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Amy McCrutchen thought it was the first time she had ever really fallen in love. At fourteen, she had been in love before, but not for real. Billy Cook in fourth grade, then Johnny Stillman in sixth, but they didn’t count, not like this. She and her best friend Greta had hovered on the outskirts of the big party that night, watching, commenting, giggling at the silliness of the celebrants, most of them in Robert’s graduating class. Earlier, they had been banished from the family room, where the furniture had been pushed back against the walls for dancing. But they could still see everything, and they could help themselves to the plentiful food spread out on the dining-room table.
Earlier Amy had pointed out those she knew. “That’s Chloe,” she had said, indicating a girl in a red tank top and skintight white pants. “She and Robert are engaged. They’re going to announce it tonight.”
“She’s pretty,” Greta said.
Amy examined Chloe appraisingly. She had dark hair, almost black, straight, and halfway down her back. Her pants were so tight she couldn’t sit down, and she bulged a little in them. “Too fat.” She spotted Jill Storey and pointed. “She’s prettier.”
Jill was blond and slender nearly to the point of emaciation. She wore a black sheath that clung to her torso like a sealskin and flared at the hips. Her hair was cut short and curled about her face. She was the best dancer, Amy had decided.
“Too skinny,” Greta said judiciously after studying Jill, “but she is pretty. Boy, can she dance! Who’s that old guy dancing? He’s good, too.”
“Dr. Elders. He’s not a real doctor, not like my dad, just a professor. They live next door.” Her father was a surgeon, and he had gone to bed an hour earlier. Amy lowered her voice to a near whisper. “Mrs. Elders has something wrong with her. Leprosy or something. Her skin peels off, and she smells bad. She doesn’t come out much.”
Greta grimaced. “She peels? Like a sunburn?”
“Not like that. Great big flakes of skin, with red patches. All over. Face, arms, everywhere. It’s yucky.”
“Gross,” Greta said. “That’s too gross.”
“Yeah, she can’t go in the sun, or where it’s hot or anything. He comes over a lot, but not her. She has to be in air-conditioning all the time.” Amy shuddered. “And she’s real fat.”
“Double gross!” Greta said. And for a time they were both silent, savoring the grossness.
They danced on the deck, helped themselves to party food and watched. And later, hot and sweaty, Amy said, “Let’s sneak some beer.”
Greta grinned and nodded, and they picked up glasses and made their way to the keg. Amy had half a glass and Greta was filling her own glass when Dr. Elders came out, closely followed by Amy’s brother, Robert, both carrying empty glasses.
“Are you girls drinking beer?” Dr. Elders asked in a low, pained voice. “Amy, does your mother know you’re drinking beer?”
Robert glared at Amy. “I told you kids to beat it, and put that beer down!” His words were a bit slurred and his voice was loud. “Get lost, brats!” Other guests had turned to look, to Amy’s mortification.
Behind Robert, David Etheridge looked at her, rolled his eyes, shook his head and then winked. At that moment Amy fell in love.
Her mother walked out and said calmly, “Amy, why don’t you and Greta make yourselves a sandwich and take it to your room.”
Amy and Greta fled.
They had talked a long time, cursing Dr. Elders with the worst curse they could think of, that he would catch whatever it was his wife had, and that his nose would fall off. Secretly Amy wished the same fate on her brother, but she didn’t say it aloud.
After Greta fell asleep, Amy was thinking dreamily of David, who had winked at her. She didn’t know what color his eyes were, she realized. She had not paid attention before when she had seen him as just another one of boring Robert’s stupid pals. She twisted and turned a short while, then put on a sweatshirt and jeans and cautiously made her way downstairs.
The party was a lot quieter, with piano and guitar music and a low murmur of voices the only sounds. She met no one and made her way out to the deck and beyond to a dogwood tree where she could see into the family room and hear the music but still be concealed in shadows.
There were only a few people left, gathered at the far end of the family room by the piano. The music was soft and dreamy, the spinning disco light turned off, and no one was dancing anymore. Several people were sitting on the floor; someone was sprawled on the sofa. Dr. Elders must have left, she was relieved to see. She spotted David, took a deep breath and sat down in the grass.
He would go out into the world and make a fortune, and the day she turned eighteen he would return and they would be free, run away, or maybe have a grand wedding with a diamond tiara and a ten-foot-long satin train for her, and a white tuxedo for him.
The kitchen lights dimmed, the patio door opened and her mother came out, paused a moment, then went to the far side of the deck, beyond the light from the family room and kitchen. Amy could not see her any longer, and she didn’t think her mother could see her, either.
Her butt was getting cold and wet, she realized, shifting slightly, then she stopped moving. Jill Storey came out to the deck. She had a dark sweater over her shoulders. She passed the pale light to the family room and went to the railing on the side, where she became a dim figure. A lighter flared, then the glowing tip of a cigarette.
After a moment Robert followed Jill out, and Amy knew she was doomed. She was close enough for Robert to see her if he happened to glance her way. She scrunched down lower and pulled her sweatshirt up around her face.
Robert’s voice, while not as loud as it had been yelling at her and Greta, was still quite audible as he drew near Jill.
“Hey, Jill baby, let’s duck out of this, go up to my room for a little while.”
“No way. Take Chloe,” Jill said.
“Nah. You’re the one, honey. We hit it off just right. Don’t we?”
“I said no. Leave me alone.”
“Not what you said a couple of weeks ago,” Robert said.
“That was then. This is now.”
“How ’bout you pay me back my twenty-five bucks, then? Take it out in trade?”
“You already took it out in trade. You got what you wanted, and so did I. Leave me alone,” Jill said angrily.
Amy, freeing her eyes of the sweatshirt, watched the scene, frozen. Robert was slurring his words even more than he had been earlier, and he was swaying. He caught on to the rail near Jill. She moved back a step or two and he made a grab for her arm.
“You bitch! You just wanted the dough? Is that what you’re telling me? You were in it for a lousy twenty-five? All smiles and come on, big boy, spread your legs for a lousy twenty-five. How many others? Spending money? Mad money? You liked it just fine then.”
Jill’s voice was furious as she said, “Liked it? Liked it! You disgust me, you and all the others. Stick it in, that’s all you think of! Stick it in anything that moves. Think with your prick, that’s all you know. Well, listen to me, you filthy ape. I don’t need you now. I was going to be evicted, now I’m not. So beat it! Leave me alone!”
Amy drew in her breath sharply.
David had stepped out onto the deck. He crossed to stand close to Jill and Robert. “When you’re ready to leave, I’ll drive you home in your car,” he said to Jill. “You’re in no shape to drive tonight.”
“So that’s it,” Robert cried. “You’ve got yourself a new patsy! I saw him pass you a key! You have the key to his apartment, don’t you? You’re moving in with him?” He was facing her, but his words were aimed at David as he said, “What’s the deal for a key to an apartment—twenty-four-hour access? She’ll keep her legs spread day and night for a whole apartment?”
“Robert, shut your mouth,” David said in a low voice. “Go duck your head in cold water.”
“You going to make me?”
Robert swung at David, who moved aside, deflected Robert’s arm and sent him sprawling off the deck into a bush. With a cry, Jill ran to the kitchen door and entered. David watched Robert right himself and stumble to his feet, then he turned and reentered the house.
Amy realized that her mother had risen, taken a few steps toward the small group at the other end of the deck, then stopped and sunk back down onto a chaise, again out of sight. Amy pulled her sweatshirt up over her eyes again and hugged her arms around herself, shivering. It was a long time before her mother rose and went inside, and Amy didn’t dare move until after that.

The next day, Sunday, the news spread like a grass fire—Jill Storey’s body had been found that morning outside her apartment, partly hidden in shrubs. She had been strangled.
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“I think the worst is over,” Barbara Holloway said, standing at her office window. Shelley and Maria were at the matching window, all three watching a wind-battered tree across the street. Although it was still raining, sheets of rain were no longer racing down the street. The tree appeared safe now, but the street looked like a river, with wavelets surging up over the curb. The power had gone off half an hour earlier and, according to the radio reports, damage was extensive throughout the county.
“Another storm of the century,” Shelley said. “Never mind that it’s the third such in the past few years. I’m going to call Alex for a damage report.”
She hurried out to her own office, with Maria following to call home, and Barbara hit the speed button for Darren’s office at the rehabilitation clinic. She got voice mail, left a brief “we’re okay” message, then called her father.
“I’m fine,” Frank said, sounding grumpy. “The yard’s an unholy mess, and Norton’s poplar tree is in the middle of the street. How are you fixed for lanterns at your place?”
“On my way to check any minute,” she said. “I’ll round up lanterns and candles. I imagine the clinic is using the generator, and Darren will probably be there all night. Todd went to his mother’s house after school. He called a while ago. So we’re all right. I guess you’re marooned for a bit, aren’t you?”

Across town, Chloe McCrutchen hung up her phone after speaking with Mildred Ochs. Chloe was smiling, then laughed softly. She walked through the sprawling house to her bedroom, where she found the key to the small apartment that had been built decades ago by Robert’s parents, for his grandparents’ use. Chloe opened the apartment door and entered, still smiling.
Over the past twenty-two years she had put on only a few pounds, and her hair was still dark and straight, but cut becomingly in a pixie style. She was in better shape physically than she had been when younger, as now she was a regular at a gym, where she worked out twice a week. She watched her diet carefully, didn’t smoke or have any other habits that invited early impairment of any kind. She intended to live for a long time, and to live well.
The apartment adjoined the main house. It consisted of two rooms, with kitchen space and a sliding door to the deck and garden. After the rain stopped, she would open the windows and the sliding door, air it out, and turn on the refrigerator when the electricity was restored. Mildred would bring over a few things and she would dust and do whatever else needed doing. A tree had smashed into the apartment she had arranged for David Etheridge, she had wailed, and she had to find him a different one, but nothing was to be had in Eugene, not with the track trials coming up, and commencement, and all. He was due in on Sunday. She had one day, Saturday, to ready an apartment for him.
“Have you read his book?” Mildred had asked, and Chloe had to admit that she had not. “I’ll bring you a copy and the Times review. It’s…well, controversial, to say the least.”
Chloe’s smile widened. She had not read the book, but she had read about it, and about the demonstrations it had caused on campuses when David had gone on lecture tours.
“You know him, don’t you?” Mildred had asked. “I believe he was in your graduating class, yours and Robert’s. Apparently he’s made quite a name for himself.”
Chloe leaned against the door frame laughing. She could hardly wait to see Robert’s face when she told him David Etheridge would be staying in their apartment during his lecture series in Eugene.
The last time they had all been in the same place at the same time had been at their graduation from the university and the subsequent parties, and now they would share the same roof. It was too bad that Robert would not be home until late. She knew he would probably use the storm as his excuse, and he would take time to conduct a little private business with a pretty staffer before leaving Salem for home. She and Robert both pretended she knew nothing about his meetings with pretty staffers; they had an arrangement they both understood and accepted. Robert was a state senator with big plans, and a party grooming him to take his part when the time came. She had a role to play in his game plan, and she played it well. But she could not suppress her smile, thinking about the news she would greet him with when he got home.
She also pretended that she had never suspected that Robert and David had fought over Jill Storey, and that Robert lost. He had come in that night with scratches and some twigs and leaves on his clothes, and had promptly vanished. She knew not exactly what had happened out on the deck but that it had something to do with Jill.
She was not surprised when Robert called an hour later to say he would not be home until the following afternoon. He said there was a big smashup on I-5 and traffic was at a standstill for miles. Her news could wait, Chloe thought, hanging up the phone. Let him have his night out first, that was fine with her.

Mildred Ochs arrived at ten the next morning, bringing a cooler chest and a bag of groceries, along with David’s book and the review. Together they readied the apartment, and after Mildred left, Chloe skimmed the review of David’s book. “Beguiling, with flashes of wit and humor throughout, the book deals with profound issues in language that is eloquent, simple and lucid, even lyrical at times. Etheridge argues cogently and to great effect that what he terms the delusions under which this nation was created took deep root and have grown over the centuries since the arrival of Europeans on the North American shores. He takes head-on the God myth, and goes on to the concept of empire building that is forever denied. The myth of laissez-faire comes next, and finally the sacredness of the Constitution. Anyone who is not disturbed by his arguments has not fully understood his book.”
Slowly Chloe picked up the book and studied the cover. The title was The American Myth Stakes. She turned it over to regard David’s photograph on the back. He seemed to have changed little over the years. Lean, with sharp features, an intent, nearly hungry look.
She walked to the back door, out onto the deck, thinking that possibly it had been a mistake to bring him into the apartment. Not that she could, or would, do anything about it now.
It was a beautiful day, warm with sunshine, trees and grass scrubbed clean and brilliantly green, with masses of flowers in full bloom, birdsong in the air. She felt a chill, in spite of the fine weather. Her malicious little act, she thought, could end up costing Robert dearly if it became known that he had housed David Etheridge, atheist, anticapitalist, apparently anti-American, anti-everything Robert stood for.

Robert McCrutchen was what the pundits called the perfect politician—articulate, charismatic, very good-looking, with great hair. Not quite six feet tall, just enough curl in his dark hair, just enough gray at the temples, bright blue eyes, ideal weight. He was the perfect candidate for whatever office he chose to run for. That day he was demonstrating a side his constituents had never seen.
“Are you out of your fucking mind!” Robert shouted. He threw the book across the room, his face livid. “Jesus Christ! Call Mildred back and tell her she has to find someplace else.”
“Look at it this way,” Chloe said. “It proves you’re living up to the ideals you express. Free speech and all that. Open-minded, everyone has a right to have his own ideas. Besides, we don’t have to announce it. If they demonstrate, it will be at the university, not here. Who’s going to know?”
She had already used the argument that he wanted to keep the university faculty on his side, part of the base he was building as a conservative with liberal inclinations. Oregon liked its conservatives to be able to admit to at least a few liberal underpinnings.
Robert stormed out of the living room, heading for the family room and the bar. He was certain Chloe knew nothing of the encounter he and David had had that night so long ago. No one knew except David and him. He had not seen David again after that night. A lot of years had passed, he thought bitterly, and if it weren’t for that goddamn book they likely would never have met again, and could even pretend that night had never happened. But an avowed atheist in his house! Chloe was right, they couldn’t back out of it, not with Ochs involved. It wouldn’t do to piss off the university provost. He was too ready to be pissed off, and getting him out of a spot like this meant Robert was scoring points. He would need support from the university.
Robert poured Scotch and downed it, then poured another and this time added water. He would think of a way to undo whatever damage that harebrained woman had done. He would think of something. He knew it would come out—that he had housed David Etheridge—and that it would be used against him in time. Everything came out eventually and he had kept his own record impeccable, without a blemish, anticipating full disclosure down the line. Prosecutor, then state senator, regular churchgoer, a faithful wife, good marriage, son in West Point. Perfect. Now this. He would have to think of something to undo it.

On Sundays Chloe and Robert joined a few others for a large brunch after church, and had a light supper early in the evening. They had just finished such a supper when Mildred Ochs called to say that David would be along in an hour or so. They would have dinner first and he would drive over afterward. He knew the way.
Robert glanced at his watch—six-thirty. Around seven-thirty he would wander over to Henry Elders’s house, see how the old guy was doing, he said. He got no response from Chloe. It was hard to say who the aggrieved party was, he thought. By rights, it should be him, but she was acting put-upon. He shrugged, not really caring one way or the other.
An hour later, he walked around the hedge separating the two properties, then to the rear of Henry’s house, along the walkway close to the hedge, the way he had gone as a kid when his mother had him carry over something or other. Strawberries, a pie or cake, something. He had hated doing that, dreading Mrs. Elders each and every time. When Amy got old enough to be the bearer of gifts, he had been relieved. It no longer presented a problem. The poor woman had finally died years earlier.
That evening he found Henry holding a sprayer, scowling at a rosebush. A harsh chemical odor hung in the air. They greeted each other, then Henry asked, “Are you satisfied with those Yard Guard people?”
Robert shook his head. “Who?”
“The landscaping company,” Henry said impatiently. “Are they taking good care of your garden?”
Robert had no idea. As long as the lawn looked good, he paid no further attention.
“Never mind,” Henry said. “I’ll wander over next day or two and have a look. My roses have black spots. It’s their job to take care of things like that, damn slackers.” He motioned toward the house. “Come on in and make yourself a drink. I’m having gin and tonic. I’ll wash my hands.”
Then, sitting at a small table not far from the hedge, with drinks at hand, Robert told him about his predicament. “He’s a radical, anti-everything apparently, and he’ll live in my house for the next four weeks.”
Henry thought a moment, then said, “Not in your house. In an apartment you own. He’s just renting an apartment, that’s all. Don’t entertain him or mix socially, you’re no more than a landlord. Period. No problem.”
“Lord, I hope you’re right. Did you read his book?”
Henry nodded. “He’s a crackpot, as you said, a radical. Rebelling against everything this country stands for. No historian takes him seriously. No doubt he and his publisher thought they had a shocker of a blockbuster, but it didn’t work out like that. The masses didn’t take to it, either.” He made a waving gesture, dismissing the book.
They were both silent for a few minutes. Robert was listening for a car in the driveway next door. He would give David an hour or so to get there, settle in at the apartment, for Chloe to leave him and lock the door on their side.
“I always wondered,” Henry said, breaking the silence, “how David got off without a real investigation after the death of that young student.”
“Jill Storey,” Robert said. “They said one of the vagrant dopers did it. They were thick around the campus in those days. Why wonder now?”
“They still are,” Henry said. “No reason, really. Just wondered. He was romantically involved, and she was said to have been promiscuous. Was she two-timing him? Of course, she had a key to his apartment, and that alone made me wonder. I hadn’t thought of that unfortunate incident for years.” He lifted his glass and took a long drink. “Anyway, he got off with no more than cursory questions, I guess. Most of you young people did. Yet, they never accused a particular vagrant that I recall.”

The driveway to the McCrutchen house made a sweeping curve from the street past the attached garage and front of the building, past a pull-off space for the apartment on the far side, then completed the arc back to the street. That evening, Chloe was standing at the open door to the apartment when David’s car turned in. She waved him forward, motioning toward the pull-off parking space.
She was startled at how little David had changed. He still had a hungry look, still lean with hard, chiseled features, a lot of dark hair rather carelessly cut, now windblown. His picture on the book had prepared her for that, but there was something else, something harder to define. He looked a little distant, his expression seemed almost to be of amused contempt, or coolly judgmental. She remembered that his expression had made him strangely untouchable, unreachable in the past, and he had retained it from college days.
They shook hands and he said, “Mrs. Ochs explained the situation, and I saw the apartment she had intended for me. It seems it had unexpected company. A tree dropped in. It’s good of you and Robert to open your door like this. Thank you.”
Chloe had rather expected at least a touch of awkwardness on his part but he appeared completely at ease, amused even. He looked around the two rooms approvingly, then stood at the glass door to the rear deck for a moment. “Mrs. McCrutchen always had a lovely garden, as I recall. It’s still lovely.”
And it still belonged to Lucy McCrutchen, who still paid for its maintenance, Chloe thought bitterly. She and Robert were house sitters. No more, no less. She turned away and said, “That door is to the rest of the house. We keep it locked, but you’re free to roam the garden, of course, and please make use of the deck. Robert’s gone most of the week, but I’ll be around if you need anything.”
“I’m sure I won’t,” he said. “Thank you, Chloe.”
She left by way of the deck, and if he thought it was a joke to keep the interior door to the house locked, while the deck was wide-open with sliding doors to other rooms, he did not mention it, or laugh out loud. But the glint of amusement had lit his eyes as he nodded.
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Barbara was sitting on Frank’s porch, watching the guys install an automatic watering system in his garden. Frank was not doing much more than observing and trying to keep out of the way, while Darren and Todd were doing the heavy lifting, or in this case, deep stooping and a lot of kneeling. Their gift for a belated Father’s Day, Darren had said, surprising Frank with miles of coiled soaker hoses and a bag of fittings.
Frank left the garden to join her on the porch. “Fifth wheel,” he said.
“I’m thinking of starting a new business installing watering systems,” Barbara said. “I’d advertise heavily, stressing the experience of the crew. They did Darren’s garden last week. Todd’s idea.”
“I’ll provide a reference,” Frank said. “Several.”
“Can’t have too many,” Barbara said, laughing.
Darren and Todd both stood, and Barbara was struck again by how Todd had grown over the past year. He was as tall as his father, but only half as wide. He still had a lot of catch-up in store.
“Have you decided about going with them on their trip?” Frank asked.
“I’m not going. It’s their thing. I don’t think Todd will be going off on those jaunts much longer. This could be the last one, in fact. He’s looking into an internship for next summer. You have to be sixteen to apply. He’s into anything to do with climatology.”
Todd was in advanced placement math and science classes and, after seeing the Al Gore film and reading his book on global warming, he had decided on climatology as a career. Darren had mused that he was Todd’s age when he discovered he had a knack for physical therapy, and had focused on it afterward. Todd was just as focused now. They were going to spend two weeks and two days inspecting glaciers. They were allowing three weeks for the entire expedition.
Frank left her a few minutes later in order to start dinner, and she thought about the three weeks she would have alone. She was looking forward to it, she had come to realize. Sometimes she missed her privacy, and she missed her long river walks. It simply was no longer convenient; there seemed never to be a good time to get them in. She knew that Darren would never object to her going off alone for a walk, not by word, look, body language, anything, yet it didn’t happen.
When she had agreed to move in with him, she’d insisted that they had to have a housekeeper, which was new for them both. Explaining that, if Darren did the cleaning, she would feel guilty, and if she had to wield a broom, she’d be as mean as a witch, she had made her case. No argument, they hired a housekeeper. Darren did most of the cooking, and Todd helped with that more often than she did, but she did a lot of the kitchen cleanup. No one complained. When she had to get off to be alone, there was the apartment over the garage, converted to an office suite for her use. Yet she was looking forward to three weeks of being alone.

For two weeks Robert McCrutchen had been accumulating every word printed about David Etheridge’s appearances in Eugene. He was attracting large audiences, and an attendant unruly bunch of protesters outside Buell Hall whenever he spoke. He had given two lectures so far, two to go and then he’d be gone again. Robert was not certain he could bear to wait. The protesters might follow David home, demonstrate outside the house, have a sit-in or something, break windows…Robert brooded, hating his own reaction the times he had walked out onto his own deck at his own house, only to see David at the table at the far end. Each time, Robert had turned and retreated, with no more than a nod when David glanced his way.
He kept thinking of what Henry Elders had said, that David had gotten off easily following Jill’s murder. Robert had a clear memory of seeing David join the party that night and head straight for Jill. He had passed her the key, and she had kissed his cheek. He had seen it, but he didn’t think anyone else had. He asked Henry how he knew about the key and he said it had been in the newspaper accounts.
Robert had left Salem early on the second week of David’s stay. He stopped to buy a box of Euphoria truffles, then went to city hall, and the police-records desk, where Bette Adkins was still working. He had known her in his prosecutor’s days, and she did not question his right to copy the old file of the murder of Jill Storey. She was delighted with the truffles.
When he got home, Robert read the police reports carefully. They did not include the name of the tipster concerning the key. Probably it had been an anonymous call. When David was asked about the key, he readily admitted that he had given it to Jill. He said she and her roommate intended to rent his apartment until September. David’s roommate didn’t want to let it go altogether, since good affordable apartments within walking distance of the university were scarce. The roommate would pay half the rent to hold it, but he would be in Forest Grove all summer working with his father, and planned to return to school in the fall and the women would move out. He and Jill’s roommate confirmed David’s story. The entire arrangement had been made late in the afternoon of the day of the party, and David had had the extra key made the same afternoon.
But, dammit, Robert thought, closing the file, someone had known about the key and tipped off the police. The newspaper accounts had been sketchy, as they always were, and he’d had no idea back then about the deal that had been made. He had believed Jill was moving in with David, as apparently others had believed from what little information had been released to the media.
Chloe appeared at his study door to say that she intended to serve a Greek salad and bread in ten minutes out on the deck and she had invited Henry to join them.
Robert started to object, and she said caustically, “It’s safe. David’s gone out.”
Robert reflected that he had been a good prosecutor, thorough and dogged in his approach, and he had followed up on hunches until he found answers, or decided that none were to be found. He took a sheet of paper from his desk drawer and jotted down the word Key, then underlined it.
It nagged at him all through the light dinner on the deck, something about the damn key.
“I’m going to the Hult Center tonight, remember,” Chloe said, interrupting his thoughts.
Robert nodded absently, and Henry said, “You look like a man with a thorny problem. Like perhaps a couple of really bad bills are coming that you have to vote up or down, and you’re caught in the middle.”
Robert laughed. “That would be simpler. No. It’s Jill Storey’s murder. You brought it back to mind, and it doesn’t want to leave again.”
“Any new thoughts on that old business?” Henry asked.
Robert shook his head. “No. And the way I see it right now there isn’t going to be a way to learn anything new. Unless—” He stopped and his eyes narrowed in thought.
“For God’s sake!” Chloe said, jumping up. “What are you up to? Why do you have that police file anyway? It was a nightmare twenty-two years ago. Leave it alone.”
“Go on to your show,” Robert said dismissively. “I’ll clear this stuff when we’re done.”
She drained her wineglass, then left without another word.
“Unless?” Henry reminded him.
“Just thought of something. Or nothing. Are you finished here?” Robert stood, suddenly impatient to return to the police file.

Chloe drove straight to Nick Aaronson’s apartment. She had not called first, but he’d better be home, she thought as she jabbed the bell.
He opened the door and stepped aside, then put his arms around her when the door was closed again. “Doll, we said not when Robert was in town. Remember?”
She pushed him away. “Well, he’s in town, and there’s something you should know. David Etheridge is in our apartment, on our property, and Robert is poking into Jill Storey’s murder case.”
Nick shook his head. “Whoa. Let’s start back a step or two. Come on in.”
He was her age, forty-three, six feet two, strongly built and muscular. He was a successful business-management consultant whose clientele included half-a-dozen dot coms, a few Realtors, a medical group, some developers. Privately, he consulted with a political-action group that never acknowledged his involvement. And he was Robert’s chief advisor.
He led Chloe into his living room and nodded toward a gold-colored leather sofa. She sat and crossed her arms over her breasts, as if to say this was business.
“Okay,” he said, sitting close by, “start back a little. Etheridge is in your apartment. Why?”
After explaining the situation, Chloe said, “But the important thing now is that old case. Jill Storey’s murder. I saw the police file on Robert’s desk. He’s poking into it. Probably to try and hang something on David, but if it’s opened, he’ll be dragged in, too, even if he thinks it’s a bonus if he comes on as a prosecutor and finds the killer, and it just happens to be David.”
“What about that old case?” Nick said. His voice had become cold and remote. “It’s history.” He went to a bar across the room and poured bourbon for two, added water and ice and returned to hand her a glass as she recounted what she knew about the night of the party.
“Talk to him,” she said finally. “I know they fought over her, and others might know it, too.”
“Someone would have mentioned it if they’d known,” Nick said.
“Tell him to leave it alone, to forget it. No one ever connected him and, as you said, it’s history, unless he does something stupid.”
“Robert wasn’t under suspicion then. What’s changed? Why would it be trouble for him now?”
“Then,” she said, “we had just become engaged. You know, head over heels, all that. I had Travis six months later, and it could cause someone to ask now if the wedding was under the influence of a shotgun. I don’t think it would be a secret very long that he’s never stopped chasing women. He was known to have been a chaser then and had added Jill to his list. I told everyone that we went to his room together, but we didn’t. After the fight on the deck, he disappeared, and Jill left in a hurry. Then, he was just the son of a loved surgeon and a well-regarded family, soon to be married, above reproach. Now he’s a political figure with political enemies and a carefully created image to protect.”
Getting to her feet, she regarded him for a moment. “He won’t listen to me, of course, but someone needs to head him off. They’ll make this his Chappaquiddick moment if he stirs it up. How much do you have invested in him?” she asked as she walked to the door. “I’m going to the theater.”

At eight-thirty the next morning, Chloe was wakened by the sound of the landscape crew. She pulled a light cover over her face.
Out front, Petey started the lawn mower while Hal got to work on the foundation shrubs, and Netta took her tools around the house to the back flower border. There wasn’t a lot to do this time of year, deadhead flowers, get rid of the rare weed that appeared, stir up the mulch a little.
Netta had worked her way through half of the border when she straightened and glanced at the house. She frowned and took a step or two closer, then dropped her pruner and ran to the deck.
Robert McCrutchen was sprawled half in and half out of the doorway, his head covered with ants. He lay in a pool of blood, dry and crusted. It was ringed with ants.
Netta screamed again and again.



4

“Sometimes, when I wake up, I’m afraid to move,” Darren said softly that Sunday morning. “I’m afraid to open my eyes. I’m afraid it’s been a dream, you’ll be gone.”
He stroked Barbara’s hair gently, then kissed her eyelids.
“I’ll pinch you every morning,” she said, just as softly.
“I’ll miss you terribly the coming weeks. I’ll call as often as I can,” he said.
Barbara could hear pots and pans clanging from the kitchen, and smiled. “I think you’re being signaled.”
“He used to have a police whistle. I’m glad he lost it.” Reluctantly, Darren got out of bed. It was six-thirty, and Todd was more than ready to leave.
They had packed the truck the night before, leaving nothing to do that morning except have breakfast and be on their way. Very quickly it seemed, they were all walking out to the truck, which, outfitted as a camper, would be home for Darren and Todd for much of the coming three weeks.
Barbara refrained from hugging Todd. She was sure fifteen-year-old boys did not want to be hugged. Darren kissed her lightly on the lips, climbed into the truck, and they were gone.
She watched until the truck was out of sight, went back inside and said to the big tiger-striped cat, “It’s you and me, pal. Get used to it.” Nappy rubbed against her ankles.

Late Sunday afternoon one week later Barbara found Frank on a chaise on the back porch, with an open book on his lap. He appeared to be dozing.
Thing One and Thing Two came over to sniff her legs warily, suspicious of the alien cat smell she carried these days. She sat at the table and helped herself to iced tea.
Without opening his eyes, Frank said, “I’m not asleep.”
“I thought you were reading something that instantly caused a case of dozing.”
He heaved himself a little more upright and put the book aside. “Far from it. It’s a book to be taken in small doses. A damn fine book.”
She craned her neck to see what he had been reading. It was The American Myth Stakes.
“What do you think of it?” she asked, indicating the book.
“He makes his case,” Frank said. “He’s sharp, and he makes his case point by point. I haven’t finished it yet, and maybe he’ll falter, but I doubt it.”
“Well, it seems that a lot of people don’t share that opinion. The demonstrations have gone from ugly to uglier,” Barbara said.
“A lot of people prefer to live in their own dream world,” Frank said drily. “Just the idea of waking up to reality is too frightening to contemplate. And reality is what they have to face if they read the book with an iota of comprehension.” He swung his legs over the side of the chair and replenished his own glass of tea. “Have you been following the McCrutchen case?”
“Hard to avoid it,” she said. “Anything else in the news these days? Our own homegrown saint, getting more virtuous day by day from all accounts.” She glanced swiftly at the book, and the author’s name. “Ah,” she said, making the connection. “Etheridge. He seems to be in rather a spot, doesn’t he?”
“He does. He’s getting the bum’s rush toward an accusation. And apparently for no reason other than what he’s written and said. Ideas. Half the world’s trying to kill the other half over ideas,” Frank said.
In his voice there was a quiet fury that she seldom heard, and she was surprised at its intensity. “Maybe there’s more evidence than what’s been handed out to the media,” she said.
“Maybe, but I doubt it. All we keep hearing about is what he’s written, and he’s damned and doubly damned for it each and every time.”

Lucy McCrutchen felt adrift that afternoon. The shock of Robert’s death had subsided, leaving a residue of despondency she could not shake. She felt strangely out of place in the house she had lived in for forty years, until Mac’s sudden death two years before. Now she was a guest in the guest room, trying to make sense of her son’s death, of what she had to do about the house, of how she felt about Chloe…She could not follow any one thought to a conclusion, but veered from one to another, back, in a hopeless loop.
She was sixty-seven, slightly built, with dark hair shot through with silver. When it all turned, she would be like a silver fox, Mac had said once. Theirs had been a good marriage, passionate for many years, and later one of comfortable companionship. But he had put in far too many hours in surgery, with patients, at the office. Little golf or vacation time had been allowed for, and it had caught up with him in the form of a fatal heart attack two years earlier. After forty-four years of marriage, it had been hard for Lucy to adjust to a new life, and she had found that she had to get out of this house, away from everything familiar for a time. She had gone to her sister in Palm Springs. Robert and Chloe had given up their town house to live here during her absence, and she had become the outsider.
She had never breathed a word about the scene she had witnessed on the deck the night of Robert’s party and had managed to put it out of mind, most of the time at any rate. But he had brought it back from quiescent memory to active nightmare by having that police file in his possession when he was killed. Why? It seemed that the only explanation for having that file was connected to David’s arrival.
The night of the party, had David driven that girl home, as he had offered? No one had seemed to know when anyone else left that night. Should she have told what she witnessed? The question had tormented her then, and now it was back.
The fear for her son had been overwhelming. Had Robert gone to his room, fallen asleep as he claimed? Chloe said she followed him to his room and took off his shoes. Lucy had never believed that. Chloe was not one to show that kind of consideration. But why would she have thought it necessary to lie?
Lucy was haunted by the fear that Robert had gone out after the girl, and that Chloe knew or suspected as much. Now the fear had returned with as much force and dread as before. She had accepted, seized on, she corrected herself, she had seized on the police conclusion that a transient, probably one on drugs, had committed the murder.
She and Mac had known Robert was promiscuous as a boy, and a womanizer as an adult, but they had never discussed it. She felt certain that Robert had been as great a disappointment to Mac as he had been to her, in spite of his successful career and his likely prospects for even greater achievements. Mac never once said as much, but Robert’s public success faded in light of his private failings, in her eyes. He had become so malleable to managers, advisers, whoever was more powerful than he was, that she doubted he had believed in anything he championed. Very early she had deliberately turned her back on the positions he took publicly, refused to comment, even to talk about him in any but the most general terms, but his marriage had been too close to ignore. The marriage was a charade, a travesty, a marriage in name only, with a wife who seemed content to pretend all was well.
Lucy did not understand Chloe, and had never been able to develop any affection for her, in spite of all her good intentions. And now Chloe was a widow in Lucy’s house, and she had to decide what to do about that. The loop started its paralyzing round again.
In spite of everything, she thought wearily, Robert had been the child in her womb, the infant she had adored, the son she had loved beyond all reason. In spite of everything, that was the underlying fact.
There was a soft tap on her door, and she said, “Come in. I’m not sleeping.”
Amy entered. “I thought you were resting,” she said, glancing at the bed, which had not been touched. “You didn’t even lie down, did you?”
Lucy shook her head. “I can’t seem to rest, or even sit still. It’s all right. It will catch up with me and I’ll sleep a week.”
“Not here,” Amy said. She walked to the window and stood gazing out. “You should just go back to Aunt May’s place. There’s nothing you have to do here now.”
“But there’s so much,” Lucy said, thinking of Robert’s clothes, papers, personal things, all to be sorted, stored, given away, something.
“Nothing you have to do,” Amy repeated. “I’m going to my apartment to get some things, and be I’ll back later tonight. I’ll stay here with Chloe and help take care of things. I can do my work from here as well as anywhere else.”
“Where is she?” Lucy asked.
“In her room.” Amy’s voice was without inflection. “Will you make your reservation, or should I do it for you? A flight tomorrow?”
Lucy rubbed her eyes. “God, I don’t know.” Amy turned to face her, a silhouette against the light. “It’s a lot for you to have to cope with,” Lucy said. “It’s asking too much of you.”
“Mother, no one asked me. It’s okay. I’m fine. And,” she added slowly, “someone has to stay here with Chloe. Not you.”
After a moment Lucy nodded. “I’ll make the reservation.” It would be good to be out of this house, back in Palm Springs with her sister, May, she thought. May had kicked her husband out when he admitted to a long-standing affair with a woman twenty years younger than May, and the two sisters got along well.
Lucy crossed the room to her daughter and embraced her. Amy was a godsend, she thought, as she often had before. Tall, with broad shoulders for a woman, but slender and muscular, more like her father than like Lucy. Her hair was dark and curly, and her eyes so dark blue they sometimes looked black. “Thank God I have you,” Lucy said. All these single women, she thought with a pang. Me, May, now Chloe, Amy. Amy and her live-in boyfriend had separated a year before. All these single women, those philandering men.
Amy kissed her cheek and drew back. “I’ll tell Travis I’m leaving. There’s plenty of food in the fridge, or you can order something in, whatever. It’s probably going to be pretty late when I get back. Don’t wait up. At least try to get some rest,” she said.
Amy found her nephew in the family room in front of the television. She doubted that he had been paying attention to it, for the sound was muted and he was staring at the sliding door when she entered. That was the doorway where his father’s body had been discovered.
She sat down in a chair near him. “Are you all right?” she asked.
“Yeah, sure,” Travis said.
He was wearing jeans and an old T-shirt. His feet were bare, and suddenly he was the kid she had always known, not the strange young man in a uniform who had attended the funeral.
She told him her plan to go to Portland, collect a few things, make some arrangements there and return later. “I’ll stay down here and help Chloe out for the next few weeks,” she said.
He nodded. “That’s good. I wish I could stay. The army makes decisions for me these days.” He sounded bitter.
She stared at him, taken aback. “I thought you liked it.”
“Dad made the arrangements, you know, pulled some strings, whatever it took, and then told me. I wanted to go to medical school, but I was headed for West Point.”
“Can you get out of it?”
“Sure. In six more years. I talked to a lawyer, that’s what he told me. They don’t let go once you’ve signed that piece of paper.” He laughed, but it sounded suspiciously like a sob. “I’m government property.”

Time was doing a strange dance of speeding up incredibly fast, or stopping altogether, Amy thought, driving to Portland. This was Sunday, and a week ago, on Monday morning David Etheridge had called her and told her that Robert had been shot dead. It seemed like only hours ago, yet a lifetime ago. Simultaneously instant and distant. A disconnect in her brain. She had thrown on clothes, put a few things in a backpack and left within minutes of the call. She had returned to her own apartment for a very brief time only to pick up something suitable for a funeral, a few clothes to get her through the week.
Thank God she had not seen Robert’s body, she had thought many times that week. By the time she arrived at the house, the police were there and a screen had been put up around the end of the deck. Chloe had been in a state of shock, white-faced, eyes wide with horror, and she kept mumbling about ants. Sitting at the kitchen table with coffee at hand, suddenly she had screamed and jumped up, rubbing her arms, shaking her hair, screaming that ants were all over her. Amy had put her to bed and called her doctor. It was a nightmare scenario, the shocked garden worker shaking on the deck with one of the men holding her hand, Chloe screaming in the kitchen, police everywhere.
David had called Lucy to tell her, afraid she would hear it on a newscast. He had not called Travis—he hadn’t known there was a Travis—and Amy made the call when she arrived. Henry Elders had been hovering, making coffee, trying to be useful. He went to the airport to pick up Lucy later in the day, and again to pick up Travis. She had felt both grateful for his help, and at the same time a thought had persisted that he was just a nosy, interfering old man with nothing to do except get in the way.
Resolutely, she focused on what she had to do at her apartment—pick up more clothes, her laptop, the job she was working on. She would clean out the refrigerator, stop the newspaper delivery, put a hold on mail, call a friend or two.

It was after eleven when she pulled into the driveway in Eugene again. It looked as if every light in the house was on and she didn’t want to talk to anyone, not right now. She had stopped for a coffee, and carried it and her purse inside with her, leaving everything else for later. She was very tired, she had realized driving back down on I-5. Emotional fatigue, she thought, dredging up the phrase from a long-ago class in psychology. As enervating as strenuous physical activity. More, she decided. She continued through the house to the deck.
She had intended to sit beyond the house lights, in the chair her mother had used the night of Robert’s graduation party, but she saw light streaming from the apartment and, on the deck there, she could see David seated. Slowly she walked over to join him.
“I never did thank you for taking charge last week,” she said in a low voice. “I’m grateful you were here and that you knew what to do. Thanks.”
“It’s been a tough week,” he said. “Sit down, Amy. How are you holding up?”
“I’m okay. Mother and Travis will both leave tomorrow, Lawrence will go back to Salem, I hope, and things will quiet down. I’ll hang around for a week or two.”
Lawrence Tellman was chief of staff at Robert’s Salem office. He had arrived on Monday evening and he and Nick Aaronson had assumed command of publicity, appointed a spokesman and, as soon as the police gave them the go-ahead, had taken charge of Robert’s study, packing up official papers, doing whatever they needed to do. Lawrence had said he would take care of the Salem office and the apartment, and he had assured her that anything of a personal nature would be packed up and shipped to them.
Amy sipped her coffee. “David, do you know why Robert had that old police file? Jill Storey’s murder?”
“No,” he said quietly.
She waited, but he left it at that. Slowly, feeling she was on shaky ground, she said, “You know what they’re saying, that because you turned up now, Robert was reminded about something he had overlooked before, something concerning you, and that he might have wanted the case reopened.”
It seemed a long time before he responded. “I read the newspapers, too. I know what they’re saying.”
“Have you considered a lawyer? I think you need someone to intercede before this gets even worse.”
David laughed. “What’s your job? What do you do these days?”
“I work for a company that does computer-assisted architectural plans. I do family houses.”
“Ah. You draw the lines that connect the joists and such, but sometimes the lines can lead you off the page. I had nothing to do with Jill’s death, and nothing to do with Robert’s,” he stated.
“I hope the police will accept that,” she said in a low voice.
“We’ll see.”
“I was talking to Travis earlier, and I realized he’s just about the age you were then—you, Robert, Jill, all of you, twenty-one, twenty-two. You all seemed so grown-up to me, so sophisticated. Now, looking at Travis, I see a kid, uncertain, awkward in ways, groping for something. My point is that you could really be in trouble. Robert was about the age that Travis is now, and he could have been as confused as Travis is now. He could have seen or heard something that he misinterpreted. Or something else made him go after that file. Whatever it was, just by bringing it home when you turned up again puts you in danger.”
They both remained silent as she drank her coffee. Then she rose. “I’d better go put my gear away. Good night, David.”
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It was twenty minutes before five on Monday when Barbara escorted her last client at Martin’s to the door. It was time to take down her Barbara Is In sign, wrap things up and go for a walk. She wanted to check out the Rose Garden, which she had not visited all spring.
She patted Rosita Marcos on the shoulder and reassured her again that her landlord couldn’t force her and her three children to move in ten days. “A letter is all it will take,” she said. “Take your time to find another apartment, and don’t worry about it.”
As Rosita walked out, and before Barbara could close the door, a tall man reached past Rosita to hold it open.
“I have to talk to you,” he said. “Now.” His tone made it a demand, not a request, and his hold on the door was firm.
Rosita looked as if she would come to Barbara’s defense if necessary, but Barbara waved her away. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’ll be in touch with you.” Then coolly she said to the man holding the door, “I don’t intend to talk to you on the doorstep. Come on in.” She was well aware that Martin would be keeping an eye out, the way he did every time the door opened when she was in the restaurant. She glanced at the kitchen door and, as expected, Martin was standing there. She nodded to him, and he withdrew.
She led the way to her table and motioned to a chair across from hers. “Five minutes,” she said, “then I’m out of here.”
The man was sharp faced with prominent bones. Dressed in faded chinos, a worn T-shirt, deck shoes without socks, he wore the almost uniform summer outfit for a lot of guys, she thought, with nothing at all distinctive about him, except for a handsome watch on his wrist that looked expensive, like the kind she had seen advertised in The New Yorker magazine. His hair was thick and dark and he could use a haircut, she thought.
“I don’t need more than five minutes,” he said in the same clipped tone he had used before. “One question. Is that legitimate? Can they do that?” He pulled a folded paper from his pocket, flattened it and tossed it down in front of her.
She picked it up. It was a court order. He was enjoined not to leave the immediate area pending a police investigation. “Mr. Etheridge? You’re David Etheridge?”
“Yes. Can they do that?”
She nodded. “They can, and they have done it. Mr. Etheridge, I suggest that we have a little talk back in my office. We have to clear out of here by five, and I think you may need more than five minutes to consider your options.”
He looked murderous, furious. A pulse was throbbing in his temple and his lips had become a tight line. “One more question before we go anywhere. What happens if I just ignore that?”
She closed her laptop and picked up her purse, fished out her keys, then said, “Probably a bench warrant, arrest, jail time. Do you want to call it quits here and now, or follow me to my office?” She stood, and he jumped to his feet and snatched up the court order.
He swore in a low savage voice. “Let’s go. I’ll follow you.”

David Etheridge was at her heels when she unlocked the outer office door and entered, motioning for him to follow. The office was empty, as Barbara had known it would be. She had told Maria she would not be back after she finished at Martin’s, and Shelley was either still in court, or on her way home.
Inside her own office, she took her seat behind her desk, and he sat opposite her, still tight faced but no longer appearing ready to erupt.
“Sorry I snapped like that,” he said. “The situation is that I’m due in San Francisco next weekend. I leave here on Saturday to give a talk Sunday afternoon at a conference, and I intend to make that conference. The following week, Wednesday, I have a reservation to fly to Britain, but they demanded that I surrender my passport.”
“How long are you planning to be in Britain?” Barbara asked.
His answer was in the same clipped manner as before when he said, “I have a one-year appointment as a teaching fellow at Oxford.”
Barbara leaned back in her chair. “It’s possible that I might get a temporary stay for a trip to San Francisco of a limited duration. You might have to post a bond, however.” She regarded him for a moment, then said, “Mr. Etheridge, I think we might as well discuss the murder of Robert McCrutchen, and the reason why they are focusing on you, as apparently they are doing.”
“There is no reason,” he said. “The night he was shot, I had dinner with two acquaintances who were passing through town, and returned to my apartment after ten. Robert was the last person in the world on my mind that night. I had no quarrel with him, no words of any kind with him, and absolutely no cause to want him dead or alive. Ms. Holloway, he was insignificant, a nothing in my world, a two-bit small-town politician whose life or death meant nothing to me. The last time I saw him before this trip was twenty-two years ago, and in the intervening years I never heard a word from him. Since I’ve been back this time, I never spoke a word to him, and he never spoke a word to me. There is no reason.”
“Isn’t it a bit strange that you were in his house for weeks without exchanging a word with him?” Barbara asked.
“I think he decided it was politically expedient for him to keep his distance from me,” he said after a moment. “And the apartment is not part of his house in the way you suggest. It is a totally separate unit, self-contained. I ended up in it as the result of a storm that wiped out the one I was supposed to have occupied.”
“Okay,” she said. “Let’s back up a little. You knew him twenty-two years ago. Mr. Etheridge, I’ve been reading about this case in the newspapers, and there are hints that you and he were on bad terms years ago. Was there an unresolved quarrel, an ongoing argument?”
When he hesitated, she said impatiently, “I can’t argue your case for a stay unless I know why the police thought it necessary to get that court order.”
He told her about Jill Storey and her friend taking over his half of the apartment years before. “I was going to leave on Monday morning. Jill and her roommate planned to move into the apartment on Tuesday. Robert had been making a play for Jill and he thought she was moving in with me and got sore. He was drinking that night, and Jill told him to get lost. She left the party soon after that, and the next morning she was found dead. Strangled. The case was never solved. I have no idea why he had that old police file.”
It all depends on how you slant it, Barbara thought, but she didn’t press him about the past. Instead she asked him to tell her something about the trip he had planned for the coming weekend.
An international historical society conference, he said, was attended by historians from around the world, an annual event. “It goes on for a week. We give papers, talk, debate, argue, and quite possibly we take home a new perspective. In the eyes of the world at large, it’s unimportant, of course, but these are the people who write the history books.”
“I assume it’s considered an honor to be invited to speak at the conference. Is that correct?”
“Yes. The fellowship is also an honor.”
She nodded. “Of course. Mr. Etheridge, tell me exactly what you are asking me to do.”
“Get that damn court order rescinded,” he said coldly. “I thought I had made that plain.”
“What I can agree to do at this time is try to get a temporary stay on the order, long enough for you to participate at the conference. When do you have to be in England?”
“Early September. But I want to go in time to find an apartment, to meet people there, and to have a little vacation time,” he said.
“I advise you to cancel that flight for now. I don’t believe a stay that far in advance is possible. By late August, if not sooner, the case of McCrutchen’s murder may well have been closed, and the matter will become moot and you can reschedule your trip,” Barbara said.
“Are you going to argue it, as well as next week’s plan?”
“No. I believe I would lose both arguments if I overreached, as that would be doing.”
A muscle in his jaw was working, and the temple vein was throbbing again. His voice was steady and tightly controlled, like an icicle dripping, when he said, “I’ll write a check for your expenses.” He took his checkbook and wallet from his pocket, and handed her two cards. “My cell phone number. The address is my New York apartment, but I’ve sublet it. This is a mail-forwarding service I’ll be using. I don’t have an address for the moment.” He wrote a check and passed it across the desk to her, then stood. “If it isn’t enough, I’ll send you another check. If there’s a refund, send it to my mail-service address. Call me when you know something. I have two more seminars, Tuesday and Thursday, seven until nine, but they run later than that. And one more public address for Friday night. Saturday morning I’ll be out of the McCrutchen apartment and on my way to San Francisco, one way or the other.” With that he turned and went to the door. “I need to hear something as soon as you can arrange it.”
Barbara left her desk and followed him, but he was already closing the outside door by the time she reached Maria’s desk.

On Tuesday Barbara got in the walk she had put off the previous day. It felt good to walk a long, long time, she was thinking as she headed back to her car. She had driven over from the office and, hot and sweaty from her walk, decided to head for Frank’s house, just a few blocks away. He was following the Etheridge story, and he would find this new development interesting, she suspected. Also, he might invite her to dinner.
Frank had been working in the garden and was just out of the shower when she arrived. “Iced tea on the porch, or help yourself to wine,” he said by way of greeting. “That watering system is great, by the way. Exactly right.”
She took wine, and he took a glass of tea, and they sat on the back porch. The two cats eyed them, but apparently were too comfortable in the shade of a rosebush to do more than acknowledge their presence.
“You’ll never guess who tracked me down at Martin’s yesterday,” Barbara said.
“So I won’t try. Who?”
She told him about the visit and the follow-up research she had done. “That’s a pretty impressive bunch, the historical society. People like Barbara Tuchman and Arnold Toynbee were regulars, and now Jared Diamond, and others like that. Big names, Pulitzer prize winners. I never heard of most of them.”
“So, you going to get to what the judge said, or sit and tease awhile?” Frank asked.
She laughed. “He’ll have a decision tomorrow. I left a message on Etheridge’s machine to that effect. I’m glad he didn’t take the call. He tends to seethe and drip ice. He called McCrutchen a two-bit small-town politician, and no doubt, in his eyes, I’m a two-bit small-town shyster ambulance chaser, and he can’t wait to shake the dust of this berg.”
“It’s fifty-fifty whether they’ll let him go for even a few days,” Frank said. “And out of the country? Not by a long shot, unless they have the case sewed up tight and he isn’t it.”
“If I have to tell him that, maybe I’ll get lucky and just leave another message,” she said. “And if my luck really holds out, I’ll never have another face-to-face meeting with him. I’m afraid he could be in for a bad time. The D.A.’s assistant, Allen Durand, called him a person of interest in the McCrutchen murder investigation.”
Frank nodded, apparently not surprised. “If the judge rejects his plea, and he goes anyway, they’ll arrest him and he’ll be in jail, and if they then charge him with murder, bail will be out of the question. He’ll sit in jail until a trial. You may not be out of it altogether yet.”
“He doesn’t know me from a Sunday-school teacher. I’d bet that he was going down a list hunting for someone who would see him yesterday and he came across me, holding open house at Martin’s and accessible. Simple as that.”
“Maybe,” Frank said. “I’m going to his talk on Friday night. Want to come along?”
She looked at him in surprise. “You really have taken to his writing, haven’t you?”
He nodded. “Brilliant work. I want to hear him expound on it. If that’s what he does in these talks. I finished his book, and I recommend it highly. Friday night?”
“Can’t,” she said. “I have a date with a couple of friends for dinner and then a movie, or maybe dancing.”
She thought of the newscasts she had seen in the past weeks and said, “Dad, you realize that those demonstrations have gotten worse and worse? Near riots, in fact.”
“I’ll wear armor,” he said.

On Wednesday Barbara called David Etheridge and was sorry when he picked up. Crisply she said, “You have a limited leave of absence from the court order, beginning on Saturday. On Tuesday morning you are to check in personally to Judge Carlyle’s clerk no later than 10:00 a.m. It was the best I could do.”
There was a prolonged silence, then he said, “Ms. Holloway, I’d like to stop by for a minute or two. Is there a time I could do that?”
“Of course,” she said. “I’ll be in the office from three until five.”

That afternoon, she braced herself when David Etheridge arrived.
He had dressed up for the occasion, she thought. He had put on socks.
Etheridge sat down and regarded her steadily. “I want to apologize. I was too infuriated to think clearly and I was rude. I’m sorry,” he said.
He did not look or sound sorry, she thought, and simply nodded.
“Monday evening I stopped to consider the implications of that court order,” he continued. “I have no legal training, but it seems to me that they intend to charge me with Robert’s murder, and quite possibly with Jill Storey’s murder, as well. They don’t have any evidence, but they want to keep me available while they search for some. Is that near the mark?”
“Perhaps,” Barbara admitted.
“I told Chloe McCrutchen that I’d be out of the apartment altogether Saturday morning. I’ll fly to San Francisco and come back Monday night in order to check in on Tuesday morning. And I’ll find a motel or hotel, possibly another apartment. I’ll let you know where it is, where I am. Is that satisfactory?”
“It is. But why let me know, Mr. Etheridge? Are you leaving out one of the steps here?”
Suddenly he grinned. From stern as a hanging judge to a good-natured fun-loving guy in a flash. That was the transformation the grin made. “Yes,” he said. “The missing step. If I’m charged, will you be my defense attorney?”
“If it happens, putting a defense together requires a great deal of time and complete cooperation. Will you agree to that?” Barbara asked.
“Of course. When I get back, I’m done with the seminars, no more public talks and finished with my part of the conference. I’ll have as much time as it takes. I said just a few minutes today, and I meant it. I’ll call on Tuesday.”

Saturday morning Barbara was roused from sleep by her cell phone. The night before she had gone out for dinner with her two best friends, then to a movie, and afterward Janey had said, “Let’s go dancing!” They had done that, too. It had been a late night, and that morning the last thing she wanted to hear was a phone ringing.
She groped for it on the nightstand and mumbled her name, then was jolted wide-awake by Frank’s voice, “Bobby, last night David Etheridge was attacked, savagely beaten. He’s in surgery, critical condition. He may not make it.”
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