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Chapter 1

 On the Tuesday in August
that changed everything, Derek Walsh woke up with a dry mouth and a
headache. He tried to remember how much scotch they’d had after
dinner, whether they’d smoked one joint or two as they listened to
his vinyl, but it was more of a blur than he wanted to admit.
Whatever it had been, it had been too much. He moved his leg over
onto Karina’s side of the bed but it was cold. He glanced over at
the clock. 8:45. He hadn’t heard his wife get up, hadn’t heard her
leave. He was getting too old for this.

He sat up and swung his legs to the floor with a
groan. He felt terrible. He wasn’t hung over often, but his
capacity for drink and drugs was fading as fast as his morning
erections. He thought about Julie. How she told him she’d been
drunk or hung over most of the decade they were together. He hadn’t
realized she had a problem until she told him she was going to
treatment. How had he not seen all that? How had she kept it all
hidden if she felt like he did now?

He knew he needed to get moving. A run would make him
feel better and the heat of high summer would hit full force in
another hour. He pulled on his shorts and tank top and want
downstairs.

The kitchen was a mess, dishes piled in the sink,
unwiped counter tops. He groaned again. Since Karina was teaching
summer classes and he wasn’t, the mess was his to deal with. He’d
do it later. He found a clean glass, filled it from the tap, and
drank it down.

He started off strong as he always did, a surge of
energy and adrenalin up the hill towards the hospital, but he
slowed after a few blocks and ten minutes later, he turned around.
Between the hangover and the poor sleep of middle age, there was no
way he was going to go five miles.

As he turned onto his street, he saw the taillights
of the mail carrier rounding the corner. He pulled the mail out of
the box and went into the kitchen where he poured a tall glass of
orange juice and drank it down. Then he took the mail into the
dining room and sorted it on the table. A couple of bills, ads from
the market up on Rivermont, a letter from the university about the
fall faculty workshop, and then a slim envelope in a familiar
handwriting. Something from Pete Chandling.

He frowned when he saw the Priority Mail sticker. He
and Pete still wrote to each other, both preferring letters to
email, but nothing was ever a rush. He opened the envelope. Instead
of a letter from Pete, there was a typed letter signed by a name he
didn’t recognize and a sticky note: “Did you get this too?”

Derek frowned again, then sat down at the table and
read.

Dear Peter Chandling,

My name is Jason Kirchner and I am searching for my
birth father. My birth mother, Rhonda Ordway, got pregnant while
she was a student at Western Willamette College in Salem, Oregon,
in 1972, and gave me up for adoption. In tracking her down, I
discovered that you and five of your fraternity brothers got my
mother drunk and had sex with her in somebody’s apartment. One of
you is my father.

I have six names. You’re the only one who is local
so I’m starting with you. I hope you are man enough to meet with
me.

Jason Kirchner

Derek put the letter down slowly. Then he got up,
walked into the kitchen, and vomited into the sink.


Chapter 2

 “This is Pete. Leave a
message.”

“It’s Derek. I got the letter. Call me.”

It had taken Derek nearly 10 minutes to stop retching
into the sink. He was glad for the spasms, the choking, the sour
taste in his mouth as the orange juice came back up and burned his
throat. It helped him not have to think. But eventually he was as
empty as he could be and he straightened up, rinsed his mouth, and
went back to the table.

He remembered. Of course, he remembered. Not her
name. Even seeing it on the page conjured nothing. He couldn’t
visualize her either. Not whether she was blonde or dark, short or
tall. Not even what her breasts were like. But the event of it, the
doing of it, that he remembered.

He remembered Fred Landon leaning in the passenger
window of Pete’s old Volvo. Pete was driving and he was riding
shotgun. He always rode shotgun. In the back were Jim and Lonnie.
And Fred leaning in the window with the invitation.

“We’re all set.” Fred’s eyes had glowed with
excitement, and he winked and smirked in that annoying way that the
frat brothers made great fun of. “I’m going first, of course, then
Murcheson, since it’s his apartment, and then you guys figure out
who’s next. I’d say wait out here 10 minutes and then come on in.
It’s around the back and up the stairs.” He pointed down the street
to a small set of concrete stairs. “We’ll leave the door unlocked.”
He slapped the window sill and stuck his hand out for Derek to
shake. Then he hustled over to his car and helped the girl out and
they disappeared around the building. She was small and slim. He
could see that in his mind.

Someone had asked, “She wants to do this, right?”
Jim? No, not Jim. Not Pete either. Must have been Lonnie. But he
didn’t remember anyone responding.

What he remembered next was rummaging through Pete’s
glove compartment for paper. Pete had a little notebook he used for
mileage and gas records. Already the accountant. Derek saw himself
ripping out a clean sheet from the back and tearing the sheet into
four pieces of different lengths. Then he mixed them up, placed
them in his hand so no one could see the length of the paper, and
offered them around. “Shortest goes last,” he said.

Jim had said something smart like “We don’t need to
draw for that” or “You go last, Pete. That’s a given.” Everyone had
laughed.

Derek could feel the energy that had hung in the car
all these years later—excitement, trepidation. He could see the
white paper in his hand. He’d drawn the second to shortest. Pete
would go third after Murcheson, then Jim, then him. Lonnie would be
last.

He got up from the dining table. He felt queasy and
his head pounded. The run, the vomited orange juice, the hangover
that he’d done nothing to medicate. He looked at the clock. 10:17.
He got a beer out of the fridge and drank it down. The cold
carbonation was soothing. He rummaged through the fridge. Found
tuna, lettuce, and bread. Made a sandwich. He took it out to the
patio with another beer. He thought about calling Pete again but he
didn’t want to seem freaked out.

He sat down and looked out into the gulch of old
trees that separated his property from the houses on the next
street over. He watched the leaves shimmer in the small breeze. He
saw the flash of red as a cardinal flew from branch to branch,
heard the chittering of a smaller bird.

He remembered that the four of them had stood on the
sidewalk outside the building for a while. There had been beer in
the trunk, and he and Pete shared one. It was warm out. Fall maybe?
Late spring? Maybe Jim had passed a joint. He always had one on
him.

It was a surprisingly big place, that apartment. Big
open rooms compared to the frat house. But it was still full of the
crap furniture they all had in those days. Murcheson was watching
TV. Johnny Carson talking to Rob Reiner. Funny how that detail was
so clear. They’d all stood there watching. They must have been
really stoned. Finally, the other guys sat down on the sofa, but he
remembered not wanting to crowd in with them so he’d pulled a
straight chair from the dining table and sat next to Murcheson and
a little behind him. It had felt awkward to sit there. He didn’t
like not being part of the inner circle. That part of the memory
was also clear.

Were there muffled noises from the bedroom? He
couldn’t be sure. Maybe Fred’s voice, the girl’s voice. Mostly it
was the audience laughing at Carson and Reiner although he didn’t
remember any of them laughing. Or talking for that matter. At some
point, Fred must have come out of the bedroom, for in his mind’s
eye, Derek could see Murcheson heave himself up out of the chair
and go into the bedroom and close the door. And then more memories
came back. Fred going out the front door, Murcheson coming out of
the bedroom, lighting a cigarette. He went into the kitchen, got a
beer and a slice of cold pizza, and took his chair again in front
of the TV.

It was Pete’s turn then but he hadn’t stood right up
and gone in. That Derek remembered too. Instead Pete had glanced
his way with a strange look. Derek couldn’t see the look in his
memory, only felt his own curiosity about whether Pete had been
clowning around or was stoned silly. Now he wondered if Pete had
been afraid.

Jim had spoken then. “Pete” was all he said, and Pete
went to the bedroom door. He’d hesitated again and looked back at
Derek for just a second and then he’d gone in and shut the
door.

When Pete came out, the Carson show was over and an
old Glenn Ford western was on. Pete hadn’t looked at them, just
turned and went down the hall to the bathroom. Jim didn’t hesitate.
He stood up from the couch, grinned at the three of them, and went
into the bedroom. Derek went to the bathroom when Pete came out. He
found some mouthwash in the cabinet over the sink and took a swig.
What a funny small thing to think of.

Pete took Jim’s place on the sofa. He didn’t look at
Derek.

When Jim came out, he grinned at them again. “You’re
up, Walsh,” he’d said, clasping Derek’s shoulder with his hand in
passing. Derek could still feel that hand on his shoulder. Then his
memory went blank until he stepped into the bedroom.

He heard the screen door slide open. It was Karina.
“Hey, weren’t you going to lunch with Todd?”

“Shit,” he said. “What time is it?”

“Ten to one.”

“Shit, shit, shit.” He handed his wife the phone.
“Will you call him and tell I’m on my way? Fifteen minutes at the
latest.”

She laughed, shook her head. “What have you been
doing all morning?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he said over
his shoulder.

It was dark in the house after the bright sun of the
terrace. He started up the stairs and then remembered the letter,
went back down and carried it up with him, placing it way in the
back of a drawer of his desk. Then he changed his clothes and
left.


Chapter 3

 Peter Chandling sat
sweating in his green Miata just outside the entrance to Crema, a
coffeehouse in SE Portland. He’d been there 15 minutes watching
people go in. Young men to be exact. He assumed that Jason Kirchner
would look familiar. But he hadn’t seen anyone he recognized.

He wished he had a drink. The nervousness was
miserable. He checked his pager. No response from Harv. His AA
sponsor worked as a shop supervisor for a manufacturing plant and
was seldom available during the day. He only worked with men who’d
been sober a good while, men who could manage their own lives. And
that hadn’t been a problem for Pete until now. For the last eight
years, he’d stayed out of drama and chaos. But this—he couldn’t
have foreseen this. He knew he should have gone to the Monday night
men’s group and talked to someone afterwards, but he just couldn’t
talk about it with anyone but Harv. Harv already knew about that
night in the apartment. Pete had told him during his 5th
Step confession.

He looked at his watch. It was 4:35 and he needed to
go in. He needed to face this and make whatever amends he
could.

The big room in the coffee shop was mostly empty. He
took off his sunglasses and looked around. Two women in the corner.
Three slackers at different tables on their computers. An older
couple with two little kids, one in a stroller. He went up to the
counter and ordered a chamomile tea. Maybe it would settle his
stomach. As he handed the counter clerk his debit card, he heard
his name.

He turned and looked at the young man behind him.
Jason Kirchner was tall. His light brown hair was long and just
this side of shaggy, his brown eyes deep set. He had pleasant
features but they bordered on the nondescript. A forgettable face
that Pete would remember forever.

“Jason,” Pete said.

“Yes.”

Pete turned back to the clerk, signed the receipt,
and picked up his tea.

“I’m over here,” said the kid, and he led the way to
a back corner table for two. He waited for Pete to take the booth
seat against the wall and then sat down across from him. An
untouched iced coffee sat in the middle of the table.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d show up.” The kid’s face was
closed, not quite blank but hard to read.

“It was the least I could do. How can I be of
help?”

“A DNA sample would be a good start.”

“I’m happy to give you one,” Pete said, “but I’m not
your father.”

The kid tensed his jaw and shook his head. “How do
you know? Because you’re too short?”

Pete could feel himself blush. The kid was at least 6
feet and he wasn’t. “Well, there’s that,” he said, “but mostly
because I didn’t have sex with your mother that night.”

Jason sat back. He looked out the window and then
looked back at Pete. “Are you bull-shitting me?”

“No.”

“You were there, right?”

Pete screwed up his courage and looked Jason in the
eye. “Yes, I’m very sorry to say that I was.”

“And you went into the bedroom while the others
watched TV, right?”

Pete hesitated and then nodded. He wanted to ask how
Kirchner knew all this but he didn’t have control of the
conversation.

Jason leaned forward on his elbows. Not exactly
menacing but Pete felt pinned into the corner. “Why did you go in
the bedroom if you weren’t going to have sex with her?”

The shame choked Pete’s throat and he took a sip of
the tea.

“Well?”

“I…I did plan to have sex with her. But once I got in
there, I…I couldn’t do it.”

“You mean you changed your mind?”

“No, I couldn’t…you know…get it up.” He kept his eyes
on the tea cup.

“That’s not what my mother said.”

Pete looked up at him. “Your mother told you about
that night?”

“No.” Something else passed across the young man’s
face. Anger? Sorrow? Then it closed and he said, “She told her
husband and he told me.”

“Well, I don’t know what she said—or he said—but I
didn’t have sex with her. I…” He put up his hands as if to ward off
something. “I got on the bed with her and we fooled around some but
I couldn’t…nothing happened. So I lay there with her for a while
and then I got dressed and left. That’s it.” He looked out the
window and then very slowly looked at the young man across from
him. He saw the kid’s jaw tighten again and his lips purse. A small
shiver of fear ran through Pete. “I’m so sorry. I know an apology
is not enough. I don’t know what else to say.”

“Did my mother want to have sex with you? Did she
know you? Did she like you?”

“I don’t…I didn’t really know her. I met her that
evening or maybe I’d met her before that. I don’t remember. We all
hung out at this tavern, and she was there that night.”

“Was it your idea? Gang-banging my mother?”

Pete winced at the ugly words. “No,” he said as
quickly as he could. “No, it wasn’t my idea.”

“Whose idea was it?”

“I don’t know. We were all out there at the tavern,
we were drinking and playing pool, and somebody suggested we go
back to this guy’s apartment and party there.”

Kirchner hesitated and then said slowly, “So if it
was a party…”

Pete could see him trying to figure this all out.

“If it was a party, why was my mom the only girl
there?”

With every passing moment, Pete felt more guilt, more
shame. “Okay,” he said. “It wasn’t a party exactly. It was, I don’t
know, just an idea, an impulse. Somebody said let’s go to the
apartment and take her with us and see what happens.”

Jason sat back in his chair. He shook his head again.
Then he said, “Did you drive my mom there?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You didn’t have a car?”

“No, I had a car but I drove the other guys.”

“Who drove my mother?”

Pete didn’t know what to do. He didn’t want to
implicate Fred. It wasn’t his place to do that. “I can’t tell you
that.”

“Why? Some fraternity oath bullshit?”

“No,” Pete said, although that was true. They’d taken
strong oaths of loyalty in the fraternity. Not about this
specifically. He’d never talked to any of them afterwards about
this. It was as if it hadn’t happened. But they’d made sacred vows
to protect each other. Even the members they didn’t like much, like
Fred. “No,” he said again. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know how
she got home.”

Kirchner didn’t say anything and then he looked at
Pete and said, “You’re scum. You know that, right?”

Pete looked at the kid and then looked away. The
shame boiled up in him and he felt light-headed, almost dizzy.

Kirchner pulled a backpack off the bench next to Pete
and opened a zip compartment, took out a DNA swab tube, and handed
it to Pete. “Just run it around in your mouth.”

“You don’t believe me,” said Pete.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t see why I
should.”

Pete took the tube, opened the little kit, and did as
the kid asked. He handed the two parts to Kirchner, who closed it
up and put it in his backpack. “How long does it take?” he
said.

“What do you care? You said it can’t be you.”

“It can’t.”

“Well, then.” Kirchner stood up. “I’ll be in
touch.”

“About what?” said Pete. He was struggling to figure
out what else could happen.

“About all this. It’s not over. Not by a long shot.”
He turned his back on Pete and moved to the door and went through
it. A minute or so later, Kirchner walked down the street past the
window where Pete sat. Pete looked up as he passed and the kid shot
him a look of hatred and pain so intense that Pete had to close his
eyes against it.

He’d told himself all these years that he hadn’t had
sex with the girl and therefore he’d done nothing wrong, but he
knew he was guilty just the same. And he saw that he’d known it all
along.


Chapter 4

 Derek left two more
messages that afternoon for Pete. He and Todd had a long lunch and
he drank a lot. He could feel Todd’s disapproval when he ordered
the second pitcher of beer, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t
driving—well, not all that far. A couple of miles to home and he
knew the way like the back of his hand.

He didn’t tell Todd about the letter. He’d never told
Todd about that night. He could have. He’d known Todd then. In
fact, he’d known him since 4th grade, but in those
college years, they didn’t see each other much. In ’72, Todd had
just come back from Vietnam. He was married, had a baby daughter,
and was living in DC. He’d re-enlisted but instead of a second tour
in country, he’d gone to work for the Pentagon. They wrote to each
other once in a while, made the occasional phone call. But Todd
wasn’t a part of his college life and they’d never talked about it
much. He might have mentioned the night in the apartment to him at
some point, but he didn’t think so, so he wasn’t bringing it up
now.

Todd just wasn’t the right person to talk to about
any of this. They had very different ideas about women. Derek had
jumped head first into the sexual revolution. He had grown up on
Playboy, its photos, its centerfolds, and its philosophy.
Hugh Hefner’s ideas about women and the female body spoke to
something in him, and he wanted to experience as many relationships
as he could. It wasn’t all about the sex for him. He worked hard to
be a sensitive and considerate lover. It was about being in love.
That drug was his addiction. In his 20s, he often had two or three
primary relationships going at once.

Todd was, well, the only word for it was
old-fashioned. He’d been married twice, had a daughter from
each. His first marriage had ended bitterly, but his second
marriage now to a smart, funny woman was strong. And as his
daughters grew older, he made it clear to Derek that he didn’t
approve of the younger and younger women in Derek’s bed. “If you
had daughters, you’d know how I feel,” he’d said once. So Derek
found himself with nowhere to go with his panic over the letter. He
was counting on Pete to be the voice of reason.


Chapter 5

 Pete didn’t leave the
coffee shop right away. He couldn’t find the strength to get up and
go home to his wife. So he just sat there, feeling, remembering,
hating himself for what he’d been involved in. He hadn’t been all
that drunk that night. His really heavy drinking was still a couple
of years into the future and most of that would be done alone. But
in those early years, he always went along with the guys on the
trips to Ozwalt’s tavern and he drank his share unless he was
driving. A DUI or drunk-and-disorderly would have broken the hearts
of his teetotaling Methodist parents, who were footing the bill for
his studies.

That night though, he had been the reason for going
to Ozwalt’s. He’d gotten a D on a philosophy paper. The first D of
his academic career. He and the professor didn’t get along, and
their world view was miles apart. He knew the grade was unfair but
he had no one to complain to about it. Most of his frat brothers
could have cared less about his grades since they didn’t care about
their own. They weren’t going to listen to him. Even Derek and Jim
told him to forget about it. And they urged him to go out drinking
instead of rewriting the paper as the professor had suggested.
Derek and Jim were his best buddies and so of course he went. They
drank a couple of pitchers, played some pool, let Pete win a game
or two. He’d felt a lot better.

Then as they were getting ready to leave, Fred had
come over, bringing the girl with him. “Guys, this is Rhonda. Say
hi, Rhonda.”

“Did you say ‘Rhonda’?” Jim looked at Derek and Pete
and they broke out into a chorus of “Help me, Rhonda, help, help
me, Rhonda.”

The girl had laughed and blushed. She was cute. Small
with long blond hair and a nice body. He remembered tight jeans and
a white blouse with colored embroidery around the low neckline. It
was both sexy and sweet. Pete had been attracted to her right
away.

“Yes,” she’d said. “Rhonda, that’s me. How can I
help?”

They’d all cracked up at that. Derek had said, “Oh,
baby, baby!” And Jim had said, “Let me count the ways.” Then she
put out her hand to Derek, who shook it and told her his name. “Hi
Derek,” she said. And then she shook hands around and repeated
their names.

Pete found this really charming and he thought this
might be a girl he could date. If Fred wasn’t interested, that is.
Fred was a senior, and of course he would have first say in that.
But Fred had a girlfriend already and he seemed pretty serious
about her. So Pete might have a chance.

They sat back down in their booth and Pete moved in
next to the wall so Rhonda could sit next to him with Fred next to
her and the other three across the table. There was still some
beer, though by then it was warm and flat, but Fred handed her a
glass and encouraged her to drink it down. Then Jim started
clowning around, probably also to impress the girl, and there was a
lot of laughing and fun.

Fred ordered another pitcher and the guys all
groaned. They’d had enough but the moment was too good to let go
of. Derek started talking to Rhonda and anybody who would listen
about the Beach Boys and how he and Jim and Pete were taking a road
trip to see them play in Vancouver, BC, and maybe Rhonda would want
to go along.

He hadn’t thought about that part of the evening for
a very long time. How it had started out as such fun and then had
become something else.

“Sir?”

He looked up at the scruffy young man in front of
him.

“Sir, we’re closing now.”

Pete nodded and got up and went out to his car.
Someone had keyed the full-length of the driver’s side of the
Miata. He was pretty sure he knew who.


Chapter 6

 Derek finally reached
Pete that evening. He waited until Karina was well asleep before
getting out of bed and heading downstairs. As an extra precaution,
he took the portable phone outside, leaving the door open for
increased reception. He pushed 3 on the speed dial and heard it
ring 3,000 miles away.

“Peter Chandling,” said the familiar voice.

“It’s Derek.”

“Hey, hold on. Nance, it’s Derek. I’m going out to
the deck to talk with him.”

Derek heard the second familiar voice. “Okay. Tell
him hi for me.”

“Nancy says hi.”

“Tell her the same from me.” Derek liked Nancy. She
had been Jim’s girlfriend for a decade and the three of them, no,
the four of them with Pete, had spent a lot of time together. When
Nancy and Jim had broken up—Jim said it was his choice but Derek
suspected it was Nancy’s idea—Derek thought about making a move on
her, but he’d met his second wife Mindy by then and they were
talking marriage. A couple of years later, Nancy had married Pete.
Derek was surprised. They seemed an odd couple from the look of it.
She was a head taller than Pete, who’d always favored petite
girls.

But in other ways, it made sense. She was a good
woman, smart, a nurse. She was a union advocate at her hospital and
Pete was equally liberal and an occasional activist. Nancy was also
an ardent feminist, and Derek had long wondered if she despised him
for his many relationships. He wondered now if Pete had told her
about the letter and what her response had been.

He heard Pete settle into the creaky porch swing in
the yard. He and Pete had had many a conversation out on that
swing.

Then Pete said, “I met with him today.”

“Kirchner?”

“Of course Kirchner. Isn’t that what you called
about?” There was anger in Pete’s voice and something else Derek
couldn’t identify.

“Yeah, sure. Calm down. Let’s start over. How are
you?”

“I don’t know. Not good. Terrified even.”

Derek felt suddenly much calmer. Pete was a worry
wart, a doomsday kind of guy, and maybe he could carry this for all
of them. Obviously, Kirchner had singled him out already as the
dad. “Hmmm. Where to start?” he said. “Which one of us does he look
like?”

“Nobody really. I mean I couldn’t tell. He’s tall,
he’s got light brown hair, he’s got, I don’t know, regular looks. I
wasn’t struck with any resemblance to any of us.”

“That’s a relief.”

“Why? That doesn’t mean you aren’t the father.”

“You mean that you or I aren’t the father, don’t
you?

“Well, like I told him, I can’t be.”

“How does that work? Do you have some sterility issue
you’ve never mentioned?”

“No, it means I didn’t have sex with her.”

“Yes, you did. I saw you go in there.”

“Yeah, I went in there but I couldn’t do it.”

“You mean…”

“Geez, Walsh, do I have to spell it out?”

“But you never said anything.”

“What was I going to say? Something that would
humiliate me in front of all of you? And in front of Murcheson? It
was just easier to let you guys think that I, well,
participated.”

“I can’t believe you never told me this. I’m your
best friend.”

Pete was quiet for a little bit. “Well, I might have
told you, but we never talked about it, about that night. I wasn’t
about to bring it up.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“There isn’t anything to say. He still asked me for a
DNA swab and I gave it to him.”

“What? That wasn’t a wise thing to do.”

“Why not? I’m not the father.”

“Yes, but giving him the swab means you admitted
being there.”

“Of course I admitted being there. You think I should
have lied about this?”

“You could have said you had no memory of being
there.”

“That would have been its own lie, Derek. I do
remember. I wish I didn’t but I do.”

There was silence then. Derek could hear the crickets
in the gulch, the rustling of leaves and grasses as the night
creatures went about their lives. It was a relief to focus on them,
not on Pete, not on all of this. Finally, he came back to it. “Did
you talk about any of the rest of us?”

“No,” Pete said quickly. “Of course not. When he
asked me who had driven his … her to the apartment, I said I
couldn’t tell him that. Truth is, I don’t know.”

“But you didn’t tell him it was all Fred’s idea.”

“No, I didn’t mention any of you by name. I’m sure of
it. But, Derek, it doesn’t matter that it was Fred’s idea. We all
were part of it.”

“Except you.”

“The fact that I didn’t sleep with her isn’t going to
matter to a jury. I was there. I didn’t stop it. You didn’t stop
it.”

“Did you think about stopping it? I sure didn’t.”

Pete hesitated just a beat and then said, “No. I
didn’t either.” He sighed. “What are we going to do, Derek?”

“I don’t know. What did Kirchner say he was going to
do?”

“He didn’t. Just that it wasn’t over.”

“He didn’t talk about suing us then.”

“No.”

“Then why did you bring up a jury?”

“I don’t know. Worst-case scenario, I guess.”

“Are you going to tell Nancy about this?”

Pete was silent again for a long moment. “I don’t
know. I don’t know that we would survive this. You know how she is
about women’s rights and men’s wrongs. Will you tell Karina?”

“Not now, maybe not ever.” Derek heard a door slide
open on Pete’s end and Nancy’s voice. “One last question,” he said.
“How did he find out who you were?” But the connection was broken.
There was just the dial tone.


Chapter 7

 Derek sat out on the
patio for a long time after the phone call. He thought about Pete
going into that bedroom. He’d stayed in there at least 20 minutes.
Jim had commented on it. “Pete’s really taking his time.”

He hadn’t responded but Murcheson had. “Good for him”
or “Atta boy” or something similar. Now he knew it had all been for
show. To impress them. To fit in. Pete had been a transfer pledge
from some rural college in Tennessee where he’d belonged to another
chapter of the same fraternity. All the guys liked him right away,
but they’d never let him forget he was a latecomer to the party. He
must have felt he had something to prove.

Is that why he himself had done it? Had something to
prove? That wasn’t what he remembered. He’d seen it as an
experience, something new to add to his list, his future memoir.
He’d been willing to try anything: booze, dope, acid, mescaline.
And especially anything that involved women. The spring before that
night at the apartment, he and Jim and Fred had driven all night to
Reno and gone to the Mustang Ranch. The fact that the brothel was
now legal had taken some of the excitement away from it, but it was
still the real thing and he and Jim were underage and that helped
make it even more of an adventure. Only Fred had been allowed into
the bar, but the owner was happy to take their money for time with
the girls, especially when Derek said he was writing an article on
the ranch for Playboy. Fortunately, the guy didn’t ask him
for any press credentials or call him on it.

The place wasn’t what he’d expected. There wasn’t a
ranch house, just interconnected trailers. There weren’t any cows
or horses, and they saw only one cowboy type, a guy in jeans and a
Stetson. That was disappointing.

Derek had picked a black girl to sleep with. Salem,
hell Oregon, didn’t have many blacks and he didn’t know when he’d
get another chance. She wasn’t his type: short, stocky, pendulous
tits. But she was black. In the end, he was disappointed that she
wasn’t more exotic. She had experience and was willing to do
whatever he asked if he paid for it, but he’d thought somehow she’d
be different. A different feel to her skin, a different smell to
her body, but she was just a woman. However, he had impressed her.
All his years of prolonging ejaculation so that he could satisfy a
woman had paid off, and she had told him so. He’d walked away proud
of himself.

Afterwards they’d driven into Reno and gotten some
breakfast. Fred had bragged about doing it four times, how he’d
spent all his money on the woman, how Derek and Jim would have to
pay for breakfast and the gas home.

The reality of it hadn’t been all that great, but he
and Jim and Fred talked it up when they got back to the frat house.
Cutting classes, making the road trip, sleeping with “hookers” in a
famous brothel. They were the envy of all the brothers.

So maybe there had been some of that in his being
there that night at Murcheson’s apartment. Impressing the other
guys. Although none of them had ever talked about it at the frat,
not even Fred. So how impressive was that?

A night breeze came up out of the gulch and rippled
across his skin. It was cool but he was sweating. A deep uneasiness
was settling into his gut. He went inside, poured three fingers of
scotch into a tumbler, and drank it down before he headed back
upstairs to Karina.


Chapter 8

 Pete too sat outside
after the phone call. He was deeply disappointed in Derek’s
response. He had expected solidarity and mutual concern, not
castigation for telling the truth. He needed somebody to sympathize
with him, with his fear, with his guilt and disgust with himself.
That night had been a shared experience. They were all guilty of
doing something despicable but Derek didn’t seem to feel guilty or
ashamed. How was that? He’d always thought of Derek as a stand-up
guy, a loyal friend, someone he could turn to if he was in trouble.
Now he wasn’t so sure.

“Okay to join you?” Nancy stood in the doorway.

“Sure. Come on out.”

She moved to the edge of the deck and he heard the
lighter and her quick inhale. The one cigarette of the day she
allowed herself. She’d been a smoker when he met her, and he’d told
her right away that that was a deal-breaker for him. She’d quit
soon after and had stuck to the single indulgence for the last
eight years.

“What did Derek want?”

The guilt rose up in him then, hot misery. He thought
about pushing it down but he knew not speaking of it would be
worse. He’d already committed to the path ahead when he’d agreed to
meet with Kirchner. He would have to follow it through, no matter
what happened.

“Sit down, Nance. I need to tell you something.”

Pete hadn’t watched his wife’s face as he told her of
the letter and the meeting with Kirchner. But now that he was
finished, now that he was in tears, he looked over at her. Her jaw
was set, her usually soft mouth tight and grim. That was the only
word for it. And he felt as grim as she looked.

She got up and went to the edge of the deck again.
After a long moment, he heard the lighter, saw her face light up in
the deepening dusk. He said nothing. She also said nothing until
she had finished and crushed out the butt and put it in her pocket.
Then she came back and sat down next to him. “Tell me what happened
in the room,” she said. “All of it.”

He told her what he could remember. That the room was
mostly dark although there was no curtain on the window and some
light came from a street lamp in the distance. That the girl was
lying on the bed.

“You mean Rhonda?”

“Yes.”

“We have to call her that, Pete. She wasn’t
anonymous. She wasn’t a stranger. “

“Yeah, I see that. Rhonda was lying on the bed. She
was...naked, she wasn’t covered up in any way.”

“Was she awake?”

“Yes, of course.” Pete could hear his defensiveness,
his vehemence.

“Was she drunk?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know how much she’d had to
drink before we met her
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