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One

June stood in the shower a little longer than usual, preoccupied with a conversation she would have later in the day. She was the town doctor in Grace Valley, California, a post she had inherited from her father, Elmer “Doc” Hudson. Elmer was seventy-two and playing at retirement, which was a polite way of saying he didn’t keep hours anymore but he stayed in his daughter’s business all the time.
The need for another full-time doctor to serve the town was becoming more dire every day. June had already talked to several physicians, and so far there hadn’t been a fortuitous match. But today John Stone, M.D., was going to interview. He was forty, had attended Stanford University and UCLA Medical, done his OB-GYN residency at Johns Hopkins, worked for eight years in a prestigious women’s clinic, then done a second residency in family medicine. He was made to order for Grace Valley. But was Grace Valley made to order for him?
She tried to picture him, a yuppie from Sausalito. He had probably passed through town while on a wine tasting tour and begun fantasizing about the good life here. The beautiful landscape—mountains, valley and ocean—seduced more and more transplants from the cities every year. Or perhaps he’d been on a family vacation, doing the bed-and-breakfasts up the coast. But no, she thought, maybe a rich friend from San Francisco had a huge summer place nearby, someone who didn’t need to eke out a living from the town. John Stone couldn’t have been drawn here for golf or sailing; there was nothing so refined as that around. Hiking and camping, maybe, but only for a true woodsman. So what’s he doing here? He’d say he was looking for peace and quiet and beauty and safety, all of which were plentiful in Grace Valley. Apple butter, heirloom quilts, unlocked doors, front porches and pies cooling in kitchen windows. Country life. Decency and simplicity.
He probably wanted to get his kids out of the dirty city, away from drugs and crime. How would he react to the news that the Coast Ranges and the Trinity Alps were so full of marijuana growers that army helicopters frequently flew just over the treetops, searching? The regular raids in the deep mountain forests made the simple sport of hiking a dangerous endeavor for the newcomer, since you never knew which camps and trails were controlled by drug farmers. Cannabis remained the largest cash crop in California. It was an uncomfortable reality, and it was just up the road.
As for peace and quiet, June was looking for a little of that herself. Her reason for trying to hire another physician. Obviously.
She turned off the water and began to towel her hair.
June had chosen to practice medicine in the small town she grew up in, knowing the challenge of it, knowing it could be more exciting than a city emergency room. She understood the inconvenience all too well—she lived it—and the sometimes discomfiting intimacy of being close friends with your patients, a thing big-city doctors could afford to avoid. So far all the medical contenders she had spoken to were trying to escape the hard work, long hours, overstimulation and constant demand of their city practices. Each had ultimately decided this wasn’t the place for them, for it was a trade-off, one kind of pressure for another, but no less exacting. It took a certain personality to take on the medical needs of a whole town.
The phone rang. She glanced at the clock: 6:15.
That was another thing. There was no such thing as being “on call.” There was you. Period.
She reached for the phone, but the damn cordless didn’t work. Out of juice. She’d forgotten to plug it in again. With a towel wrapped loosely around her, and hair dripping in stringy tendrils to her shoulders, she made a dash for the kitchen phone.
The presence of strangers in the living room caused her to yelp in shocked surprise and dive behind the kitchen counter. Then she slowly rose and peeked over the counter into her small living room as the phone rang on. Had she really seen what she had seen? Four people…a man, a woman, two teenagers—boy and girl. The woman had a horrible scar running down the left side of her face. It took June a second to realize it was an old wound; the family had not come for help with that. They sat on her sofa, nice as you please, not in any way alarmed by her state of undress.
The phone continued to ring as she peered over the counter.
“You the doctor?” the man finally asked.
“Um, yes. That would be me.”
By their out-of-date clothing and questionable manners, June assumed they were from the backwoods—subsistence farmers or mountain people. Since Grace Valley sat at the junction of three counties, it was impossible to tell which one they might be from. She didn’t recognize these folks; maybe they’d never before sought medical treatment.
“Got a problem with the boy, here.”
June tightened her towel and reached for the phone. “Excuse me,” she said to the family. “I’ll be with you in just a moment.” She slid down behind the counter again. “Hello?” she said into the phone.
“Hi there,” her father said. “I thought I’d better call and tell you that some family from back in Shell Mountain stopped George Fuller along the road and asked for directions to your house.”
“Well, what the hell was George thinking?” she whispered fiercely.
“I don’t imagine George thinks much if he can help it.”
“They’re here! Let themselves in and took a seat in the living room while I was in the shower!”
“Mercy. Well…would you like—”
“I’m practically naked! I had to run to the kitchen phone, wearing only a towel!”
Elmer cackled, a laugh that had a slight wheeze to it, pipe smoking having taken its toll. “I bet they hadn’t counted on that.”
“I’m going to kill George!”
Elmer could hardly speak, he was laughing so hard. “Right now…I’ll bet…you wish…you’d plugged in that cordless phone for once.”
Her father seemed to have some simple psychic ability, a talent that did not amuse June at the moment. “Dad, if you see George before I do, tell him I want him to suffer before he dies!”
“You really need a dog, June. Haven’t I been saying so? You want me to come over?”
“What for? I can handle this now.”
“Okay then. Is tonight meat loaf night?”
“If I survive the day,” she answered, and hung up without saying goodbye. Elmer was going to get a kick out of this a lot longer than she would.
June made sure her towel was secure, then slowly stood and looked at the family. Dad wore a suit jacket that was probably thirty years old, and Mom wore a hat. They’d put on their Sunday best for a trip to the doctor, but it seemed like they’d had a hard journey. If the man hadn’t said his boy needed a doctor, June would have thought the woman was in some need; the scar that marred her face ran deep from her forehead to her chin, across a blind eye that drooped sadly. It looked as if she’d taken an ax in the head. It gave June a headache just to look at it, though obviously the wound was years old. A childhood accident, perhaps.
The boy must be in bad shape for them to come to her house. She saw he wore one boot and one clean sock. This did not bode well.
“Let me get dressed, then I’ll look at your son. Stay right there, please.”
So much for the peace and tranquility of country life.
 
Elmer used to see patients in their home. The office space wasn’t an add-on suite or anything like that, just two rooms right in the middle of the house, built that way by the first town doctor. And when a patient had come to the house wearing only one shoe, it had meant the other foot was too swollen. June’s training for spotting such things had begun in her childhood.
Her visitors were the Mulls; a family of very few words. June managed to learn the boy had been stepped on by a jenny—a female donkey. The flesh was torn and rotting, and there were an unknown number of broken phalanges and metatarsals. Country people usually did much better than this with their bone settings and poultices. Maybe the boy had some metabolic problem that affected his healing. She would see that he was checked for diabetes.
“You waited too long on this injury,” June told the family, comprised of Clarence Mull, his wife, Jurea, and their children, Clinton, sixteen, and Wanda, thirteen. Clinton was a strapping, handsome youth. In Wanda June could see a beauty that might have been the mother’s had she not been so tragically marred. Clarence and Jurea were not young parents; June thought they might be in their fifties. “You have broken bones in the foot, and tissue and muscle damage from walking on it. Not to mention the necrotic flesh around this gash. Didn’t it hurt?”
The boy shrugged. “Yeah, it was pretty bad. But Ma—”
“It’s my fault,” Jurea said. “I was the one set it. And put on a poultice.”
“And I bet you gave him some serious herbal remedies for the pain—his pupils are dilated. You should go easy on that stuff.”
“Works good on the pain though, don’t it?” she answered.
“Too good. It was possible for him to walk on a broken foot and maybe do worse damage. Did you get to my house in a truck or car?”
“Pickup,” said Clarence.
“You think it could make it as far as either Ukiah or Eureka?”
He shrugged. “We’re slow but steady.”
June gently pulled the sock back over the blackened, swollen foot. “How slow?” she asked.
The boy answered. “Can’t get her up over thirty these days.”
“Well, I have a better idea,” June said. “Let me get one of the deputies to give you a lift up to Rockport, to Valley Hospital. You need to see a specialist.”
“I’ll get him where he needs to go,” Clarence said.
“We’re in a hurry now,” she emphasized, going for the phone. “You already knew that or you wouldn’t have brought him here at six in the morning.”
“You worried that foot is going dead?” he asked.
June glanced back at him. A backwoods mountain man who could interpret necrotic tissue into a dead, gangrenous foot? Maybe he was only expressing his own fears. Still…
“I’m telling you, if you don’t get that boy to the hospital, he could lose his foot. Or worse. You wouldn’t want that.”
“Specialists. They come at a pretty high dollar?”
“Don’t worry about the money, Mr. Mull. Things like that can be worked out. There’s all kinds of assistance if you find you’re a little short right now.” She dialed the phone.
“I’m accustomed to paying my way.”
“I’m sure you are.” Then, into the phone, she said, “Ricky? This is June. I need a favor. A young patient of mine needs a lift to Valley Hospital to see a specialist. I’ll give him the name and send him to the police department. Thanks in advance.”
June wrote down the name of the hospital and doctor, and grabbed a full bottle of antibiotic capsules from her bag. She ran a tall glass of tap water, then handed the pills and water to Clinton and the paper to Clarence. When Clarence reached toward her, his coat sleeve rode up briefly revealing part of a tattoo that reached his wrist.
“Mr. Mull, losing the foot would be a tragedy, but an even greater tragedy would be to ignore an injury like this and have your son die of septicemia. You probably learned about blood poisoning in Vietnam. Don’t ignore my advice about the specialist and the hospital. Here are some antibiotics,” she said to Clinton. “Take four immediately, then one every four hours until they’re gone. Be sure to show the bottle to the doctor when you get to the hospital—and tell him how many you took. He may want to give you something else, okay? Do you know where the Grace Valley Police Department is? Would you like to follow me into town?”
“I guess we’ll make it all right. It ain’t far,” Clarence said. And with that he stood and hefted his son, a boy at least six feet tall, into his arms and carried him out the front door. Clarence Mull was a huge, huge man.
The pickup, circa 1940, moved like its joints ached. When it had finally cleared June’s long drive, she locked the door and dashed to her bedroom to change clothes. The Mulls were not simple unsophisticated backwoods mountain folk who didn’t know better than to come to the doctor’s home. Clarence hadn’t wanted to take his boy to a place as public as the clinic. He might be a pot farmer. Or maybe a mentally disabled vet, suffering from paranoia. The hills were full of dropouts.
She changed out of her hastily drawn on sweat suit and into a pair of gaberdine slacks with nice creases down the legs, a silky blouse and a tapestry-patterned vest. She was interviewing today, after all.
Then she looked in the mirror and said, “Shit.” She’d let her tangled hair dry on its own while she’d examined Clinton Mull, and what she had now was a wild, kinky, out-of-control mane. Sighing, she pulled it back into a knot and put a clip in it. She had never been good at things like hair.



Two

Tom Toopeek stood in front of his bathroom mirror, bare chested, and fastened his long, silky black hair into a ponytail. His wife of eighteen years, Ursula, pushed open the door and handed him a freshly ironed shirt.
“Tom, someone from the Craven house just called. One of the younger boys—I don’t know which one. All he said was ‘Daddy’s real riled up.’ But he didn’t have to say anything more—I could hear. Gus is tearing up the house again. And probably most of the family.”
Tom was already in his shirt by the time she finished. He pulled his gun and holster out of the bedroom closet and armed himself.
“Are you going to go straight out there?” she wanted to know.
“’Course,” he said, buckling the belt.
To the Craven house at dawn. One of these days he was going to be too late.
Ursula lifted a steaming mug from atop the bureau and handed it to him. He kissed her, took the cup and moved down the long hall, past the bedrooms that held his own sleeping children. His fifteen-year-old daughter, Tanya, stepped out of her room and blocked his passage. “Daddy, can’t you arrest him?”
“I arrest him all the time, Tan,” he said. “Come on, let me go…I’m in a hurry now.”
“He’s going to kill someone,” she said to his back. “Someone needs to put him in prison!”
Ursula yelled, “I’m calling Ricky to back you up.”
“No,” Tom said. “Call Lee at home and tell him to meet me there. He’s closer.”
“You be careful, Tom! You be so careful! Gus would as soon shoot you as—”
“I’m not going to let him shoot me,” he said impatiently. “Call Lee.”
Gus Craven was the meanest son of a bitch in the valley. He had five sons, each of whom came close in age to one of the five Toopeek children; their oldest were both fifteen. They hadn’t played together, of course, because Gus did all he could to keep his family isolated. The Cravens had a farm in upper Mendocino County near the Humboldt County line. It was a modest farm with a few crops, a few animals. It could be a good business, but Gus was a binge drinker and got tanked up regularly, beat the tar out of the whole family, tore up the house and had to be hauled off till he was sober. Then again, there were times when he knocked the stuffing out of his wife and kids and he hadn’t had a drop. Just a genuine badass.
It was Tom’s duty as police chief to try to stay one step ahead of old Gus so his daughter’s fearful proclamation didn’t turn out to be true. Tom was one-third of the Grace Valley Police Department. Ricky Rios and Lee Stafford, both thirty years old, young husbands and fathers, were his only deputies. The three of them worked all the time. Anyone who lived in the valley could call Tom or the deputies at home if they were needed when the police department was closed. Like this morning.
Tom drove as fast as he dared along County Road 92, but he didn’t run the siren. He didn’t want to give Gus any warning. Tom was going to get him out of there before Gus figured out that one of the boys had called for help. Gus had spent a few nights and weekends locked up for this kind of behavior, but generally it was just enough time to cool him down and get him thinking straight. It was never enough time to make him sorry. He plain wasn’t ever sorry. This time, though, Gus would be gone awhile. Tom had warned him that they didn’t need Leah to press charges. He’d charge Gus with assault and battery himself. It would be Gus’s fifth official arrest on those charges, and he’d do time. Judge Forrest was getting sick of seeing the man come before the bench. Tom was getting fed up with Gus’s failure to have his behavior modified by consequence.
Everyone in town hated Gus, bar none. Who knew why he was such a nasty man? He wasn’t from the valley and no one knew his people. When the Craven family came into town to shop or go to church, most folks gave Gus a wide berth. They’d say hello to Leah and maybe the boys, but no one ever traded words with Gus on purpose. The worst thing about their terrible situation was that Gus had come to the valley, bought that little parcel of land to farm and married a Grace Valley girl. Leah was one of theirs, and they couldn’t seem to do anything for her.
Leah was only thirty-three and Tom remembered her from school. She used to be friendly with one of his sisters. She had been a shy, pretty girl—and smart. How in the world Gus Craven got to her was an eternal mystery. He was seven years older and never, as far as Tom could remember, even halfway pleasant.
The farmhouse was sixty years old, and though solidly built, it had fallen into disrepair. The porch sagged, the paint was chipped, screens were torn. Inside was worse.
The sun was rising over the mountains, casting a long shadow. The lights were on, and Tom could see movement inside as he pulled up in the Range Rover. He headed around to the side of the house, parking in a less obvious position. At that very moment his deputy, Lee Stafford, drove up.
When Tom opened his door, he heard the sounds of domestic war pouring out of the windows: shrieking, hollering, running, crashing, slamming. Kids were screaming and crying, Gus was shouting and cursing, Leah was begging him repeatedly to stop. Tom pulled his shotgun out of the rack and checked that there was a shell in the chamber.
“Let’s get him out of there,” he said to Lee.
Both men, in perfect choreography, jogged up the porch steps. Lee pressed his back against the wall beside the front door while Tom kicked it. Tom always kicked if there was kicking to be done. He would never have his deputies, both younger than him by seven years, face harm’s way in his stead.
Gus turned his rheumy eyes toward the door. He held his thirteen-year-old son by the hair, his other hand raised and ready to pummel him. Leah pulled back on his arm with no real hope of preventing his abuse. For a split second Tom had a rare thought; he wished Gus had been armed with a gun or knife so he could just shoot him and be done with it. He knew he could do it with a clear conscience. But just as fast, the thought retreated and was lost. Tom was, above all, a peace officer.
“Let the boy go, Gus,” he said.
“This ain’t your concern!”
Tom took two long strides into the room. It came into focus around him—the crunch of broken glass beneath his boots, the smell of booze and sweat and grease. The tinny odor of blood. He counted from the corner of his eye—one, two, three, four. “Leah, where is little Stan?” Stan was the youngest boy, only six years old.
She backed away from Gus. Her face was bruised and tearstained, and she wore a torn old nightgown. “He’s upstairs. Hiding, I think.”
“Which one of you sniveling little whelps called the Indian cop?” Gus asked, shaking the boy he still held.
“Gus,” Tom warned. “You let that boy go and back away from him. Now.”
“I been just looking for an excuse to sue you, Toopeek!” he yelled.
Tom let out his breath in what could pass for a weary laugh. Sue? He tossed his shotgun to Lee and walked almost leisurely toward Gus, while pulling his handcuffs from his belt. Gus’s eyes grew round. In one swift motion Tom slapped a cuff on Gus’s wrist, pulled his arm roughly behind his back, swept him off his feet and slammed him onto the floor, facedown. Gus grunted in outrage, a sound soon muffled against the worn carpet. The son he had held by the hair skittered away. Leah covered her mouth with a trembling hand, her eyes milky with fear.
Tom grabbed Gus’s other wrist with a little more difficulty, what with his squirming and all. Once he was cuffed, hands behind his back, Tom held him there with a heavy foot on his back. “I warned you and Judge Forrest promised. This time you’re going away, Gus.”
“I ain’t going nowhere! She won’t press charges! None of ’em will!”
Tom wasn’t sure whether or not Gus was as stupid as he sometimes sounded. The only time he ever had much to say was when he was drunk. Sober, he was glum and silent and seemed to direct his nervous family with eyes narrowed to slits, like Frank’s. And just as Tom had that thought, he looked at the fifteen year old. He saw Gus’s eyes, Gus’s hate reflected there. Frank was a tall, gangly boy, but almost large and strong enough to give his father a real fight. Tom realized that this domestic nightmare was soon going to come to a head. Something was going to pop. Either Gus would finish off this poor family, or Frank would finish off Gus. It was just too volatile to drag on like this.
Tom jerked Gus to his feet. “We’ve been over and over this. No one has to press charges. I can press charges.” He shuffled Gus to the door. “Let me get him settled in the car, then I’ll come back and make sure no one is hurt real bad in here. Okay?”
Leah shook her head. “It’s okay. I’ll see after the boys.”
“Don’t you say one single word about me, woman! If you do—” Tom whacked him on the side of the head, palm open to shut him up. “Ahh! Police abuse! Police abuse!”
Lee holstered his gun and laughed outright. “Man, you got some balls, Gus.”
“Yeah, I’ll show you balls! Take these cuffs off me and we’ll go a round in the yard, huh?”
“I wish,” Lee said.
Tom and Lee dragged Gus away by the arms. Gus stumbled and swore and griped all the way to the Rover.
Tom was back in the house moments later. Leah held little Stan on her lap, wiping his tearstained face with a washcloth. Frank stood rigid, his back against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, a mighty bruise rising on his cheekbone. There’s the legacy, Tom thought sadly. At least a couple of these boys would beat their wives and kids. Ironically, it could just as likely be the one most outraged by his father’s violence.
“Leah, let me take you and the boys to the clinic. Have June look you over.”
“I’m okay, Tom. I’ll check over the boys, and if anyone needs to go, I can take ’em in. How long’s he gonna be gone, Tom?” she asked.
“At least a few months. Could be up to a year. Judge Forrest is pretty sick of his excuses. Leah, you have to make a change here. You’re running out of time.” He glanced again at Frank, and Leah followed his eyes. “I know you know that.”
She wore a helpless smile. “Where you think I’m going to hide five towhead boys?”
“You lack faith, that’s all. Just call the social worker, get some ideas from her. There’s programs you’ve never heard about, not just shelters at the edge of town. There are people who make helping battered families their life’s work.”
She laughed humorlessly. “It would be a life’s work with me. Five boys, no money, no skills, and a husband who’s taken a blood oath to kill me if I ever leave him.”
Tom fished his wallet out of his back pocket and pulled out a card for Corsica Rios, County Social Services. Corsica lived just south, in Pleasure, but had many ties to the valley, including her only son, deputy Ricky Rios. She also had a great deal of experience with domestic abuse—personal and professional—and had raised Ricky as a single parent. “Just call her. Let Corsica tell you there’s no help before you give up. Hmm?”
Leah held the card for a moment, staring at it.
“You must think awful of me,” she finally said. “That I let him do this to my family.”
Tom covered her small, pale hand with his much larger one. “No, Leah. No one thinks you let him.”



Three

June drove right by the clinic when she got to town. She went to Fuller’s Café, as she always did unless there was some emergency. Customarily, she picked up a coffee to go and a bagel or doughnut or pastry, made a little small talk with the regulars and eased into her day. But she was going to break custom today by adding a twist—she was going to kill George Fuller.
“Mornin’, June,” George called out as he poured her coffee into a large mug.
“George, have you lost your mind?”
“How’s that?”
“What were you thinking, sending people to my house at six in the morning?”
He had a perplexed look on his face. June had gone all through school with George and was quite accustomed to that look, though she knew George wasn’t completely dense. Well, he was obviously dumb about some things, but plenty smart about others. “I didn’t send ’em, June. They asked directions is all.”
“Well, do you give directions to just any stranger in an old pickup who asks you for them?”
Again the look.
Tom Toopeek, June’s best friend since childhood, left his conversation with two locals and wandered over to the pastry counter where June was engaged in ragging on George. Tom leaned against the counter, a faint smile playing on his lips. He held a ceramic cup that had The Law written on it. George kept that cup clean and handy for whenever Tom might wander in.
“It wasn’t much more than the crack of dawn, and I was coming back from turning Buddy out to pasture when that old truck rattled up and the man—nice man if you ask me—says to me, ‘Can you tell me how to get to Doc Hudson’s house?’ And I asked, ‘Old Doc Hudson or young Doc Hudson?’ And he said, ‘June.’ Nice as anything. Like you was old friends. Didn’t look like his family was sick or anything, though that woman took a nasty crack in the face, didn’t she? It was all healed up, though, so I knew she wasn’t needing your services for that. I thought maybe you were expecting ’em. Was there trouble?”
“Oh no, George. There was no trouble! They just let themselves into my house while I was taking a shower!”
Tom chuckled but tried to mute it.
“Aw, June, I’m sure sorry about that. I had no idea—”
“My name’s on the clinic sign, George. It’s no miracle the man knew it!”
“Aw, June, jeez…”
“Well, don’t tell people where I live unless you’re absolutely sure I want them to come to my house! All right?”
“How’m I gonna know?”
“Well call me, George! Or just give them directions to the clinic and tell them we open for business at eight.”
“Sure thing, June. I’m awful sorry. Here, you have a bear claw on the house.” He reached into the pastry shelf and pulled out a huge sugary treat.
“Don’t let it happen again,” she said, mollified. More often than not she got her morning carbohydrate on the house anyway. It was smart to be in the good graces of the medic and the law. George only looked stupid.
“You can count on that, June.”
George Fuller was actually a huge success in Grace Valley. His café brought in a good living; he had a big house, a nice family. His wife was pretty and smart. He sat on the town council most years, coached at the high school on and off and occasionally wrote letters to the editor that were thoughtful, even insightful. He’d gotten A’s and B’s in high school, as far as June could remember, but the occasions of him acting dumb as a stump were not infrequent.
“It must have given you a start, coming out of the shower to find you had company,” Tom observed. The corners of his mouth were twitchy.
“You could say that. Especially since I was running for the kitchen phone, wearing my favorite towel.”
His high, bronze Cherokee cheeks almost cracked. “What a way to start the day,” he said.
“For them or for me?”
“I guess that could go either way.” He didn’t even attempt to conceal his wide, toothy grin.
“Did Ricky get that boy up to Rockport?”
“What boy?” Tom asked, startled.
“I called the department this morning and asked him to give a young patient of mine a lift to the hospital there. It was the boy from my living room. The parents and sister brought him. Mull family?”
Tom frowned as he searched his mental catalog of local names. “I didn’t realize. I was preoccupied. Lee and I were at the Cravens’ at dawn, providing a little relief.”
“Oh God, not again. Poor Leah.”
“She’s going to get a break now. I’m sure Judge Forrest will put Gus away for as long as possible.”
“It can’t possibly be long enough.”
“Ricky said he was hanging around to run an errand for you, but he didn’t say what. He was still waiting as of fifteen minutes ago. And I’m afraid I don’t know of a Mull family.”
It was not unusual for one of the deputies to be doing some errand for June or the clinic without Tom knowing the specifics. Sometimes there were patients who needed transportation, delivery of lab samples, pickup of blood or urgent need of supplies. Any number of things. The only way the clinic could exist was with the support of the local police.
“These people weren’t from around here, Tom. They might be mountain people, or maybe subsistence farmers from another county. The father knew more than he let on, and I’m sure I saw the edge of a tattoo on his hand. Maybe he’s a vet…or possibly even a dope farmer. And Mrs. Mull has that scar George mentioned—it runs down the right side of her face. She’s terribly disfigured and probably vision impaired. If you ever saw her, you’d never forget her. But it’s the boy who needs medical attention. He got stepped on by a jenny maybe two weeks ago, and his tissue’s turning black around an infected gash. He’s warm to the touch, and a few days could make it more than a foot he loses. I worry about them not showing up at the police department. It might mean they don’t intend to go any further to get help for the boy.”
“You didn’t pass them on your way into town?”
“I went out to Mikos Silva’s place to take his blood pressure,” she said, shaking her head.
“The boy’s a minor?” Tom asked.
“Sixteen. But still—”
“We’ll take a look around.”
“They’re in an old pickup. They can’t go more than thirty miles per hour in it, so they can’t get far.” What she didn’t say was, “Please find them before they get away, disappear into the hills again.”
This was not the first time someone in precarious health had ignored June’s warning and advice, but she had never gotten used to it.
A rumble of chuckles from four old-timers at a table by the window distracted them. George leaned over the counter and tried to see out the front window. “What’s doing?” he called to the men.
“Mary Lou Granger brought a box into the Presbyterian Church ‘round fifteen minutes ago…and here comes Pastor’s wife from the parsonage. She’s got a nose like a hound. Can smell her husband alone with a woman from across town.”
“Here she comes!” someone replied.
June and Tom gravitated to the front of the café and saw Mary Lou, an attractive young mother, maybe thirty years old, exit the Presbyterian Church in something of a huff. She wore fitted jeans and boots, and a sweater that didn’t quite reach her waist. Her long, thick auburn hair swung across her shoulders in wide arcs. When she got to her station wagon she stopped, looked back over her shoulder toward the church, stomped her foot once in anger and finally got in the car.
“Wanna bet Pastor Wickham’s got a nice red swatch across one cheek?” someone asked.
“He’s as brave a preacher as we’ve ever had in this town,” someone said. “Why, would you chance the wrath of Clarice Wickham?”
“That’s the very thing that drives him, I reckon.”
The men all broke into laughter.
“You know, that really isn’t funny,” June said to Tom, referring to the womanizing pastor.
“Oh, I don’t know. You have to keep your sense of humor. Have you seen him lately?”
“No, why?”
“He’s taken off the rug. He now has—what are they called? Plugs?”
“Not really!”
“Really. His vanity is almost a reverent thing.”
She chuckled in spite of herself. But then she said, “I don’t think it would hurt to have a word with him, Tom. You, better than anyone, know how volatile and unpredictable these domestic situations can be. His roving eyes and slippery hands are going to cause some real trouble one of these days. What the boys say is true—Mrs. Wickham’s wrath could do some actual damage. What if she gets her fill of his antics and flirtations? She seems a little…I don’t know…high-strung.”
“I know you’re right in what you say, June. And maybe I should say something. It wouldn’t hurt for him to know we know.” Tom shrugged. “Might even serve as a warning. But when I think about those hair plugs, I just don’t think I could say something to him with a straight face.”
June lifted an eyebrow. “I bet if he patted your ass and blew in your ear, you could.”
Tom’s eyes widened briefly. He cleared his throat, drained his cup and said, “You may have a point. I believe I’ll take a drive. See if I can overtake the Mull family in their old truck.”
 
When June Hudson was a little girl, she’d thought she would grow up to be her father’s nurse. Even then she knew that Doc Hudson held the life of the town in his capable hands. She went off to college to become an R.N. This might have come to pass, but she was intercepted by a chemistry professor at Berkeley who recognized in her a special ability in the sciences. So, with the blessing of her father, she switched her major from nursing to pre-med.
During vacations and school breaks she worked with her dad. At Elmer’s side it was more than family medicine she trained to practice, it was country doctoring. And there was a distinction. They often had to make do on less, by way of supplies and technologies, and frequently had to improvise to successfully treat a patient. It was more stimulating and challenging than any big-city specialty. What San Francisco doctor would be called out to the highway at 2:00 a.m. to try and hold together the victims of a car accident until a helicopter could be summoned? Or drive out to a logging camp to haul a man and his severed limb to the nearest emergency facility?
She returned to Grace Valley permanently twelve years later, a fresh-faced, idealistic young doctor. But in her time away, she had forgotten a few things about her town.
First, the people were slow to trust her—a new young doctor, a woman—even though they’d known her forever. She had to work beside Elmer for a few years, acting as his apprentice. It wasn’t until she had performed a few of what the locals perceived as medical miracles that she was trusted enough to see a logger with his boots off. Even now, with Elmer mostly retired, there were still men who wouldn’t bring their ailments to June until Elmer had seen them first and insisted. Half the time he saw them in the café or filling station or post office. Yet for most who lived in the valley, June was the official doctor. And she still relied heavily on her dad for professional and personal support. Since June’s mother’s death nine years earlier, they had been very dependent on each other.
Second, if you’re going to stay in Grace Valley, live and work there all your life, then you’d better have picked out a husband in the ninth grade. What had she been thinking when she’d chosen this life, this town? That some handsome young bachelor would trip and they’d fall in love while she wrapped his ankle? June was thirty-seven now, and her two best friends were her dad and Tom Toopeek. She had close ties to her quilting circle, the Graceful Women, and kept up with friends from school. She wasn’t exactly lonely, but she hadn’t had a real date in about five years. Elmer seemed to think she was a virgin—a dubious if not ludicrous distinction. It wasn’t true, thank God. But it was true she was now dangerously set in her ways. Perhaps too independent to become the prettier half of a couple. Still, she wouldn’t mind a little romance.
Grace Valley had originally been a fishing and farming village. It sat on the corner of three counties, just barely more on the Mendocino side than Trinity and Humboldt. There was a small hospital in Rockport, a larger one in Eureka, and when June and Elmer had opened the clinic ten years ago, it had been considered an extravagance for a town of nine hundred. Now it was a necessity for a town of fifteen hundred and sixty-four…with Julianna Dickson about to make it sixty-five.
June parked behind the clinic, next to Charlotte Burnham’s car. Charlotte, aged sixty, had been June’s father’s nurse. As nurses went, it would be hard to find one tougher or more efficient. Or grouchier. The only person Charlotte ever seemed to make a real effort to be sweet to was Elmer, even though her husband, Bud, fairly doted on her. June had been the doctor here for some time now, but Charlotte had never quite made the transition. Oh, she’d take orders, but she always treated June more like the girl who hung around her father’s office than the boss. It was past annoying. June had enjoyed no act of vengeance so much as hiring Jessica Wiley, the bane of Charlotte’s existence, to work in the clinic.
Charlotte was just making her way out the back door, shaking out a Marlboro, as June got out of her Jeep. There was no smoking allowed in the clinic. Charlotte would smoke the extra long cigarette, cough, get back to work, and need another one before long. There was a coffee can half full of butts beside the back step. June had begged her for years to quit.
“Having your spite smoke?” June asked.
Charlotte inhaled deeply. “I need it more today than usual,” she replied shortly.
“Ah. Jessie dress up for you?”
“Wait till you see.” She puffed again.
Jessica, age twenty, was the clerk-receptionist. Despite the fact that she had cut her formal education short by quitting school, she was the best office person June had ever had. A brilliant girl, resourceful and quick, she was also odd as a duck—a fashion extravaganza who never wore a dull outfit. June felt a surge of excitement as she entered the clinic. Stodgy Charlotte and avant-garde Jessica made for interesting days. They did not exactly get along like mother and daughter.
Or…maybe they did…
June knocked the caked mud off her boots and left them by the back door where the sun would dry them. Old Mikos Silva’s place was on her way to the clinic, and she had stopped by to check his blood pressure. His idea of “taking it easy” was to sleep in till 4:30 a.m. and do only half his chores, so she’d had to slog her way out to the barn to find him. Old farmers like Mikos were typically afraid that if they sat down for too long, they might drop dead, doctor’s orders notwithstanding.
She slipped on her clogs and headed for the front of the clinic. She would have said good morning, but she was frozen silent by the dizzying sight of Jessica’s hair.
The girl was some kind of Goth, as she called herself. Black clothes, lots of piercings in oddball places, black nail polish and lipstick. There was no evidence she did any of the scary things her appearance seemed to imply—like take human sacrifices. But today she had reached a pinnacle. Her head was shaved but for the multicolored Mohawk plume that stood up proudly on top. Bold stripes—purple, blue, red, orange, yellow—waggled as she moved.
June wasn’t sure how long she stared, but it was long enough for Charlotte to return to her post. June met her nurse’s eyes and saw only grim misery. And a warning: Don’t give her the satisfaction. When June looked into the small waiting room, she saw that all six eyes were focused on the colorful Mohawk, in slack-jawed, fascinated stares.
“I’ll be just a few minutes,” she said to the waiting room. “Good morning, Jessie. New do?”
Jessica looked up from her filing, smiled beautifully, for she was a beautiful girl, and nodded. The action set her many pierced hoops in motion—on ears, eyebrow, nose and places June didn’t want to think about.
June picked up a stack of charts Charlotte had set out and made her way back to her office, her nurse on her tail. Charlotte closed the office door behind them.
“I’m at the end of my rope,” Charlotte announced.
“Take it easy. It’s only hair.” June bit her tongue against the temptation to remark on Charlotte’s own hair, a dark red with a purple hue that always looked two weeks overdue with its telltale quarter inch of gray against her scalp.
“You cannot let this go on!” Charlotte insisted.
“Charlotte, she’s a very sweet, very efficient girl.” June struggled not to laugh out loud. “She lends color to the place.”
“How can her father allow this…this…in-sanity?”
Charlotte and Bud had raised six children, none of whom would have dared part their hair on the wrong side, much less shave and color their heads. But Jessica’s father, Scott, a good-natured, broad-minded artist and widower of only forty-two, chose to let his daughter find her own way. June approved more of the latter parenting style, though she wouldn’t dare admit that to Charlotte.
“What did you say to Jessie?” June asked.
“I am committed to not reacting.”
“You have a lot of unnecessary stress over Jessica’s clothing and hairstyles, Charlotte. Maybe you should talk to someone about it. Have you given any thought to seeing Dr. Powell about this?” Jerry Powell was the local shrink—a Ph.D. psychologist with a specialty in family counseling. He had relocated to Grace Valley in search of a quiet, peaceful life, after a stressful, twenty-year Silicon Valley practice.
“Why would I talk to that nutcase?”
Jerry Powell was probably an excellent counselor…with an unshakable belief that he had once been abducted by aliens.
“His beliefs are not so different from some of our own townspeople’s,” June pointed out.
“We don’t any of us believe in spaceships, for God’s sake!”
“Oh no,” June laughed. “Not spaceships! Angels, buried treasure, Indian spirits, hidden caverns and Big Foot. But not spaceships.”
Charlotte pursed her lips. “I think you’re enjoying this,” she said, and left June’s office in a huff.
 
Jerry Powell took his coffee to his office, where he would wait for his first client of the day, Frank Craven. This was an emergency intervention—the boy had been in a fight at the school bus stop.
Jerry had lived in his three-bedroom rambler for just a few years, and while in one sense he would be a newcomer for at least twenty years, in another sense he was already accepted in Grace Valley. That was not to say he’d been pulled into the warm bosom of the town and cherished, but rather accepted as the San Jose shrink who’d admitted to Bay Area media about twenty years ago that he’d been for a ride in a spaceship. The Spaceship Shrink, they called him. Some, he knew, called him the Gay Spaceship Shrink, though no one in Grace Valley knew for sure whether he was gay or straight. There were undoubtedly lots of valley residents who thought he was delusional…but there were plenty of people who availed themselves of his services. He made a much better living in the little town than he’d ever expected to.
He had converted his garage into an office, and had a brick walk directed to the side door so that he wouldn’t have to escort people through his living room and kitchen to their therapy sessions. Half the garage served as private office, half as waiting room, and he’d had a large picture window installed so he could see his clients as they pulled up to the curb in front of his little house. Through that window he saw the police car, a beige-and-brown SUV. Lee Stafford was at the wheel and Frank Craven was getting out.
Jerry might have been looking at himself thirty-five years earlier—skinny, lanky, feet as big as snowshoes, arms too long, hair badly cropped and askew, head down and gait clumsy. And not so different now, Jerry thought, for he was six foot five, wore a sixteen shoe and had never been able to manage his wavy blond hair. And though he tried to stand up straight, it was hard when nine-tenths of the world was under his chin.
“Come in, Frank, come in,” he said, holding the door. “I don’t think we’ve ever met. I’m Jerry Powell.”
“The spaceship guy,” Frank said sullenly and thickly through his swollen lip.
“The same. You’ve had a rough morning. Want some juice? Water? Soda?”
“Naw.”
“Come back to my office, here. And if you change your mind, just say so.”
Frank followed Jerry into the office. Jerry stood at the door and waited for him to choose a seat, either in the conversation area, where a couch was separated from two chairs by a coffee table, or in one of two chairs before the desk. But Frank stood just inside the door and waited. “Have a seat, Frank,” Jerry said.
“Where?” he asked.
“Anywhere.”
“Where?” he asked again, unwilling to select their seating.
“How about here?” Jerry suggested, indicating a chair in front of the desk.
The boy flopped down, slumping. “This going to take long?”
“Probably not. Let me just tell you a couple of things first. I’m going to make a few notes because I don’t trust my memory, but they are completely confidential. Even though this visit was prompted by the high school assistant principal, I’m not required to tell him anything about our session. Okay?”
“I don’t really care what you tell him,” Frank said meanly. “He’s a cocksucker.”
“I am only obligated to tell him that you did, in fact, have your required meeting with me,” Jerry continued, as though he hadn’t heard the boy’s comment.
“I had two choices. Expelled or counselor.”
“Yes, well—”
“If it had been suspended or counselor, I’d have taken suspended.”
Jerry pulled a yellow pad onto his crossed knee and wrote April 17th at the top. “Why not take the option of being expelled? You like school?”
“Not really. But my ma wants me to go.”
“But you could have an excuse…if you got expelled.”
Frank started to pick a thread on his jeans. They were in pretty bad shape. Not only were they old, they were now dirty from having rolled in the dirt at the bus stop.
“Your mother’s been through enough today, I suppose.”
He looked up. “What do you know about it?” Frank wanted to know. There was such rage in his eyes. He was one angry kid.
“I know you got in a fight at the bus stop because someone said something about your dad being taken to jail and you were…what? Offended? Embarrassed?”
“How about pissed off?”
“Yeah?” Jerry asked.
“Yeah.”
“Pissed off because?”
“Just because…”
“Do you want to tell me about it?”
“Naw. I’m over it now. It’s finished.”
“We gotta do something, Frank. We have fifty-five minutes to go.”
He was met with silence.
“I’m not obligated to say anything to anybody about our time together, but that doesn’t mean I won’t want to.”
Eye contact. Unhappy eyes.
“For example, if I thought you could benefit from more counseling, I don’t have to say why, I just have to recommend. It could happen that way.”
Unhappier eyes.
“So, let’s talk. See where we are. Huh? At least tell me what it takes to get you to punch me out. What do I have to say to get slugged at the bus stop?”
“Man…”
“I’m patient. I get paid by the hour.”
“Who pays for this hour?” Frank asked.
“In this case, county funds provided to the school district. When a kid gets in trouble and the school wants counseling, there are two ways to pay. The parents’ medical policy, or the school. What’s up, Frank? What are you so mad about?”
He squirmed a little, inhaled noisily through his nose like a bull and finally spoke. “How about if we make a deal? If I answer your questions for a half hour, you answer one question for me?”
This was a remarkably unoriginal barter. Jerry had this proposed to him regularly. And he knew all the tricks. “Go,” he invited.
Over the next thirty minutes he found out a lot about Gus’s binges, the beatings, the rages and the regular visits made by the police. Jerry found out how much Frank hated his father, how much he loved but disrespected his mother, how fragile he was with his own rage and how frustrated he felt over his complete inability to protect his mother and younger brothers. Jerry wished he were hearing this story for the first time, wished it didn’t happen this way so often. In the end he knew what he would do—try to get Frank to commit to an anger management workshop and a group for battered teens. But he’d have to tread slowly and carefully. And keep his part of the bargain.
“So,” Frank asked, leaning forward in his chair. “What’s the inside of a spaceship like?”
“Well, it looks like shiny metal, but it turns out to be something like glass,” Jerry began.



Four

Christina Baker was sixteen and pregnant. Married, too, which gave her one advantage over many a pregnant sixteen year old. She was also anemic, underweight and probably depressed.
“Is the morning sickness over now?” June asked her.
“Oh yes. I haven’t been sick in a long time.”
“And you feel the baby move?”
“Uh-huh. For a couple of months at least. Gary is so excited, he can’t stand himself.”
But when she said that, she was unconvincing. Her blue eyes were flat.
June didn’t really know Christina or her family. They came from down valley—another way of saying they were rural, lived off the beaten track. That could mean a farm, a shed, a collection of trailers, just about anything except mountains. That would be up valley. But it likely wasn’t a farm. The girl wasn’t in school and the handwriting on the new-patient paperwork belonged to Jessica. That would mean the girl couldn’t read. It was surprising this was her first child. But to give them credit, her young husband had accompanied her; he was in the waiting room. Maybe they’d do better by their kids than was done by them.
“And Gary is helping you a little? Around the house and such? Because I’m worried about your weight and your anemia. It might be you’re working too hard.”
“It’s not the house, it’s me gettin’ up at four in the morning to ride clear to Fort Seward with my mama and auntie to work at that flower hothouse up there. That’s what’s wearin’ me down, but I can’t do nothin’ about it. We need the money.”
“And where does Gary work?” June asked.
“He works timber…when he works. He’s off right now.”
June frowned. Off? He must have gotten fired, because logging was good at the moment. It was during the rainy winter months that loggers, construction workers and fishermen had trouble staying employed. In spring, everybody went to work.
“He do anything else?” June asked. “Besides logging?”
“Framing. Sometimes.”
New construction was up, too. People were flooding to small, out-of-the-way coastal, valley and mountain areas, giving up on the big, dirty cities in search of the quiet, clean country life. How else could Grace Valley account for almost doubling its population in ten years?
“That is quite a drive you have to take. I’m more than happy to see you through this pregnancy, Christina, but did you know Dr. Lowe is right on your way to Fort Seward? You could probably make appointments on the way to or from work.”
“I know. But I heard you was real good.”
“Oh really,” June said, smiling in spite of herself. How stupid to smile at that, she thought. This girl didn’t know what good was. Still, it gave June enormous pleasure to know she was liked. “That’s nice.” And she looked back at the chart. Christina was not healthy and should see a specialist. June had high hopes of hiring John Stone, which would resolve so many similar problems.
“I’m going to see that you leave here with an extra supply of vitamins, Christina. I want you to double up and try to put on a little weight.”
“Gary don’t much like chubby girls,” she said.
“Well, if Gary wants to be a daddy, he’d better develop a taste for them. That baby needs nourishment.”
“Yes, ma’am, I know it.”
This was the part of country doctoring that was so hard. Grace Valley was a quaint village with some special shops and a few restaurants that drew people from other towns—people who drove nice cars. Most merchants did well here, and relocated yuppies who didn’t seem to need money had moved in and raised the standard of living even more. Their taxes were welcomed by the schoolboard and roads department. Plus there were some successful farms, orchards, vineyards and ranches around the valley. But there was plentiful abject poverty, as well. Poor people who might not be seen in the Vine & Ivy, a quaint restaurant and gift shop at the edge of town. But June saw them. They didn’t shop at The Crack’d Door—an upscale gallery that had opened six years before—but she could run into them anywhere, even her own living room at dawn. You could look at the houses in town, the bed-and-breakfasts that had opened since the late eighties, the local tasting rooms, some of the new architecture, and begin to think of this place as upscale country. An affluent village. But there was an underside here, not visible to the casual eye, that concerned only the police, medical and social welfare people: battered women living in isolation on rundown farms; a roadhouse called Dandies that was not quaint and did not welcome tourists.
And any new doctor June brought into this clinic had better understand the two faces of this town.
When she took Christina’s chart to the front of the clinic, she saw that the young girl had been her last patient for the morning. The waiting room was blessedly empty.
“You have plans for lunch?” Charlotte asked.
“Just to avoid George Fuller.”
“I heard he sent some people out by your house at six in the morning and they caught you naked, just gettin’ out of the shower,” Charlotte said.
“My God! This town is amazing! Why do we bother with a newspaper?”
Charlotte shrugged. “For good fiction, I imagine. Bet you wished you’d plugged that cordless phone in for once, don’t you.”
“Has my father been here?” June demanded, shocked.
“No, but your aunt Myrna called…and asked could you come out to lunch today, and if you can, would you bring her some more of that blood pressure medicine.”
It was remarkable to June that, living in a town where everyone knew everyone’s business, her aunt didn’t realize that her blood pressure pills were placebos. Myrna was in astonishingly good health.
June had been out to Myrna’s a lot lately, evidence that her aunt was bored or lonely or restless. Myrna, aged eighty-four, was hardly housebound. She drove a 1967 Cadillac all over the place, including to weekly poker with Elmer, Judge Forrest, Burt Crandall and Sam Cussler. Myrna was the oldest player and most frequent winner.
“Call her and tell her I’ll be right out,” June told Charlotte. “I need a change of scenery. And tell her I’ll bring scones from the bakery.” June began to walk away.
“Didn’t you already have a bear claw today?” Charlotte asked.
June stopped, looked back over her shoulder and peered at her nurse. Charlotte was past pleasantly plump, and June had never known her to be slender. She, on the other hand, was whip thin, one of those pathetic creatures who’d drunk supplements to put on weight in high school. Yet Charlotte kept track of June’s food intake as though she had an eating disorder. June lifted her eyebrows questioningly.
“You won’t always be young,” Charlotte said, and turned her back on June.
 
June sat in her Jeep behind the clinic, door open, and wrote down in a little notebook she kept in her bag a few questions she wanted to ask John Stone, a few things she wanted to remember to tell him.
“My heavens above,” she heard a man say, and she jumped in surprise. There, leaning against her opened door, was Jonathan Wickham. He pounded his fist against his chest. “Look at you! What’s the occasion?”
She didn’t know what he was talking about at first, but then remembered she had dressed up just a little. Gaberdine slacks with creases as opposed to jeans and boots. Skirts and dresses were fine for city docs, but out here, when a call might come from a logging site or farm, it was more sensible to be prepared than to slip in the mud wearing a thin-soled slipper and end up with your skirt over your head.
“Oh, that’s right,” she said. “I’m interviewing a potential new doctor this afternoon. What’s that on your cheek, Jonathan? Looks like you got slapped.”
He frowned, touched his palm to his cheek, then realized she was probably kidding, and smiled at her.
Jonathan was one of those men who had a shot at being handsome, and spoiled it with ridiculousness. He was tall and slim, a bit over six feet. His labors were spiritual as opposed to physical, so his body was not muscular, but neither was he frail. He had a strong chin, square jaw and slightly rosy cheeks. His teeth were strong and straight, but unfortunately for him, his smile always seemed forced. And then there was that little problem with baldness. As was typical, if he’d just let it go, it would be so much better. But no, he had to try hair pieces, wigs, and now these foolish plugs.
“Well, you look ravishing,” he said to June. “You would tempt the very saints.”
“That’s great, Jonathan, so long as I don’t tempt you.” She turned the key and started the ignition.
“Ah, June, I am but a mortal—”
“Didn’t I see Mary Lou Granger storm out of the church this morning…right after Clarice stormed in? It almost seemed as though they might’ve had a disagreement.”
He had to think about this for a moment, and June realized that Tom was right. It was hard to look at those silly plugs and keep a straight face. Jonathan was such a notorious flirt, and so bad at it, too. But there was something about June’s demeanor, she knew, that held him at bay, as though he knew, instinctively, that if he ever touched her, she’d break his arm.
“I can’t recall what that might’ve been about,” he said. “Probably some misunderstanding.”
“Probably,” she said, putting the Jeep in reverse. “Jonathan, I have to get going. I’m running late. Was there something special you needed, or are you just casting out compliments to see if you catch anything?”
He laughed, backed away from the car and said, “You know me too well, don’t you? I was on my way to the clinic to ask for a handout. I’m all out of that cream you gave me for the dry skin.”
She pulled her door closed and draped an elbow out the open window. “You can go in and ask Charlotte, or you can come back later. I have errands.”
At that moment Charlotte came out of the clinic, her purse hanging from her arm, and caught the tail end of what June said.
“Come back later,” she told the pastor.
“I could…ah…maybe little Jessie could—”
“Jessie isn’t allowed to hand out medicines, Pastor. Better not—”
“I’ll just go see how she’s doing…haven’t seen her in—”
“No!” both women barked, and his palms went up as if to ward off their protests. He slowly turned and made his way back across the street. June and Charlotte made eye contact briefly, but neither moved out of the clinic parking lot until he was all the way across the street, safely ensconced in his church. And then Charlotte did something rare. She turned around and locked the back door. Anyone who walked in the front door of the clinic, where Jessica would probably be sitting at the reception desk, would be in full view of the street, the café and the church.
June and the nurse made eye contact again and both nodded in agreement.
Pastor Wickham and his family had been in the valley less than a year, and his reputation was getting worse by the day. This seemed to greatly amuse the old men at the café, but June thought that several women, and she for one, were getting just a little tired of it.
 
Charlotte routinely went home for lunch, where she could eat with Bud, and they could both smoke in peace. If June was gone, which she almost always was, that left Jessica alone in the clinic to answer phones and eat her packed lunch.
This was very much to her liking. If anyone knew how she occupied herself, they might think more than her hair was strange. She would go into June’s office and find a medical book, usually Gray’s Anatomy but sometimes Disease and Microbiology. She spent about forty-five minutes reading and looking at pictures while she slowly nibbled away at her peanut butter and pickle sandwich.
No one knew. Since Jessica had dropped out of high school and had no diploma, she was sure the fact that she read complicated science textbooks with lunch would only make people laugh. Her father understood that it wasn’t a dislike of school, per se, that had caused her to drop out, but feeling so out of place.
Here, in June’s clinic, Jessica felt at home.
 
The bakery was operated by Burt Crandall and his wife, Syl. When Burt had returned to Grace Valley after the Korean War, he’d wanted a business of his own so he could stay. Since he didn’t farm or fish, he knew he’d have to be a merchant of some kind or else leave for a town with some industry. He’d wanted the gas station, but it wasn’t for sale, so he opened a bakery, without having the first idea how to bake. But you’d never know it from tasting. Burt supplied everyone in town, including the café and the Vine & Ivy, and a good many eateries in surrounding towns.
The bell jangled as she walked in.
“Hey there, June. I heard you flashed some little old mountain people this morning,” Burt remarked, a wide grin on his face.
“You know me,” she said wearily. “Just can’t keep my clothes on.”
He laughed happily, a high-pitched giggle, really. His teeth were too big for his mouth and his good nature brought them into frequent prominence. He was thin all over except for his round paunch, like a barrel on legs.
His wife, however, was built like a little beach ball—five feet tall and round as an apple. Right on cue, Syl came through the swinging door from the back. She carried a large tray full of fresh cookies. “Burt, leave that girl alone. June, you just pay him no attention. And take some cookies while they’re warm.” That said, Syl went back to the ovens.
“Give me four scones and hold the bullshit,” June said to Burt.
“Oh, you going out to Myrna’s? Tell her I baked these special for her. You know, June, you ought to have a dog, warn you if someone’s letting themselves in your house.”
That was a dead giveaway.
“My father used to be the most discreet person in the valley. And now I think he has just about the biggest mouth.”
“He’s been fishing too much. Fishermen—big-mouthed liars, that’s what they are. Plus I think keeping all those secrets he had to as a doctor ate a hole straight through him and now he just can’t shut up. That’s what I think.” Burt put the scones in a box while June dug out her money. “He still has a poker face, though, old coot.”
“Says the pot.”
“Tonight’s meat loaf night, isn’t it? Why don’t you take some dinner rolls with you. Elmer likes these potato rolls.”
“Burt, don’t you think there’s something wrong with living in a place where people know what you’re eating for dinner?”
Burt grinned and popped four dinner rolls into a white bag. “Naw, honey, I don’t worry about that. I take comfort in it.” He handed her the bag and she reluctantly smiled, but she did not go for her purse. Damned if she’d take his bull and pay him for it, too. “What I think is worrisome is running around naked in front of strangers,” he stated. Then he laughed so hard a little tear gathered at the corner of his right eye.
June snatched the bag out his hand. She gave him a warning glare as she left, but she could hear his laughter long after the bakery door closed behind her. She got into her Jeep. “Serve him right if he popped a vessel,” she said to herself, and headed for the gas station.
The garage door was down and the shade on the window at half-mast. June pumped the gas herself, and while her tank filled, she thought about the situation. This was going to change. People were moving to the valley and they didn’t understand these old ways. The station was Sam Cussler’s and he worked when it suited him and fished when he wanted to. He might have locked the station, but then again, it might be open. Since people were driving more foreign cars, Sam was doing less mechanical work. The pumps were left running, and if you needed gas, you pumped it yourself, then scribbled the amount you took on a slip of paper and stuffed it in a box with a slot that hung on the post by the pump. Once in a while, probably when he needed bait, Sam would go around and collect.
“Hey, young woman,” he called, coming out the side door with a tackle box and fishing pole. “You caught me. I was just slipping away.”
“I didn’t see your truck,” June said.
“I gave it to George’s boy to run some errands.”
“You want a lift to the river?” she asked.
“Naw. I’m gonna worry Windle Stream, right back of Fuller’s Café. I don’t know if I’ll catch anything, but I’ll avoid work, which is my main occupation. Heard you got yourself caught naked by some family from back in Shell Mountain. Some people George sent out to your place.”
Sam Cussler was a good-natured man, with a deep tan, pink cheeks and twinkling eyes, a full head of lush white hair and a thick white beard. If he were round, he’d resemble Santa, but though he was probably seventy, he had the physique of a much younger man—tall frame, muscled arms, flat stomach. All those years of hefting auto parts and casting fishing line, no doubt. He was vigorous and healthy and his blue eyes shamed Paul Newman.
“That’s pretty much the story,” June said.
“What would we do without old George?” Sam asked.
“We almost had a chance to find out. I gave serious thought to killing him.” She reached into the truck and got out her purse while Sam stopped the pump for her. She pulled out a twenty and handed it to him. The price on the pump was 16.78. He removed a wad the size of a large orange from his pocket and peeled off four ones. She saw him pass by twenties, fifties, tens, fives.
“It’s your lucky day…I’m running a special,” he said, giving her more change than she had coming. He obviously didn’t want to count out silver.
“Sam, you shouldn’t carry around all that money,” she said. “At least, don’t pull it out and count it off for customers. What if someone robs you?”
“I don’t worry about that much,” he said.
“You should,” she said, getting into her Jeep. “This town is growing. And changing.”
“I’ll bear that in mind, June. In fact, I’ll think about that while I’m fishing. I was just looking for a subject to think about today.”
 
Myrna lived in what Grace Valley residents considered the Hudson family home. Grandpa Hudson had made his money in mining and banking, married a young woman late in life and migrated up to Grace Valley when his baby daughter, Myrna Mae, was born. Twelve years later Elmer came along, and by then Grandpa Hudson was well into his sixties. Yet it was his young wife who died, at only thirty-four. That left Myrna, aged fourteen, and Elmer, aged two, and their daddy, facing his seventieth birthday. But he didn’t quite make it.
As things often went back then, Myrna raised her brother in the house that was their parents’, even though she was a mere girl herself. She was completely devoted to Elmer, saw to his education, judiciously guarded the money that was left to them, invested with caution, kept the house clean and in good repair, and never gave a thought to herself or her own needs until Elmer was a certified doctor and married to June’s mother—all of which came when Elmer was in his thirties and Myrna in her forties.
Remarkably, Myrna let go of Elmer with grace and pride. It wasn’t until then that she married Morton Claypool, a traveling salesman, with whom she had seventeen good years before she “misplaced” him. Her word. The whole story of that was yet to be revealed, but town gossip ranged from him having another family somewhere, to whom he returned, to him lying stiff and cold under Hudson House. Myrna, June believed, relished the mysteriousness this part of her life presented to the town. And in her own way, she encouraged the rumors.
All those years—from the time she was a teenager, and like a single mother, through her marriage to a traveling salesman—Myrna was sustained by books. Then sometime in her early fifties, she began writing fiction—gothics, mysteries, romances, sagas. She wrote while Morton traveled, and she sold her work almost immediately. When Morton didn’t return after one of his many trips, Myrna barely seemed to notice. In fact, the stories were getting racier, and definitely more grisly. In one, a wife traveled to a small, distant town to hunt for her missing husband, who was buried in another woman’s backyard. In another, when a woman’s cheating husband came home, she killed him and sealed him behind a closet wall. These were not uncommon themes. People whispered, but they loved her.
The Hudson family home wasn’t really a mansion, but it had that Victorian, gabled look about it. And it had been built in the early part of the century. Elmer had never been interested in living there once he had a wife and medical practice, and then a child. It was natural for him to move into the simple but homey doctor’s house. June, however, had loved to visit Myrna when she was little. The nooks, crannies, closets, pantries, cellar and attic of her house were priceless. Myrna had never discarded a thing; every room was a treasure, an adventure.
When June pulled up to the house, she saw from the car parked out front that one of the Barstow sisters was there. Some years back, when Myrna began to lose some of her physical stamina, she’d hired the Barstow twins, Amelia and Endeara, as maids and cooks. One at a time they came, almost every day. June wasn’t sure Myrna needed them so much as looked after them. The Barstows, cranky, bitter old women, had no source of income and couldn’t get along with anyone besides Myrna—including each other.
Not surprisingly, it was Myrna who answered the door. “Thank goodness you have your clothes on,” she said.
“I’m going to kill my father.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, he’s finally got a story. He hasn’t had a good one in weeks.”
“It’s not so much fun when the joke’s on you.”
“Didn’t you tell anyone?”
“No,” June lied. It was as safe a lie as she could ever tell because Tom Toopeek would have his tongue cut out before he’d pass along gossip. “I wouldn’t have told Elmer, but in the shock of the moment I was caught off guard. The old blabbermouth.”
“It must have been quite a sight.”
“Oh, I’m sure.”
“Well, don’t fret on it, dear. Come in. Amelia has made potato soup and I want to try a new book idea out on you.”
Aha, June thought. That explained these frequent calls lately. Myrna had been building up to a new book.
“In this one,” she said, “I think I’ll focus mainly on dismemberment.”
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“A remarkable storyteller.”
—Library Journal






