when she called, said it gave me a certain je ne sais quoi. I could almost hear the sound of her side-eye over the phone. Well, at least they hadn’t written “hag” or “abuela.” It could have been worse, and besides, “bitch” made me sound like the badass I was aiming to be.


Reaching into the glove compartment, I pulled out my weapons—a tube of Chanel red lipstick and the Tiffany silver jewelry I never wore when I was trying to blend in with the gente over at the Flor. Here at the courthouse, it was another ballgame, and I needed to suit up. The earrings flashed in the rearview mirror, cold and bright, shiny as knife blades, and I drew on the lipstick like war paint.


Kicking off my flats, I dropped them in the back and reached under the passenger seat for the final touch—three-inch Prada nude heels. In them I stood six feet one and could go eyeball to eyeball with any good old boy in court. Lista, I thought—ready to rumble. Not too bad for a fifty-year-old broad. Grabbing my black Armani jacket, I draped it over my matching shift, lifted my Gucci tote, locked the Benz with a little ping, and headed into battle.


“Looking good, Miz C.” Padhma Sundhrani, my assistant DA, whistled as she passed me on the stairs. I always took the stairs—good for the quads, and I never trusted the building’s elevators anyway. “You got company,” she told me, lifting her chin to the third floor, Del Rio’s idea of a high-rise.


“Who?”


“The chief, Deputy Sheriff Rodriguez, and an inmate. They didn’t say why.”


I reached my office, squared my shoulders, and charged in. “Howdy, boys.” I dropped my tote on the desk. “What got you three sent to the principal’s office?”


Sheriff Rodriguez lifted his chin and raised his eyebrows in a way that I knew meant we should talk later. Chief Karkanian, though, didn’t budge. Fine with me. He was a heavyset man. The only thing on him resembling a six-pack was the beer now lodged in his gut. He liked to conserve his energy, especially in August, when the building’s last gasp of an air-conditioning system threatened to go into cardiac arrest any minute. I hung my jacket on the coat rack—hey, I didn’t work on my biceps and triceps for nothing—and leaned against my desk, my legs stretched out on front of me, the sharp toes of my Pradas ready to do some serious damage.


The chief nodded at the heavily tattooed inmate. “This here’s Manny Garcia. He ain’t what he looks like. He’s undercover on the force.”


Garcia lifted his chin and rattled his arm shackles in a greeting.


“You can’t undo the hardware?” I asked.


“Nah,” Karkanian said. “We’re supposed to be doing an inmate transfer up to the con camp in Miramonte. Someone’s using a neighboring property to drop contraband. Gotta look like the real deal.”


“I’m figuring this isn’t a social call. Am I right?”


I glanced over at Rodriguez. His family and my family went way back—and yeah, I thought, we should talk later.


“You are indeed.” Karkanian crossed his arms over his impressive belly. “Manny, you want to tell the DA what you told us? We figured you should hear this from the horse’s mouth, McCall.”


“Well, here’s the deal.” The undercover cop clanked as he shifted in his seat. “My partner and I were staking out a location at 431 Orosi Street, corner of Avenue 346.”


“Meth lab, big-time,” Karkanian added.


Manny nodded. “We’re there for a couple of days, and we start to notice something weird going on in the next house. Men were bringing kids there like it was daycare or something, but they never picked them up. We got nothing else to do, so we look the place up on the iPad. Not a registered daycare center or nothing. So, the next day, we show up in a fake Verizon truck like we’re doing maintenance, and my partner, whose wife got him all worked up over this—not that he should have been talking—says he’s going to check it out. Goes over to the house, knocks on the door, is gonna tell ’em their landlines may be down for about an hour, woodpeckers dropping acorns in the box. He comes back and says, ‘Stash house, dude. Nothin’ but a couple guys and air mattresses on the floor.’ Shit.” Manny rattled his chains again.


“Wait, wait.” I lifted my hand. “You said Avenue 346, right? Which side? Because the south side is Mandarina County. Not my jurisdiction.”


Manny turned to Karkanian, waiting for him to weigh in on this. I sensed I was on shaky ground for some reason. Okay, I knew the reason. I’d left the valley thirty years earlier and had lived in liberal, latte-drinking, no-common-sense San Francisco long enough that, in spite of my family name, I was going to have to start over from zero. A couple of years back in town wasn’t enough to make up for my lapse.


Walking to the window, I fiddled with the mini-blinds and turned around so the guys would have to squint into the light to talk, feel less comfortable. The chief looked not at me or the window, but straight ahead, at Rodriguez, like, This is your job, man. Karkanian knew Rodriguez’s history with my father and was just lobbing this ball into his court.


Rodriguez coughed into his fist. Asthma, I knew, from when he was a kid. It was a big problem here in the valley. Then he said, “See the way it works down here is like this: You do whatever it is you do in the next county over from your personal residence. That way, you can’t lose property in a forfeiture, not unless the feds get involved. This info could come in handy. Something could cross over here in Del Rio.”


So, I was getting schooled on “the way it worked down here.” And by Alberto Rodriguez, son of one of my father’s pickers. The men let that fact linger for a while, reminding me of what I should have remembered: that my Guccis and Pradas were worth only so much “down here”—hell, I could outfit myself at Boot Barn, for all they cared—and that, see, I really didn’t remember how it worked down here at all. I walked back to my desk, my heels clicking less like the round of bullets I’d hoped for and more like some kid’s cap gun, and breezed past my juris doctor diploma, lest anyone forget who was top dog in this office, especially me. “Please continue.”


Karkanian spoke up finally, a thin smile of victory on his face. “Like, that meth house? We got the cookers, but the owner? Can’t touch him.” He turned to Manny Garcia.


“Like I said, my partner’s all agitated now,” Manny continued. “So he gets Reggie—you know, Regina Vazquez, over in Zoning?—to do a title search. And damn.” He looked at Karkanian.


Karkanian went on, “Turns out, McCall, that residence used to be in a trust. Then, last month, someone put it into an LLC owned by some nonprofit called Homeowners’ Relief.


I nodded. We both knew where he was going. Money laundering, concealing assets, you name it, but down here, probably drugs, given everything else.


“So, I put Garcia here back on it, and he did a little more digging. Know what? Your sister’s name came up. Turns out she’s CFO of Homeowners’ Relief, so, technically, it’s in your family.” He paused, and I could hear my ears ring, the room was that quiet. “This here’s a little courtesy call. Thought you’d want to know.” Karkanian stood, shook his leg. “Damn thing’s gone to sleep again. Rodriguez, give the inmate a hand. We don’t get a move on, he’s gonna miss his bologna sandwich for lunch. You take care, McCall.”


After the sound of their stomping and rattling down the hall died down, I waited at the window until I saw the squad car pull out of the parking lot and head east on Reed Avenue, toward the mountains, now shrouded in summer’s smoggy air. A little courtesy call, the chief had said—and speaking of calls, there was Fletcher popping up out of the blue. All around me, bad omens had appeared suddenly, like a swarm of crows. CFO? My sister never even finished college. She was only interested in getting her MRS degree. So how drunk was she when Fletcher got her to sign the LLC docs? What was he protecting himself from by having a rental unit in a county he didn’t live in, like Rodriguez had said? Guess it was my job to find out.


I stood at the window a few more minutes, trying to figure out which direction Simonian’s almond grove and the gypsies were. I could see the Del Rio water tower and the roof of Metcalf’s Feed and Hay. What was that Mexican expression? “Small town. Large hell.” Something like that. Then I thought about Mia and Fletcher. Small family. Large hell. You could say that, too.


The rest of the morning was pretty much normal ops around here. I had a plea bargain with a public defender and a little old grandma who was running a bordello out of an RV parked in her backyard. Clients were long-haul truckers, mostly. The girls were from Mandarina County, or so they told her. But after this morning’s conversation with the chief, that tidbit gave me some pause. Next was Dewis Lempke, an old rancher who’d finally been thrown in jail for his umpteenth unpaid citation for driving without a license. We had to go a few rounds because he wanted me to show him where in the Constitution it said he had to have a driver’s license. Besides, he wanted a trial with a jury of his peers. “You don’t have any peers, Dewis,” I told him. “There’s no one else like you in Del Rio County.” He also didn’t want to spend more time in a cell with a bunch of tatted-up Bulldog Gang members, so we came to an agreement eventually. When I looked at my watch, it was almost noon, time for lunch with Fletcher. I headed to my car.


Past Minami Packing Warehouse, past the Del Rio City water tower and Fruit Growers Supply Company, I turned left on Avenue 245 and headed through the orange groves, down toward the river. They were my orange groves, miles of them. Sometimes it was hard to get my mind around it, really. I was not only the DA but also Citrus Queen of the Valley. Trust me, I knew jack about farming. Inherited wealth. My Armenian father, Sevag “Grit” Giritlian, patriarch of Del Rio, left it to me. There were conditions, of course. There always were. At least my POS ex, Sam McCall, couldn’t get his mitts on it, much as he’d love to.


What Grit, and now I, didn’t own of Del Rio County, Fletcher Family Farms owned. I knew the Fletchers wanted my land with a passion. Well, not the land, so much—I was sitting on water rights the size of Tahoe. Orange juice made a profit, but water rights? Now, they were worth real money.


About those conditions. Small-town stuff. A Hatfields and McCoys–type feud, the origins of which remained murky, but my father never forgave my sister for marrying Jim Fletcher. Her loss, my gain—hence the will, according to the terms of which, I was never to sell to the Fletchers.


“Never” was not a word in Fletcher’s vocabulary. He knew people who knew people who could make it happen. Right now, I had something he wanted; I was in the catbird seat, and I intended to stay there. When he ran for governor, endorsed me for his senate seat, and made sure I won, we could talk. Until then, nada.


I pulled into the Starlight’s lot, parked in the shade of a pepper tree, and saw that the place, the only real watering hole for miles around, was already filling up. I counted a Lincoln Town Car with government plates, a white Caddy, a few beat-up Corollas, one with a YO AMO COLIMA bumper sticker, and a new black Lexus. The Town Car? County supervisor, counsel, something like that. They got the official ride. The Caddy? Garabedian, the Starlight’s eighty-year-old owner. The Corollas? The help. And blistering under the valley sun? Jim Fletcher’s Lexus, black and shiny as hot tar, not a speck of dust. He sure hadn’t been out shaking farmers’ hands in the fields. This meeting was just between us.


Standing under the Starlight’s green awning, I took a deep breath like a diver about to go under, twisted the brass doorknob, and stepped into the air-conditioned gloom. The bartender, polishing highball glasses, looked up, recognized me, and nodded over his left shoulder toward the dining room. Sure enough, there was Big Jim Fletcher, Stanford quarterback from back in the day, taking up much of the booth’s red leather real estate. He lifted a martini glass to his lips, sipped, and closed his eyes. I walked to the booth, slid into the seat. “You needed to see me?”


“Callie, good of you to come. Even a small town can keep a prosecutor busy, but you gotta eat, right?” He dabbed his lips with his white linen napkin and raised an arm toward the bartender. “What’s your poison?”


“Diet Coke. And it’s district attorney. And yes, I’m busy.”


“Moving up in the world, aren’t you? Well, country life seems to suit you. You’re looking tan and fit. Sure you don’t want to join me? Best martini in the valley.”


“Here’s a shock: I don’t drink on the job.”


The waiter placed the Diet Coke can and a frosted glass in front of me, and I traced a line through the condensation on the glass, showing off my just-manicured nails, my talons, signaling that I hadn’t lost my San Francisco edge. “You wanted to see me. Por qué? as we say down here.”


He didn’t answer right away, just stared. Sizing me up, I guessed.


I poured the Coke into the glass, stirred the ice cubes with the straw, and let the Spanish chatter you hear coming from restaurant kitchens all over California fill the silence. A law professor once said to me, “If you’re talking, you’re losing.” I’d wait until he asked for what he wanted. I didn’t like to lose.


I could see why my sister had fallen for Jim. Nothing wrong with his physical attributes: a full head of salt-and-pepper hair, chiseled features, all of this movie star–ness framed by a bespoke Oxford shirt and perfectly chosen silk tie. And my sister, who was a pretty well-preserved, middle-aged lush—what did he see in her? Well, besides their fondness for booze? It would have been the land, the Giritlian name, which meant a lot down here. Thought he could win over the old man. Didn’t happen, so now he was working on me.


Fletcher swirled the olive around in his glass, lifted the toothpick, and waved it at me. “What? Why so glum? You carrying your father’s torch against me? He’s dead. Let it go.”


“You were the one who said it was important. I don’t have all day here, Jim. Crime never sleeps.”


Fletcher plunged the olive back into his drink and took another sip, his eyes scanning the room. He nodded at someone by the bar, and I looked over my shoulder. I’d been right about the Town Car. Robert B. Freemark, Del Rio county counsel, just out of USC, daddy a big raisin grower, big enough to make old Amarkanian, the former counsel, decide to retire early. It hadn’t been a pretty story, hadn’t won Freemark any love on the board of supes, but he really wasn’t too clear on the concept that he might want to work a little harder to win some. He slithered across the room toward our booth, staffer in tow.


“I’ll be damned if it isn’t our esteemed state senator.” Freemark beamed. “Senator, good day. What brings you here, and what are you doing these days, McCall? Aren’t you supposed to be over at the courthouse, prosecuting pot growers?”


Okay, so I couldn’t help myself. This guy was so deep in the cartel growers’ pockets, he could be lint. “Freemark, you know something? I’m after the big guys. …” I paused but never took my eyes off his. “You know, the ones in the county government who make it all possible.” I waited to see if my dart hit the board, and when he turned red, I thought, Yup. Score.


Fletcher cut us off. “Family business. This is my sister-in-law. I gather you two have met.”


Freemark’s head jerked back ever so slightly; his gray eyes widened. Good. A little fear could be useful. I buried my face in the menu, deciding on the rib-eye, the priciest thing I could find. “Oh, by the way,” I said, keeping my eyes on the list of entrées, “how long have you been reviewing that ordinance, Freemark—the one that’s supposed to give me the big fines I can hold over the growers’ heads? Nine months, eighteen months? I never could figure out how Kern County cracked down on the cartel so fast. Maybe Bakersfield’s county counsel is just smarter than Del Rio’s. What do you think?” I tossed the menu onto the table, a gambler throwing down a full house. No one in California ever wanted to be compared unfavorably to Bakersfield, not even in Del Rio.


Fletcher raised his empty glass at the waiter, indicating another was in order. “Now, no fighting, you two.” He turned in his seat, faced Freemark. “You just might be looking at your next state senator.” He winked my way, because, hey, that’s just what you do with the little gals, right? “I’m thinking of talking her into running for my seat when I move on. I’d start kissing up to her if I were you.”


Whoa. Hadn’t seen that one coming. I’d thought I would have to ask, if not beg—do a little more horse trading. Of course, he’d known all along what I wanted, knew why I’d gone after this job. I was going to run for Fletcher’s seat after he termed out. If no one came to Del Rio in August, no one stayed here, either, not in August or any other month—including me. If it weren’t for the Mexicans, the valley would be full of ghost towns. Even the dollar stores would have shuttered their buildings long ago and moved on. I sipped my Coke, kept my eyes focused on Fletcher, tried not to give anything away.


He was sweating now, wiping his forehead with the napkin. You could, if you were suspicious, and boy howdy was I, figure the cause was more than middle age mixed with gin. He wanted something big in return. Well, he could forget the farm. The farm was my campaign launch pad. George W. had the Crawford Ranch; Callie McCall would have Del Rio Farms. Think of the visuals.


Freemark was mumbling something about working well with all branches of California government, when the waiter came to the table and interrupted the blah-blah. Freemark nodded and made a quick exit. Adios, pendejo.


“Rib-eye, rare.” I told the waiter. Had it cooked just the way Vato, my golden retriever, liked it. Fletcher ordered a porterhouse and another martini, even though he hadn’t finished the last one. That made número tres.


“I can make a call, Jim. The minute you pulled out of here, a cop would be on your tail. Drunk-driving arrest wouldn’t look too good for a guy planning to run for governor, would it? Or are laws just for the little people?”


Fletcher glared. “Okay, let’s cut the crapadoodle here. I’ve got a question for you. I’ll give you credit for having enough brains to have already figured that out. Here’s the deal.” Fletcher lifted the martini glass, sipped. “Any idea where your do-gooding brother is?”


Not the question I expected, and I admit it caught me up. But actually, no, I didn’t. If he wasn’t at work in San Francisco at that other big law firm on Kearny, bigger than my former big law firm, I had no idea. Not that I’d tell Fletcher that.


The waiter came with dinner salads. I pushed the iceberg lettuce around on my plate, waited for Fletcher to continue.


“I guess not.” He poured ranch dressing over his salad. “Well, let me bring you up to speed. He quit his job at Barker, Mason, and Jenkins. Ring a few bells?”


Nobody left BMJ. Wrong. Apparently they did, if they were my brother, Mike. Why was I just hearing about this?


“Do you know how many people would kill for that job? You two were always thick as thieves. What is it? The twin thing? First you go off the rez and wind up in Del Fucking Rio, and now Mike has flown the coop with that fag boyfriend of his, the French guy.”


Listening to drunks was always so much fun. I’d forgotten.


“Oh, pardonnez-moi, I should have said ‘husband.’ Any idea where the happy couple is? Frenchie is AWOL, too.”


Fletcher pushed an envelope my way, my name written on front in my sister’s chardonnay-fueled cursive. The day was only getting worse.


The waiter removed the salads, put the steaks in front of us, large knives on the side. I started carving.


“Your sister went to his house in Twin Peaks, got the number of a neighbor who was watering the plants. Here’s what Mia wants you to do.” He aimed his steak knife in my direction.


The request was as follows: Go to Mike’s house, find the neighbor, wave my credentials in her face to get the key and look around. But here’s where it got interesting: If anything came up, I was to give Fletcher the information and let him deal with it. “Comprende?” Fletcher plunged the knife into his steak.


Was there more to this story? You bet there was, and I was certain that Fletcher was keeping it to himself. Mike’s being gone for a few days was no big deal. So what was? I listened to Fletcher drone on. My poor sister, worried sick.


We were definitely veering off the truth-o-meter here, what with the worry, something I never associated with Mia. Alcohol has a way of taking care of worries, at least for a while. Not that the truth mattered so much. I knew all I needed to know. Fletcher was up to his eyeballs in something that my brother knew about. Fletcher wasn’t sticking his neck out this far because my sister was worried about Mike. I figured it was in my best interest to find out exactly what he was worried about. Sitting here a little longer, listening to his lies, was nothing a long, hot shower wouldn’t take care of if I felt totally slimy afterward, which was a definite possibility.


My rib-eye was half gone. The rest was US prime for the dog, courtesy of the California taxpayers. Probably one of the better ways Fletcher was spending their money. I let him wait a little longer and then nodded at the envelope. “Obstruction of justice, Jim—that’s a big favor to ask. You want to run all this by me again?”


Liars can never tell the story the same way twice. You watch them drop one little stitch, and damn, if the whole knitting job doesn’t go kerflooey. Let’s see what he wouldn’t get right this time. I looked around the restaurant like I couldn’t care less about this conversation and noticed that Freemark had gone and Mandeep Singh and Ben Lawson now occupied his booth. Singh farmed walnuts, a very big export to China, and a very big water suck, too, while Lawson farmed the farm bill. How many acres had he fallowed this year, and what did the federal government he loathed pay him to grow nothing?


“Don’t get on a legal high horse. This is family, Callie. Are you following me? That’s why I drove up here this morning. You have any idea how many meetings I canceled?”


“Shit happens, Jim. What can I say?”


Fletcher, sighed, gave me the dead-eye, and started the story again. My brother, an attorney, like I was, and his husband, Francois—an analyst for a global private equity firm with holdings in Singapore real estate; African oil, gas, and minerals; Hong Kong restaurants and hotels; US medevac helicopter companies; Hollywood movie studios; and even donut chains—hadn’t answered their phones since last week. Both voice mails were full and not accepting messages, and neither Mike nor Francois was responding to texts.


“It’s probably nothing, other than that they’re self-centered little pricks, but Mia is very upset, what with your brother’s lifestyle choices and all. Thinks something’s wrong.” Fletcher fluttered his hands around his temples. “You know, female-intuition stuff.”


A marimba cell phone tune rang from the seat somewhere. He reached for his jacket and pulled the phone from the inside pocket, glancing at the number. “Speak of the devil.” He tapped his cell. “Hiya, doll. Yeah. I’m working on her.” He shrugged at me.


The restaurant had filled up, and the diners’ voices hummed along in a low roar as wine was poured and deals were made. Clearly, word had gotten around that Fletcher was here; I caught a few heads turning in our direction. Since they had no idea what we were talking about, being seen with him could be a good thing—I could let his star power rub off on me. As Fletcher himself always said, “It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.”


Sliding out of the booth, I pointed to the ladies’, figuring I’d leave Fletcher alone to talk my sister up from the depths of Lake Vino. Mike and Fran had no doubt taken a little vacay and, given conservative Senator and Mrs. Fletcher’s feelings about their relationship—let’s just say they wouldn’t be invited for Thanksgiving—had not told them of their plans. Mike’s quitting his job? Okay, I thought, clicking the bathroom stall lock, more of a problem. But, Mike was a do-gooder, like Fletcher said, a shy do-gooder. Corporate law had never been a good fit for him. He should have been over at 350.org in some closed office, figuring out how to sue the fossil fuel industry.


I stood at the sink, washing my hands, looking down to avoid the mirror, not that there was anything wrong with my looks. I knew I was a better-than-average-looking, silver-haired, fifty-year-old divorcee with a fat paycheck and a lot of power in a dead-broke county. I just didn’t want to see the fierce expression I sometimes had; I was afraid I might try to tamp it down just when I needed it most. Ambition, it’s called, and most people, I had discovered the hard way, find it really unattractive in members of the fairer sex. But you know what? It was time to let go of what other people—mostly dudes—thought. Time to let my menopausal bitch flag fly. I’d earned my right to some big-time attitude. I yanked the paper towels a little harder than necessary, tossed them into the bin, and pushed open the door.


Turning the corner into the dining room, I saw that Fletcher had ended his conversation with my sister and was down to brass tacks over at Singh and Larson’s table, laying on the charm, glad-handing, promising favors. Nice work if you could get it—that, plus the Lexus and the beach house. I took my seat and pulled out my phone, just so I didn’t look like Fletcher had dumped me.


Most of the messages were a Pandora’s box I didn’t want to open now, but one caught my eye: Sheriff Rodriguez giving me a heads-up about a bust—“2gs pot 12:15 hrs. Hmong melons Sanger. LO knows nada.” Translation: “Two thousand pot plants just now located outside Sanger in a field of bitter melons. Hmong gangs. Big landowner claims he knows nothing.”


Orale! I texted back.


And then I saw it. Fletcher’s phone, just like mine. A split-second impulse surged from my brain, which was processing information in nanoseconds: Fletcher is lying; his phone is a gold mine. It pushed my hand to his phone and locked my fingers around it. Before I knew it, I’d switched mine for his and dropped Fletcher’s in my purse. Time to beat a hasty retreat. I grabbed the boxed-up leftovers for Vato and headed for the door. Waving the envelope at Fletcher, I said, “I’ll be in touch. You’re paying, right?” I nodded toward the check on the table.


“Hey, not so fast,” he called out. “I ran into your ex, Sam McCall, the other day.”


McCall. The name hit like a blow, almost doubling me over. I forced my spine into the upright, operating position and turned in time to see a sadist’s icy smile stretch across Jim Fletcher’s face. “Yeah.” He had his hand on Singh’s shoulder, just one of the boys, all of them staring at me, enjoying the show. “He’s helping Mia with her charity work. Says he’s glad you found your niche.”


Hoping to pull off a casual reaction, I waved the envelope just to remind Fletcher I still had the upper hand. “Oh, really? Sam McCall? Charity work? Hard to believe,” I said. “He’s a big lobbyist now, isn’t he?” I let that sink in for Singh and Lawson before I continued. “Finance industry, right? Well, like they say, gotta dance with them that bring ya.”


I waited for a minute, staring the men down, as all the while my inner bitch shouted, Yeah, I’ve found my niche, all right. Tell Sam McCall that when I’m state attorney general—because that’s my plan here, gentlemen—I’ll squash his lying, corrupt ass like a bug. “Have a nice day, everyone.” I turned to the door with exactly one goal in mind: make it to my car before the impulse to flip off Fletcher took over whatever self-control I had left.


And then I remembered the phone, the letter, and the fact that he was three martinis to the wind.


I had this. No middle finger needed.
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CALLIE


Even at nine o’clock at night, my parents’ old farmhouse—grandparents’, really—held the heat like it would fight to the death before giving it up. The first thing I’d done once I got home was open all the windows and turn on the fans, but the temperature had dropped only a couple of meager degrees. Those old Armenian farmers were tough. I mean, with the genocide and all, what was a little heat? Who needed central air? Toughness was coiled in my DNA, too, generations of it ready to double down at a moment’s notice. A therapist once told me that was my problem. Really? Since when could you be too tough? Never in my world.


Sheriff Alberto Rodriguez and I sat on the back porch, drinking cold Coronas, rehashing the day’s events, the chief’s visit, and throwing the ball to Vato over and over again. I mentioned I’d had lunch with Fletcher, told him about Freemark, but that was it, nothing about the phone or Mike, the envelope, the mention of an endorsement. I wasn’t one to blab. Guess I got that from El Patrón, as the workers used to call my dad.


I lifted the ball, aimed at the fence, and threw. Vato was off in a flash, and I went over in my mind the whole series of events that occurred after I’d left the Starlight. I’d driven over to River Vista Park, stopped the car, and—first things first—tried to remove the image of Sam’s charity work, meaning he was doing something sleazy, from my consciousness by breathing through one nostril at a time until I almost bored myself into oblivion, which didn’t take long.


A sandy beach stretched along the banks of the San Joaquin; some leafy sycamores shaded the picnic tables. I wandered over to a table, figuring I’d sit there for a while, try to lose the racing heartbeat I got when I was in a rage, which I was, before I plunged into Fletcher’s voice mail, searching for the dirt.


Some Mexican kids splashed in the shallow water under the watchful eye of their mother. River Vista Park was hardly the Riviera, but when I saw it through their eyes—the shady trees, the green grass, the cool water, the remains of lunch on a blanket, and the leisure to enjoy it—this place was paradise. The woman wasn’t cleaning toilets in some Mexican resort hotel; her kids weren’t selling Chiclets on the street. My job was to keep it that way for them—a safe place to live a normal life. I remembered Fletcher’s phone and pulled it out of my bag.


I was in luck—no password, so I could just swipe—and voilà! Messages. They were pretty much what you’d expect: stuff about committee meetings, the next farm bureau town hall, a few from my sister, and one from a hotel in Mexico. “Señor Flaychair? This is Concha at Ventana Azul. We have your reservation. All is confirmed. Please contact me for information about your arrangements. Gracias.”


The next one was from Mike. “Fletcher? Mike here. What I said still holds. Francois can back that up.” That stopped me right there in my tracks. What still holds? I remembered Fletcher’s sneering pardonnez-moi. He was probably not too happy about having a gay brother-in-law. Wouldn’t help with his base. Another message was from a guy named Bud with an outfit called Pescado de Oro, some fishing trip connected with the Mexican hotel.


Mexico? Fishing? Another junket on the taxpayers’ dime—Fletcher’s MO. I went back to my car and, grabbing an almost dried-up pen from the glove compartment, wrote down the messages on the back of an old receipt. Maybe the Mexico thing could come in handy. I could threaten to leak it to the press the next time Fletcher claimed there was no money for alternate drug-rehab sentencing in Del Rio. I listened to a few more, until I heard Sam McCall’s voice. “Jim, how about you stop by my office on your way out of town? Something I want to run by you over a most excellent single-malt.” I must have played that message five times, but there was no nuance I could discern, no undercurrent, which was too bad. Just Sam being his übersuave self. Finally, I hit the keypad, tapped in my own phone number, and waited for Fletcher to pick up.


“Shit!” Jim shouted. “What the hell? How did you do a dumbass thing like that?”


“I’ll be there in twenty minutes, Jim. Sorry. Get off at the Olive exit and go to Carl’s Junior—slum it a little, have a cup of coffee, see how the real folks live. Oh, and learn how to talk to a lady. I’ll be there before you know it.”


Now, throwing the ball to the dog, I wondered if I shouldn’t be thinking more about Mike, be worried about him, instead of moping around about Sam. I’d texted my brother a couple of times, but no response, which was a little weird. Hey, he and Fran could have taken off for Napa and ditched the phones so they could relax. Still, I was trying to figure out why Mia and Fletcher were so hot to get in touch with him, fooling around with ideas. Maybe they just wanted to court the gay community in San Francisco and were trying to pressure Mike to campaign for Jim. Good luck with that.


Rodriguez got up to get a couple more beers and called out from the kitchen, “Your sink’s clogged again. Didn’t I just fix this damn thing?”


“I should get Lupe a garbage disposal.” Lupe was Grit’s housekeeper, had been for years.


“She won’t use it. She thinks the machine will pull her hand down there and chew it up.” He shrugged. “Suegras.” Mothers-in-law. “Rosie and I go through the same thing at our house. I’ll bring a piece of screen to put over the drain. No te preocupes.” Don’t worry.


“Where is Rosie” I asked. He really shouldn’t be here; he should get back to his wife and kids. He put in long enough hours as it was.


“Rosie wants me to keep you company. She says you shouldn’t be all alone.”


“I can shoot straight, B-Rod. Not to worry.”


“That’s what I told her. I said, you know how white girls are. They like their space.”


“What’d she say to that?”


“She said, ‘What’s space?’ Anyway, it’s Kentucky Fried Chicken night tomorrow at my house. You game for dinner?”


“That’s an actual event at your house?”


“Yeah, it’s called my night to cook.”


Then, against my natural proclivities and because I needed to bounce stuff off somebody, I told him a little about Fletcher’s surprise visit. Nothing about the phone, though—I was just testing the waters.


“So, what do you think?” Rodriguez asked, looking over at the orchard, a deep, black sea of leaves.


“Next year, I’ll plant mandarins over there.” I pointed to the plowed field to the north. “They don’t transport well, but restaurants in the Bay Area pay a fortune for them come December.” Didn’t hurt to be a real farmer if you wanted them to vote for you down the line.


“You work like a Mexican, Callie.” Rodriguez laughed, took another swig.


“Hell, I work like an Armenian farmer who hires a whole lot of Mexicans, like El Patrón. You know that.”


“What I do know is that my brother’s kids think all Mexicans ever do is grow pot. Hard raising them here. Not like it used to be. Mine are little, but I’m dreading middle school, you want to know the truth. But I wasn’t talking about las naranjas. I was asking about Fletcher. What do you think? Why’d he stop in Del Rio?”


“I don’t know what to think, yet.” I let it go at that.


Vato dropped the tennis ball he’d chased down at my feet. “Good dog,” I told him, as he panted, waiting for the ball to fly into the air again. I picked it up, lifted my arm, and aimed at the chain link fence that separated the yard from the groves. “Jesus, that dog could do this forever.” I turned to Rodriguez. He was staring at me. “What?”


“Anything you’re not telling me?”


“Not really.”


“Why am I not believing this?” Rodriguez stood, waved his empty Corona bottle. “You keep a lot of things close to the vest, Cal. You recycle, right?”


“Can in the laundry room. See you tomorrow. Another day, another deadbeat.”


“You got that,” Rodriguez said, opening the screen door. He’d let himself out like he always did. He’d been in and out of this house since he was a kid and his father was my father’s foreman.


It was so quiet out here in the boons that I could track Rodriguez’s progress by the fading drone of his engine, straight down Buttonwillow, right on Kings Canyon. Then, he was gone.


Nights were long here in Del Rio. A middle-aged lady DA’s love life can sort of suck. Guys run the other way when they know you can send them to jail. Vato came back with the damp ball, dropped it on the ground again, and waited, his whole body vibrating. I took his pointed face in my hands and rubbed my forehead against his silky fur. “You’re a good dog, Vato. Best damn dog ever.”


Then I lifted the ball one more time and threw.


By eleven, the house thermometer read 78 degrees, cool enough to bring Vato in. I closed the screen door, slipping the lock’s hook into the little eye, poured kibble into a large metal bowl, and filled another one with water. Without the sound of Vato’s food snarfing or his collar rattling against the bowl, I might have thought I’d gone deaf. The place was that dead quiet. It was, as Mike had said many a time, in the damn middle of nowhere. Yeah, but it was beautiful, I told him, surrounded by orchards, majestic palms, and the snow-capped Sierras as a backdrop.


“And meth trailers and car boneyards,” Mike replied.


“Yeah, that’s why I’m in business.”


I flopped down on the sofa and grabbed the remote. Bill Maher was going through his new rules, which kept my mind off things for a while, but after that, there wasn’t much—just PBS droning on, a bazillion TV preachers, Univision soap operas, ESPN reruns. I hit the off button and tossed aside the remote. It landed next to the envelope Big Jim had shoved my way at lunch. I reached for my purse, pulled out my all-purpose Swiss Army knife, slit the envelope open, saw the check, and read the letter. Then I read it again with all my pistons firing. My sister was offering me a bribe. No, wait. Fletcher was offering me a bribe to obtain and conceal information, and he was using my sister, a drunk who had no clue about legal peril—hers, mine, or his—to do it. But Fletcher knew, and this way, he’d be held blameless. I, on the other hand, would be under the bus, flat as roadkill, if something was actually wrong and an investigation ever happened.


I walked into the kitchen, grabbed my phone, and carried it to my bedroom, punching in Mike’s number as I climbed the stairs. “Mike, dude, call me now.” I set the phone on the nightstand by my bed and stared for a good five minutes. Nothing. I left it on just in case, pulled on a T-shirt, and slipped into bed.


The phone rang at 5:30 a.m., dragging me out of one of those deep-sleep dreams. Not a good one. True that. But I was stuck in it like a horse in a muddy creek, struggling to get out. I kept hearing a bell ringing. When I finally hauled myself awake, I hit the alarm, only to realize it wasn’t the damn alarm. I grabbed the phone, hoping Mike was calling from some other time zone. It wasn’t Mike. The number was the dispatcher. I punched it in.


“Hey, Lorena. Callie here.”


Lorena’s voice came out scratchy with static. “Callie? Stand by.”


The next voice was the chief’s. Karkanian didn’t speak, he barked. “Got an incident, McCall. You’re right there. Fletcher Family Farms. You know it. You’re only a mile away, gal.”


Oh yeah, I knew it.


“Crew boss called in,” Karkanian continued. “Worker found a body part in a grove. Get out there before the damn United Farm Workers lawyer comes and tells the hombres to clam up. I’m sending Rodriguez to calm the waters. You and him can habla the lingo. Tell that Farm Workers’ lawyer not to get his panties in a bunch. Nobody’s getting papers checked; nobody’s calling Immigration. I’ve already got the chopper on its way in case anybody runs. Make sure the labor contractor, Lopez, knows we’ll go after him, too, if somebody does. We’ll figure he’s hired illegals and is stealing their pay. I’m sick of these contractor assholes. Tell him I’ll personally be up his nose.”


“Roger that, Chief. I’m in my car as we speak.”


“McCall? Another thing. Heads-up. All they found was an arm. A kid’s arm, they tell me. Then pretty much all hell broke loose. A kid, for Christ’s sake.”
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