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we encourage those who betray their friends.
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John Gay.
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Santa Ana winds were no friends of photography, but that was something you could not tell an egomaniacal architect who believed his entire reputation rested upon capturing for posterity – and for Architectural Digest – fifty-two thousand square feet of unfinished hillside sprawl today. You couldn’t even try to tell him that. Because when you finally found the location after making what felt like two dozen wrong turns, you were already late, he was already ticked off, and the arid wind was already throwing up so much dust that all you wanted to do was get out of there as fast as possible which wasn’t going to be possible if you argued with him over whether you were going to take the pictures in the first place. So you took them, never mind the dust, never mind the tumbleweeds which seemed to have been imported by a special effects team to make several million dollars’ worth of California ocean-view real estate look like Barstow in August, and never mind the fact that the grit got under your contact lenses and the air made your skin feel like peach pits and your hair like burnt hay. The job was everything; the job was all. And since China River supported herself by doing the job, she did it.

But she wasn’t happy. When she completed the work, a patina of grime lay on her clothes and against her skin, and the only thing she wanted – other than a tall glass of the coldest water she could find and a long soak in a very cool tub – was to be out of there: off the hillside and closer to the beach. So she said, ‘That’s it, then. I’ll have proofs for you to choose from the day after tomorrow. One o’clock? Your office? Good. I’ll be there,’ and she strode off without giving the man a chance to reply. She didn’t much care about his reaction to her abrupt departure, either.

She drove back down the hillside in her ancient Plymouth, along a smoothly paved road, potholes being permanently banned in Montecito. The route took her past houses of the Santa Barbara super-rich who lived their shielded privileged lives behind electronic gates where they swam in designer swimming pools and towelled themselves off afterwards on terrycloth as thick and white as a Colorado snow bank. She braked occasionally for Mexican gardeners who sweated behind those protective walls and for teenage girls on horseback who bounced along in tight-fitting blue jeans and skimpy T-shirts. The hair on these girls swung in the sunlight. On every last one of them it was long and straight and shiny like something lit it from within. Their skin was flawless and their teeth were perfect. And not a single one of them carried an ounce of unwanted flesh... anywhere. But then, why would they? Weight wouldn’t have had the moral fortitude to linger upon them any longer than the time it took them to stand on the bathroom scale, get hysterical, and fling themselves at the toilet afterwards.

They were so pathetic, China thought. The whole coddled, undernourished crowd of them. And what was worse for the little twits: their mothers probably looked exactly like them, doing their part to be role models for a lifetime of personal trainers, plastic surgery, shopping excursions, daily massages, weekly manicures, and regular sessions with a shrink. There was nothing like having a gold-plated meal ticket, courtesy of some idiot whose only requirement of his women was zeroed in on the looks department.

Whenever China had to come to Montecito, she couldn’t wait to get out of Montecito, and today was no different. If anything, today the wind and the heat made the urgency to put this place behind her worse than normal, like something gnawing at her mood. Which was bad enough already, truth be told. An overall uneasiness had been sitting on her shoulders since the moment her alarm had rung early that morning.

Nothing else had rung, specifically the telephone. That was the problem. Upon waking, she’d made that automatic three-hour leap in time to ten-a.m.-in-Manhattan-so-why-hasn’t-he-called, and while the hours passed till the one at which she had to leave for her appointment in Montecito, she’d mostly watched the phone and stewed, something that was easy enough to do since it was nearly eighty degrees by nine a.m.

She’d tried to occupy herself. She’d watered the entire front yard by hand and she’d done the same to the back, right down to the grass. She’d talked over the fence to Anita Garcia – Hey, girl, is this weather killing you? Man oh man, it’s destroying me – and sympathised with her neighbour’s degree of water retention in this last month of her pregnancy. She’d washed the Plymouth and dried it as she went, managing to stay one step ahead of the dust that wanted to adhere to it and turn into mud. And she leaped inside the house twice when the phone rang, only to find those unctuous obnoxious telephone solicitors on the line, the kind who always wanted to know what kind of day you were having before they launched into their spiels about changing your long-distance telephone company which would, of course, also change your life. Finally, she’d had to leave for Montecito. But not before she picked up the phone one last time to make sure she had a dial tone and not before she double-checked her answering machine to make sure it would take a message.

All the time she hated herself for not being able just to dismiss him. But that had been the problem for years. Thirteen of them. God. How she hated love.

Her cell phone was the phone that finally did the ringing toward the end of her drive home to the beach. Not five minutes away from the uneven lump of sidewalk that marked the concrete path to her own front door, it chimed on the passenger seat and China grabbed it up to hear Matt’s voice.

‘Hey, good looking.’ He sounded cheerful.

‘Hey yourself.’ She hated the instant relief she felt, like she’d been uncorked of carbonated anxiety. She said nothing else.

He read that easily. ‘Pissed?’

Nothing from her end. Let him hang, she thought.

‘I guess I’ve blown my wad with this one.’

‘Where’ve you been?’ she demanded. ‘I thought you were calling this morning. I waited at the house. I hate it when you do that, Matt. Why don’t you get it? If you’re not going to call, just say that in the first place and I can deal with it, okay? Why didn’t you call?’

‘Sorry. I meant to. I kept reminding myself all day.’

‘And... ?’

‘It’s not going to sound good, China.’

‘Try me.’

‘Okay. A real bitch of a cold front moved in last night. I had to spend half the morning trying to find a decent coat.’

‘You couldn’t call from your cell while you were out?’

‘Forgot to take it. I’m sorry. Like I said.’

She could hear the ubiquitous background noises of Manhattan, the same noises she heard whenever he called from New York. The blare of horns reverberating through architectural canyons, jack hammers firing like heavy armaments against cement. But if he’d left his cell phone in the hotel, what was he doing on the street with it now?

‘On my way to dinner,’ he told her. ‘Last meeting. Of the day, that is.’

She’d pulled to the sidewalk at a vacant spot about thirty yards down the street from her house. She hated stopping because the air conditioning in her car was too weak to make much of a dent in the stifling interior and she was desperate to get out, but Matt’s last remark made the heat suddenly less important and certainly far less noticeable. All her attention shifted to his meaning.

If nothing else, she’d learned to keep her mouth shut when he dropped one of his small verbal incendiary bombs. There’d been a time when she’d jump all over him at a remark like ‘Of the day, that is,’ to weed specifics out of his implications. But the years had taught her that silence served just as well as demands or accusations. It also gave her the upper hand once he finally admitted what he was trying to avoid saying.

It came in a rush. ‘Here’s the situation. I’ve got to stay here another week. I’ve got a chance to talk to some people about a grant, and I need to see them.’

‘Matt. Come on.’

‘Wait, babe. Listen. These guys dumped a fortune on a filmmaker from NYU last year. They’re looking for a project. Hear that? They’re actually looking.’

‘How do you know?’

‘That’s what I was told.’

‘By who?’

‘So I called them and I managed to get an appointment. But not till next Thursday. So I’ve got to stay.’

‘Goodbye Cambria, then.’

‘No, we’ll do it. We just can’t next week.’

‘Sure. Then when?’

‘That’s just it.’ The street sounds on the other end of the cell phone seemed to grow louder for a moment, as if he were throwing himself into the midst of them, forced off the sidewalk by the congestion of the city at the end of a workday.

She said, ‘Matt? Matt?’ and knew a moment of irrational panic when she thought she’d lost him. Damn phones and damn signals, always fading in and out.

But he came back on the line and it was quieter. He’d ducked inside a restaurant, he said. ‘This is make or break for the film. China, this one’s a festival winner. Sundance for sure, and you know what that can mean. I hate letting you down like this, but if I don’t make a pitch to these people, I’m not going to be worth taking you anywhere. To Cambria. To Paris. Or to Kalamazoo. That’s just how it is.’

‘Fine,’ she told him but it was not and he would know that by the flat sound of her voice. It had been a month since he’d managed to carve two days away from pitch-meetings in LA and funding-scavenges across the rest of the country, and before that it had been six weeks while she cold-called potential clients for herself and he continued to pursue the horizon of his dream. ‘Sometimes,’ she said, ‘I wonder if you’ll ever be able to put it together, Matt.’

‘I know. It seems like it takes forever to get a film going. And sometimes it does. You know the stories. Years in development and then – wham! – instant box office. But I want to do this. I need to do it. I’m just sorry it seems like we end up apart more than we’re together.’

China heard all this as she watched a toddler trundle along the sidewalk on his tricycle, trailed by his watchful mother and even more watchful German shepherd. The child came to a spot where the cement was uneven, lifted on an angle by the root of a tree, and his wheel rammed into the resulting eruption. He tried to move his pedals against it, but he could do nothing till Mom came to his aid. The sight of this filled China with unaccountable sadness.

Matt was waiting for her response. She tried to think of some new variation on expressing disappointment, but she could come up with nothing. So she said, ‘I wasn’t really talking about putting together a film, Matt.’

He said, ‘Oh.’

Then there was nothing more to discuss because she knew that he would stay in New York to keep the appointment he’d fought so hard to get and she would have to fend for herself, another date broken, another wrench thrown in the works of the great Life Plan.

She said, ‘Well, good luck with your meeting.’

He said, ‘We’ll talk. All week. All right? You okay with this, China?’

‘What choice do I have?’ she asked him and said goodbye.

She hated herself for ending their conversation like that, but she was hot, miserable, dispirited, depressed... Call it what you wanted to call it. In any event, she had nothing more to give.

She loathed the part of herself that was unsure of the future, and most of the time she could keep that side of her character subdued. When it got away from her and took dominance in her life like an overconfident guide into chaos, it never led to anything good. It reduced her to adhering to a belief in the importance of the sort of womanhood she had long detested, one defined by having a man at any cost, lassoing him into marriage, and plugging up his life with babies ASAP. She would not go there, she told herself repeatedly. But a fraction of her wanted it anyway.

This led her to asking questions, making demands, and turning her attention to an us instead of keeping it focused on a me. When that occurred, what flared up between her and the man in question – who had always been Matt – was a replay of the debate they’d been having for five years now. This was a circular polemic on the subject of marriage that had so far achieved the same result: his obvious reluctance – as if she actually needed to see it and hear it – followed by her furious recriminations, which were then followed by a break-up initiated by whoever felt most exasperated with the differences that cropped up between them.

Those same differences kept bringing them back together, though. For they charged the relationship with an undeniable excitement that so far neither one of them had found with anyone else. He had probably tried. China knew that. But she had not. She didn’t need to. She’d known for years that Matthew Whitecomb was right for her.

China had arrived at this conclusion yet again by the time she reached her bungalow: one thousand square feet of 1920 architecture that had once served as the weekend getaway of an Angeleno. It sat among other similar cottages on a street lined with palm trees, close enough to the beach to reap the benefit of the ocean breeze, far enough from the water to be affordable.

It was definitely humble, comprising five small rooms – if you counted the bathroom – and only nine windows, with a wide front porch and a rectangle of lawn in the front and the back. A picket fence fronted the property, shedding flakes of white paint into the flower beds and onto the sidewalk, and it was to the gate in this fence that China lumbered with her photography equipment once she ended her conversation with Matt.

The heat beat down, only less marginally intense than it had been on the hillside, but the wind wasn’t as fierce. The palm leaves rattled like old bones in the trees, and where lavender lantana grew against her front fence, it hung listlessly in the bright sunlight with flowers like purple asterisks, growing out of ground that was thoroughly parched this afternoon, as if it hadn’t been watered this morning.

China lifted the lopsided gate and swung it open, her camera cases weighting down her shoulder and her intention to head for the garden hose and drag it over to soak the poor flowers. But she forgot this intention in the sight that greeted her: a man, naked down to his skivvies, was lying on his stomach in the middle of her lawn with his head pillowed on what appeared to be the ball of his blue jeans and a faded yellow T-shirt. No shoes were in evidence, and the soles of his feet were black beyond black and so calloused at the heel that the skin was canyoned. If his ankles and elbows were anything to go by, he appeared to be someone who eschewed bathing, too. But not eating or exercising, since he was well built without being fat. And not drinking since at the moment his right hand clutched a sweating bottle of Pellegrino.

Her Pellegrino by the look of it. The water she’d been looking forward to downing.

He turned over lazily and squinted up at her, resting on his dirty elbows. ‘Your security sucks the big one, Chine.’ He took a long swig from the bottle.

China glanced at the porch where the screen door hung open and the front door gaped wide. ‘God damn it,’ she cried. ‘Did you break into my house again?’

Her brother sat up and shaded his eyes. ‘What the hell are you dressed like that for? Ninety frigging degrees and you look like Aspen in January.’

‘And you look like an arrest for exposure waiting to happen. Good grief, Cherokee, show some sense. There’re little girls in this neighborhood. One of them walks by and sees you like that, you’ll have a squad car here in fifteen minutes.’ She frowned. ‘D’you have sun block on?’

‘Didn’t answer my question,’ he pointed out. ‘What’s with the leather? Delayed rebellion?’ He grinned. ‘If Mom got a look at those pants, she’d have a real—’

‘I wear them because I like them,’ she cut in. ‘They’re comfortable.’ And I can afford them, she thought. Which was more than half the reason: owning something lush and useless in southern California because she wanted to own it, after a childhood and adolescence spent trolling the racks in Goodwill for clothes that simultaneously fit, were not completely hideous, and – for the benefit of her mother’s beliefs – had no scrap of animal skin anywhere on them.

‘Oh sure.’ He scrambled to his feet as she passed him and went onto the porch. ‘Leather in the middle of a Santa Ana. Real comfortable. That makes sense.’

‘That’s my last bottle of Pellegrino.’ She dropped her camera cases just inside the front door. ‘I was looking forward to it all the way home.’

‘From where?’ And when she told him, he chuckled. ‘Oh, I get it. Doing a shoot for an architect. Loaded and at loose ends? I hope so. Available also? This is cool. Well, let me see how you look, then.’ He upended the bottle of water into his mouth and examined her while he did so. When he was sated, he handed the bottle to her and said, ‘You can have the rest. Your hair looks like crap. Whyn’t you stop bleaching it? Not good for you. Sure not good for the water table, all those chemicals going down the drain.’

‘As if you care about the water table.’

‘Hey. I’ve got my standards.’

‘One of which obviously isn’t waiting for people to get home before you raid their houses.’

‘You’re lucky it was only me,’ he said. ‘It’s pretty dumb to go off and leave the windows open. Your screens are complete shit. A pocket knife. That’s all it took.’

China saw her brother’s means of access into her house since, in Cherokee’s typical fashion, he’d done nothing to hide how he’d managed to enter. One of the two living-room windows was without its old screen, which had been easy enough for Cherokee to remove since only a metal hook and eye had held it in place against the sill. At least her brother had had enough sense to break in through a window that was off the street and out of sight of the neighbours, any one of whom would have willingly called the police.

She went through to the kitchen, the bottle of Pellegrino in her hand. She poured what was left of the mineral water into a glass with a wedge of lime. She swirled it round, drank it down, and put the glass in the sink, unsatisfied and annoyed.

‘What’re you doing here?’ she asked her brother. ‘How’d you get up here? Did you fix your car?’

‘That piece of crap?’ He padded across the linoleum to the refrigerator, pulled it open, and browsed through the plastic bags of fruit and vegetables inside. He emerged with a red bell pepper, which he took to the sink and meticulously washed off before scoring a knife from a drawer and slicing the pepper in half. He cleaned both halves and handed one of them to China. ‘I’ve got some things going so I won’t need a car anyway.’

China ignored the hook implied in his final remark. She knew how her brother cast his bait. ‘Everyone needs a car.’ She set her half of the red bell pepper on the kitchen table. She went into her bedroom to change her clothes. The leather was like wearing a sauna in this weather. It looked terrific, but it felt like hell. ‘I hope you haven’t come up here thinking you’re going to borrow mine,’ she called out to him. ‘Because if you have, the answer is no in advance. Ask Mom. Borrow hers. I assume she’s still got it.’

‘You coming down for Thanksgiving?’ Cherokee called back.

‘Who wants to know?’

‘Guess.’

‘Her phone doesn’t work all of a sudden?’

‘I told her I was coming up. She asked me to ask you. You coming or what?’

‘I’ll talk to Matt.’ She hung the leather trousers in the closet, did the same with the vest, and tossed her silk blouse into the dry-cleaning bag. She threw on a loose Hawaiian dress and grabbed her sandals from the shelf. She rejoined her brother.

‘Where is Matt these days?’ He’d finished his half of the pepper and had started on hers.

She removed it from his hand and took a bite. The meat was cool and sweet, a modest anodyne to the heat and her thirst. ‘Away,’ she told him. ‘Cherokee, would you put your clothes on, please?’

‘Why?’ He leered and thrust his pelvis at her. ‘Am I turning you on?’

‘You’re not my type.’

‘Away where?’

‘New York. He’s on business. Are you going to get dressed?’

He shrugged and left her. A moment later she heard the bang of the screen door as he went outside to retrieve the rest of his clothes. She found an uncooled bottle of Calistoga water in the musty broom closet that served as her pantry. At least it was something sparkling, she thought. She rooted out ice and poured herself a glassful.

‘You didn’t ask.’

She swung around. Cherokee was dressed, as requested, his T-shirt shrunk from too many washes and his blue jeans resting low on his hips. Their bottoms grazed the linoleum, and as she looked her brother over, China thought not for the first time how misplaced he was in time. With his too-long sandy curls, his scruffy clothes, his bare feet, and his demeanour, he looked like a refugee from the summer of love. Which would doubtless make their mother proud, make his father approve, and make her father laugh. But it made China... well, annoyed. Despite his age and his toned physique, Cherokee still looked too vulnerable to be out on his own.

‘So you didn’t ask me,’ he said.

‘Ask you what?’

‘What I’ve got going. Why I won’t be needing a car any more. I thumbed, by the way. Hitchhiking’s gone to crap, though. Took me since yesterday lunchtime to get here.’

‘Which is why you need a car.’

‘Not for what I’ve got in mind.’

‘I’ve already said. I’m not lending you my car. I need it for work. And why aren’t you in class? Have you dropped out again?’

‘Quit. I needed more free time to do the papers. That’s taken off in a very big way. I’ve got to tell you, the number of conscienceless college students these days just boggles the mind, Chine. If I wanted to do this for a career, I’d probably be able to retire when I’m forty.’

China rolled her eyes. The papers were term papers, take-home essay tests, the occasional master’s thesis, and, so far, two doctoral dissertations. Cherokee wrote them for university students who had the cash and who couldn’t be bothered to write the papers themselves. This had long ago raised the question of why Cherokee – who’d never received less than a B on something he’d written for payment – couldn’t himself get up the steam to remain in college. He’d been in and out of the University of California so many times that the institution practically had a revolving door with his name above it. But Cherokee had a facile explanation for his exceedingly blotted college career: ‘If the UC system would just pay me to do my work what the students pay me to do their work, I’d do the work.’

‘Does Mom know you’ve dropped out again?’ she asked her brother.

‘I’ve cut the strings.’

‘Sure you have.’ China hadn’t had lunch, and she was beginning to feel it. She pulled out the fixings for a salad from the refrigerator and from the cupboard took down one plate, a subtle hint that she hoped her brother would take.

‘So, ask me.’ He dragged a chair out from the kitchen table and plopped down. He reached for one of the apples that a dyed basket held in the centre of the table and he had it all the way to his mouth before he seemed to realise it was artificial.

She unwrapped the romaine and began to tear it onto her plate. ‘Ask you what?’

‘You know. You’re avoiding the question. Okay. I’ll ask it for you. “What’s the big plan, Cherokee? What’ve you got going? Why won’t you be needing a car?” The answer: because I’m getting a boat. And the boat’s going to provide it all. Transportation, income, and housing.’

‘“You just keep thinking, Butch,”’ China murmured, more to herself than to him. In so many ways Cherokee had lived his thirty-three years like that Wild West outlaw: there was always a scheme to get rich quick, have something for nothing, and live the good life.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Listen. This is sure-fire. I’ve already found the boat. It’s down in Newport. It’s a fishing boat. Right now it takes people out from the harbour. Big bucks a pop. They go after bonita. Mostly it’s day trips, but for bigger bucks – and I’m talking significant big ones here – they go down to Baja. It needs some work but I’d live on the boat while I fixed it up. Buy what I need at marine chandleries – don’t need a car for that – and I’d take people out year round.’

‘What d’you know about fishing? What d’you know about boating? And where’re you getting the money, anyway?’ China chopped off part of a cucumber and began slicing it onto the romaine. She considered her question in conjunction with her brother’s propitious arrival on her doorstep and said, ‘Cherokee, don’t even go there.’

‘Hey. What d’ you think I am? I said that I’ve got something going, and I do. Hell. I thought you’d be happy for me. I didn’t even ask Mom for the money.’

‘Not that she has it.’

‘Well, she’s got the house. I could’ve asked her to sign it over to me so I could get a second on it and raise the money that way. She would’ve gone for it. You know she would.’

There was truth in that, China thought. When hadn’t she gone for one of Cherokee’s schemes? He’s asthmatic had been her excuse in childhood. It had simply mutated through the years to He’s a man.

That left China herself as the choice of a source. She said, ‘Don’t think of me, either, okay? What I’ve got goes to me, to Matt, and to the future.’

‘As if.’ Cherokee pushed away from the table. He walked to the kitchen door and opened it, resting his hands on the frame and looking out into the sun-parched back yard.

‘As if what?’

‘Forget it.’

China washed two tomatoes and began to chop them. She cast a glance at her brother and saw that he was frowning and chewing on the inside of his lower lip. She could read Cherokee River like a billboard at fifty yards: there were machinations going on in his mind.

‘I’ve got money saved,’ he said. ‘Sure, it’s not enough but I’ve got a chance to make a little bundle that’ll help me out.’

‘And you’re saying that you haven’t hitchhiked all the way up here to ask me to make a contribution? You spent twenty-four hours on the side of the road in order to make a social call? To tell me your plans? To ask me if I’m going to Mom’s for Thanksgiving? This isn’t exactly computing, you know. There’re telephones. Email. Telegrams. Smoke signals.’

He turned from the doorway and watched her brushing the dirt from four mushrooms. ‘Actually,’ he finally said, ‘I’ve got two free tickets to go to Europe and I thought my little sister might like to tag along. That’s why I’m here. To ask you to go. You’ve never been, have you? Call it an early Christmas present.’

China lowered her knife. ‘Where the hell did you get two free tickets to Europe?’

‘Courier service.’

He went on to explain. Couriers, he said, transported materials from the United States to points around the globe when the sender didn’t trust the post office, Federal Express, UPS, or any other carrier to get them to their destination on time, safely, or undamaged. Corporations or individuals provided a prospective traveller with a ticket he needed to get to the destination – sometimes with a fee as well – and once the package was placed into the hands of the recipient, the courier was free to enjoy the destination or to travel onward from there.

In Cherokee’s case, he’d seen a posting on a notice board at UC Irvine from someone – ‘Turned out to be an attorney in Tustin’ – looking for a courier to take a package to the UK, in return for payment and two free airline tickets. Cherokee applied, and he was selected, with the proviso that he ‘dress more businesslike and do something about the hair’.

‘Five thousand bucks to make the delivery,’ Cherokee concluded happily. ‘Is this a good deal or what?’

‘What the hell? Five thousand dollars?’ In China’s experience, things that seemed too good to be true generally were. ‘Wait a minute, Cherokee. What’s in the package?’

‘Architectural plans. See, that’s one of the reasons I thought of you right off for the second ticket. Architecture. Hell. It’s right up your alley.’ Cherokee returned to the table, swung the chair around this time, and straddled it backwards.

‘So why doesn’t the architect take the plans over himself? Why doesn’t he send them on the Internet? There’s a program for that, and if no one has it at the other end, why doesn’t he send the plans over on a disk?’

‘Who knows? Who cares? Five thousand bucks and a free ticket? They can send their plans by row boat if they want to.’

China shook her head and went back to her salad. ‘It sounds way fishy. You’re on your own.’

‘Hey. This is Europe we’re talking about. Big Ben. The Eiffel Tower. The frigging Coliseum.’

‘You’ll have a great time. If you’re not arrested at customs with heroin.’

‘I’m telling you this is completely legit.’

‘Five thousand dollars just to carry a package? I don’t think so.’

‘Come on, China. You’ve got to go.’

There was something in his voice when he said that, an edge that tried to wear the guise of eagerness but tilted too closely to desperation. China said warily, ‘What’s going on? You’d better tell me.’

Cherokee picked at the vinyl cord around the top of the seatback. He said, ‘The deal is... I have to take my wife.’

‘What?’

‘I mean the courier. The tickets. They’re for a couple. I didn’t know that at first but when the attorney asked me if I was married, I could tell he wanted a yes answer so I gave him one.’

‘Why?’

‘What difference does it make? How’s anyone going to know? We have the same last name. We don’t look alike. We can just pretend—’

‘I mean why does a couple have to take the package over? A couple wearing business clothes? A couple that’ve done “something to their hair”? Something to make them look innocuous, legitimate, and above suspicion? Good grief, Cherokee. Get some brains. This is a smuggling scam and you’ll end up in jail.’

‘Don’t be so paranoid. I’ve checked it out. This is an attorney we’re talking about. He’s the real thing.’

‘Oh, that gives me buckets of confidence.’ She lined the circumference of her plate with baby carrots and tossed a handful of pepitas on top. She sprinkled the salad with lemon juice and carried the plate to the table. ‘I’m not going for it. You’ll need to find someone else to play Mrs River.’

‘There is no one else. And even if I could find someone that fast, the ticket has to say River and the passport has to match the ticket and... Come on, China.’ He sounded like a little boy, frustrated because a plan that had seemed so simple to him, so easily set up with a trip to Santa Barbara, was proving to be otherwise. And that was one hundred percent Cherokee: I’ve got an idea and surely the world will go along with it.

But China wouldn’t. She loved her brother. Indeed, despite the fact that he was older than she, she’d spent part of her adolescence and most of her childhood mothering him. But regardless of her devotion to Cherokee, she wasn’t going to accommodate him in a scheme that might well raise easy money at the same time as it put both of them at risk.

‘No way,’ she told him. ‘Forget it. Get a job. You’ve got to join the real world sometime.’

‘That’s what I’m trying to do here.’

‘Then get a regular job. You’ll have to eventually. It might as well be now.’

‘Oh, great.’ He surged up from his chair. ‘That’s really terrifically great, China. Get a regular job. Join the real world. So I’m trying to do that. I have an idea for a job and a home and money all at once, but that’s apparently not good enough for you. It has to be the real world and a job on exactly your terms.’ He strode to the door, and flung himself out into the yard.

China followed him. A birdbath stood in the centre of the thirsty lawn, and Cherokee dumped out its water, took up a wire brush at its base, and furiously attacked the ridged basin, scrubbing away its film of algae. He marched to the house where a hose lay coiled and turned it on, tugging it over to refill the basin for the birds.

‘Look,’ China began.

‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘It sounds stupid to you. I sound stupid to you.’

‘Did I say that?’

‘I don’t want to live like the rest of the world – eight-to-five working for the man and a lousy paycheck – but you don’t approve of that. You think there’s only one way to live and if anyone has a different idea, it’s bullshit, stupid, and liable to end them up in jail.’

‘Where’s all this coming from?’

‘What I’m supposed to do, according to you, is work for peanuts, save the peanuts, and put enough of the peanuts together so I can end up married with a mortgage and kids and a wife who will maybe be more of a wife and a mother than Mom was to anyone. But that’s your life plan, okay? It isn’t mine.’ He flung the burbling hose to the ground where water flowed onto the dusty lawn.

‘This has nothing to do with anyone’s life plan. It’s basic sense. Look at what you’re proposing, for God’s sake. Look at what’s been proposed to you.’

‘Money,’ he said. ‘Five thousand dollars. Five thousand dollars that I God damn need.’

‘So you can buy a boat you know nothing about running? To take people out fishing God only knows where? Think things through for once, okay? If not the boat then at least the courier idea.’

‘Me?’ He barked a laugh. ‘I should think things through? Just when the hell’re you going to do that?’

‘Me? What—’

‘It’s really amazing. You can tell me how to live my life while yours is a running joke and you don’t even know it. And here I am, giving you a decent chance to get out of it for the first time in what... ten years? more?... and all you—’

‘What? Get out of what?’

‘—can do is put me down. Because you don’t like the way I live. And you won’t see the way you live is worse.’

‘What do you know about the way I live?’ She felt her own anger now. She hated the way her brother turned conversations. If you wanted to have a discussion with him about the choices he’d made or wanted to make, he invariably turned the spotlight onto you. That spotlight always became an attack in which only the nimble-footed could emerge unscathed. ‘I haven’t seen you for months. You show up here, break into my house, tell me you need my help in some shady deal, and when I don’t cooperate the way you expect me to, suddenly everything becomes my fault. But I’m not going to play that game.’

‘Sure. You’d rather play the one Matt’s got going.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ China demanded. But at the mention of Matt, she couldn’t help it: she felt the skeletal finger of fear touch her spine.

‘God, China. You think I’m stupid. But when the hell’re you going to figure things out?’

‘Figure what things? What are you talking about?’

‘All this about Matt. Living for Matt. Saving your money “for me and Matt and the future”. It’s ludicrous. No. It’s sure-as-hell pathetic. You’re standing right in front of me with your head so far up your butt that you haven’t figured out—’ He stopped himself. It seemed as if he suddenly remembered where he was, with whom he was, and what had gone before to bring them both to this place. He stooped and grabbed up the hose, carrying it back to the house and turning the water off. He coiled the hose back to the ground with too much precision.

China watched him. It seemed to her suddenly that all that was her life – her past and her future – was reduced by fire to this single moment. Knowing and not, simultaneously.

‘What do you know about Matt?’ she asked her brother.

Part of the answer she knew already. For the three of them had been teenagers together in the same ramshackle neighbourhood in a town called Orange where Matt was a surfer, Cherokee his acolyte, and China a shadow cast by both. But part of the answer she had never known because it had been hidden in the hours and the days that the two boys had gone alone to ride the waves in Huntington Beach.

‘Forget it.’ Cherokee moved past her and returned to the house.

She followed him. But he didn’t stop in the kitchen or the living room. Instead, he walked straight through, swung the screen door open, and stepped onto the warped front porch. There he stopped, squinting out at the bright dry street where the sun beat down on the cars parked there and a gust of wind whooshed dead leaves against the pavement.

‘You’d better tell me where you’re heading with this,’ China said. ‘You started something. You might as well finish it.’

‘Forget it,’ he said.

‘You said pathetic. You said ludicrous. You said a game.’

‘It slipped out,’ he said. ‘I was pissed off.’

‘You talk to Matt, don’t you? You must still see him when he visits his parents. What do you know, Cherokee? Is he...’ She didn’t know if she could actually say it, so reluctant was she in truth to know. But there were his lengthy absences, his trips to New York, the cancellation of their plans together. There was the fact that he lived in LA when he wasn’t travelling and there were all the times when he was at home but still too busy with his work to make a weekend with her. She’d told herself all this meant nothing, placed in the scales against which she measured their years together. But her doubts had grown, and now they stood before her, asking to be embraced or obliterated.

‘Does Matt have another woman?’ she asked her brother.

He blew out a breath and shook his head. But it didn’t seem so much a reply to her question as it was a reaction to her having asked it in the first place.

‘Fifty bucks and a surfboard,’ he said to his sister. ‘That’s what I asked for. I gave the product a good guarantee – just be nice to her, I said, she’ll cooperate with you – so he was willing to pay.’

China heard the words but for a moment her mind refused to assimilate them. Then she remembered the surfboard all those years ago: Cherokee bringing it home and his triumphant crow, ‘Matt gave it to me!’ And she remembered what followed: seventeen years old, never had a date much less been kissed or touched or the rest and Matthew Whitecomb – tall and shy, good with a surfboard but at a loss with girls – coming by the house and stammering an embarrassed request for a date except it wasn’t embarrassment at all, was it, that first time, but rather the sweaty-palmed anticipation of collecting what he’d paid her brother to possess.

‘You sold—’ She couldn’t complete the sentence.

Cherokee turned to look at her. ‘He likes to fuck you, China. That’s what it is. That’s all it is. End of story.’

‘I don’t believe you.’ But her mouth was dry, drier than her skin felt in the heat and the wind that came off the desert, drier even than the cracked scorched earth where the flowers wilted and the rain worms hid.

She felt behind her for the rusty knob of the old screen door. She went into the house. She heard her brother following, his feet shuffling sorrowfully in her wake.

‘I didn’t want to tell you,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. I never meant to tell you.’

‘Get out,’ she replied. ‘Just go. Go.’

‘You know I’m telling you the truth, don’t you? You can feel it because you’ve felt the rest: that something’s not right between you, hasn’t been for a while.’

‘I don’t know anything of the sort,’ she told him.

‘Yeah, you do. And it’s better to know. You can cut him loose now.’ He came up behind her and put his hand – so tentative a gesture, it seemed – on her shoulder. ‘Come with me to Europe, China,’ he said quietly. ‘It’ll be a good place to start forgetting.’

She shook his hand off and turned to face him. ‘I wouldn’t even step out of this house with you.’
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Ruth Brouard woke with a start. Something in the house wasn’t right. She lay motionless and attended to the darkness as she’d learned to do all those years ago, waiting for the sound to repeat so as to know whether she was safe in her hiding place or whether she should flee. What the noise had been she couldn’t have said in this moment of strained listening. But it hadn’t been part of the nighttime noises she was used to hearing – the creak of the house, the rattle of a window in its frame, the soughing of wind, the call of a gull roused out of its sleep – so her pulse quickened as she worried her ears and forced her eyes to discriminate among the objects in her room, testing each one out, comparing its position in the gloom with where it stood in daylight when neither ghosts nor intruders would dare disturb the peace of the old manor house in which she lived.

She heard nothing more, so she ascribed her sudden waking to a dream she couldn’t remember. Her jangled nerves she ascribed to imagination. That and the medication she was taking, the strongest painkiller her doctor would give her that wasn’t the morphine her body needed.

She grunted in her bed, feeling a bud of pain that flowered from her shoulders and down her arms. Doctors, she thought, were modern-day warriors. They were trained to battle the enemy within till the last corpuscle gave up the ghost. They were programmed to do that, and she was grateful for it. But there were times when the patient knew better than the surgeon, and she understood she’d arrived at one of those times. Six months, she thought. Two weeks until her sixty-sixth birthday, but she’d never see her sixty-seventh. The devil had made it from her breasts to her bones, after a twenty-year respite during which she’d got sanguine.

She shifted her position from her back to her side, and her gaze fell on the red digital numbers of the clock at her bedside. It was later than she’d thought. The time of year had utterly beguiled her. She’d assumed from the darkness that it was two or three in the morning, but it was half past six, only an hour from her usual time of rising.

From the room next to hers, she heard a sound. But this time it wasn’t a noise out of place, born of dream or imagination. Rather it was the movement of wood upon wood as a wardrobe door was opened and closed and a drawer in the chest was handled likewise. Something thudded quietly on the floor, and Ruth pictured the trainers accidentally falling from his hands in his haste to get them on.

He would already have gyrated his way into his bathing suit – that insignificant triangle of azure Lycra that she thought so unsuitable for a man of his age – and his track suit would be covering it for now. All that remained of his bedroom preparations were the shoes he would wear on his walk to the bay, and those he was putting on at the moment. A creak of the rocking chair told Ruth that.

She smiled as she listened to her brother’s movements. Guy was as predictable as the seasons. He’d said last night that he intended to swim in the morning so swim he would as he did every day: tramping across the grounds to gain access to the outer lane and then fast walking down to the beach to warm up, alone on the narrow switchback road that carved a tunnelled zigzag beneath the trees. It was her brother’s ability to adhere to his plans and to make them successful that Ruth admired more than anything else about him.

She heard his bedroom door closing. She knew exactly what would come next: through the darkness, he’d feel his way to the airing cupboard and pull out a towel to take with him. That procedure would take ten seconds after which he’d use up five minutes to locate his swimming goggles, which he’d have placed yesterday morning in the knife box or draped over the canterbury in his study or shoved without thought into that corner dresser that listed against the wall in the breakfast room. With the goggles in his possession, he’d be off to the kitchen to brew his tea, and when he had it in hand – because he always took it with him for afterwards, his steaming ginkgo-and-green reward for another successful dip into water too cold for ordinary mortals – he’d be out of the house and striding across the lawn towards the chestnuts, beyond them the drive and beyond that the wall that defined the edge of the property. Ruth smiled at her brother’s predictability. It was not only what she loved best about him; it was also what had long given her life a sense of security that by rights it shouldn’t have had.

She watched the numbers on her digital clock change as the minutes passed and her brother made his preparations. Now he would be at the airing cupboard, now descending the stairs, now rustling round for those goggles and cursing the lapses of memory that were becoming more frequent as he approached seventy. Now he would be in the kitchen, she thought, perhaps even sneaking a pre-swim snack.

At the point at which Guy’s morning ritual would be taking him out of the house, Ruth rose from bed and wrapped her dressing gown round her shoulders. She padded to the window on bare feet and pulled aside the heavy curtains. She counted down from twenty and when she hit five, there he was below her, coming out of the house, dependable as the hours of the day, as the December wind and the salt it blew off the English Channel.

He was wearing what he always wore: a red knitted cap pulled low on his forehead to cover his ears and his thick greying hair; the navy running suit stained at the elbows, the cuffs, and the thighs with the white paint he’d used on the conservatory last summer; trainers without socks – although she couldn’t see that, merely knew her brother and how he dressed. He carried his tea. He had a towel slung round his neck. The goggles, she guessed, would be in a pocket.

‘Have a good swim,’ she said into the icy window pane. And she added what he’d always said to her, what their mother had cried out long ago as the fishing boat pulled away from the dock, taking them from home in the pitch black night, ‘Au revoir et adieu, mes chéris.’

Below her, he did what he always did. He crossed the lawn and headed for the trees and the drive beyond them.

But this morning, Ruth saw something else as well. Once Guy reached the elms, a shadowy figure melted out from beneath them and began to follow her brother.



Ahead of him, Guy Brouard saw that the lights were already on in the Duffys’ cottage, a snug stone structure that was, in part, built into the boundary wall of the estate. Once the collection point for rent from tenants of the privateer who’d first built Le Reposoir in the early eighteenth century, the steep-roofed cottage now served to house the couple who helped Guy and his sister maintain the property: Kevin Duffy on the grounds and his wife Valerie inside the manor house.

The cottage lights indicated that Valerie was up seeing to Kevin’s breakfast. That would be exactly like her: Valerie Duffy was a wife beyond compare.

Guy had long thought that the mould had been broken after Valerie Duffy’s creation. She was the last of a breed, a wife from the past who saw it as her job and her privilege to take care of her man. If Guy himself had had that sort of wife from the first, he knew he wouldn’t have had to spend a lifetime sampling the possibilities out there in the hope of finally finding her.

His own two wives had been true to tedious type. One child with the first, two children with the second, good homes, nice cars, fine holidays in the sun, nannies and boarding schools... It hadn’t mattered: You work too much. You’re never at home. You love your miserable job more than me. It was an endless variation on a deadly theme. No wonder he’d not been able to keep himself from straying.

Out from beneath the bare-branched elms, Guy followed the drive in the direction of the lane. It was quiet still, but as he reached the iron gates and swung one of them open, the first warblers stirred from within the bramble, the blackthorn, and the ivy that grew along the narrow road and clung to the lichened stone wall that edged it.

It was cold. December. What could one expect? But as it was early, there was still no wind although a rare southeast promised for later that day would make swimming impossible after noon. Not that anyone other than he would likely be swimming in December. That was one of the advantages of having a high tolerance for cold: one had the water all to oneself.

That was how Guy Brouard preferred it. For swimming time was thinking time, and he generally had much to think about.

Today was no different. The wall of the estate to his right, the tall hedgerows of the surrounding farmland to his left, he strode along the lane in the dim morning light, heading for the turn that would take him down the steep hillside to the bay. He considered what he had wrought in his life in the past few months, some of it deliberately and with plenty of forethought, some of it as a consequence of events no one could have anticipated. He’d engendered disappointment, confusion, and betrayal among his closest associates. And because he’d long been a man who kept his own counsel in matters closest to his heart, none of them had been able to comprehend – let alone to digest – the fact that their expectations of him had been so wildly off the mark. For nearly a decade he’d encouraged them to think of Guy Brouard as a permanent benefactor, paternal in his concern for their futures, profligate in the manner in which he assured those futures were secure. He hadn’t meant to mislead any of them with this. To the contrary, he’d all along fully intended to make everyone’s secret dream come true.

But all that had been before Ruth: that grimace of pain when she thought he wasn’t looking and what he knew that grimace meant. He wouldn’t have realised, of course, had she not started slipping away for appointments she called ‘opportunities for exercise, frère’ along the cliffs. At Icart Point, she said, she was taking inspiration for a future needlepoint from the crystals of feldspar in the flaky gneiss. At Jerbourg, she reported, the patterns of schist in the stone formed unequal grey bands that one could follow, tracing the route that time and nature used to lay silt and sediment into ancient stone. She sketched the gorse, she said, and she described with her pencils the thrift and sea-campion in pink and white. She picked ox-eye daisies, arranged them on the ragged surface of a granite outcrop, and made a drawing of them. She clipped bluebells and broom, heather and gorse, wild daffodils and lilies as she went along, depending on the season and her inclination. But the flowers never quite made it home. ‘Too long on the car seat, I had to throw them out,’ she’d claim. ‘Wild flowers never last when you pick them.’

Month after month, this had gone on. But Ruth wasn’t a walker of cliffs. Nor was she a picker of flowers or a student of geology. So all of this made Guy naturally suspicious.

He’d foolishly thought at first that his sister finally had a man in her life and was embarrassed to tell him so. The sight of her car at Princess Elizabeth Hospital had brought him round, however. That in conjunction with her grimaces of pain and her lengthy retreats to her bedroom had forced him to realise what he didn’t want to face.

She had been the only constant in his life from the night they’d set off from the coast of France making good an escape left far too late, on a fishing boat, hidden among the nets. She’d been the reason he himself had survived, her need for him a spur to maturity, to laying plans, and to ultimate success.

But this? He could do nothing about this. From this that his sister suffered now, there would be no fishing boat in the night.

So if he had betrayed, confused, and disappointed the others, it was nothing in light of losing Ruth.

Swimming was his morning release from the overwhelming anxiety of these considerations. Without his daily swim in the bay, Guy knew that the thought of his sister, not to mention his absolute impotence to change what was happening to his sister, would consume him.

The road he was on was steep and narrow, thickly wooded on this east side of the island. The rarity of any harsh wind from France had long allowed the trees to prosper here. Where Guy walked beneath them, the sycamores and chestnuts, ash and beech made a skeletal arc that was grey etched on pewter in the pre-dawn sky. The trees rose on sheer hillsides held back by stone walls. At the base of these, water flowed eagerly from an inland spring, chirping against stones as it raced to the sea.

The way switched back and forth on itself, past a shadowy water mill and a misplaced Swiss chalet hotel that was closed for the season. It ended in a minuscule car park where a snack bar the size of a misanthrope’s heart was boarded and locked, and the granite slipway once used to give horses and carts access to the vraic that was the island’s fertiliser was slick with sea weed.

The air was still, the gulls unroused from their nighttime clifftop resting places. In the bay the water was tranquil, an ashen mirror reflecting the colour of the lightening sky. There were no waves in this deeply sheltered place, just a gentle slapping of water on pebbles, a touch that seemed to release from the seaweed the contrasting sharp odours of burgeoning life and decay.

Near the life ring that hung from a spike long ago driven into the cliffside, Guy set down his towel and placed his tea on a flat-surfaced stone. He kicked off his shoes and removed his tracksuit’s trousers. He reached into his jacket pocket for his swimming goggles.

His hand came into contact with more than just the goggles, however. Inside his pocket was an object that he took out and held in the palm of his hand.

It was wrapped in white linen. He unfolded this and brought forth a circular stone. It was pierced in the middle in the fashion of a wheel, for a wheel was what it was supposed to be: énne rouelle dé faïtot. A fairy’s wheel.

Guy smiled at the charm and the memory it evoked. The island was a place of folklore. To those born and bred here, of parents and grandparents born and bred here, carrying the occasional talisman against witches and their familiars was something that might be scoffed at publicly but not so lightly dismissed privately. You ought to carry one of these, you know. Protection’s important, Guy.

Yet the stone – fairy wheel or not – had not been nearly enough to protect him in the single way he’d thought he was protected. The unexpected still occurred in everyone’s life, so he could not rightfully call himself surprised when the unexpected had occurred in his.

He wrapped the stone back in its linen and returned it to his pocket. Shrugging out of his jacket, he removed his knitted cap and stretched the goggles round his head. He picked his way across the narrow beach and without hesitation, he entered the water.

It came at him like a knife’s blade. In the midst of summer the Channel was no tropical bath. In the tenebrous morning of fast-approaching winter, it felt glacial, dangerous, and forbidding.

But he didn’t think of that. Instead, he moved resolutely forward and as soon as he had enough depth to make it safe to do so, he pushed off from the bottom and began to swim. He dodged patches of seaweed in the water, moving fast.

In this manner, he swam a hundred yards out, to the toad-shaped granite outcropping that marked the point where the bay met the English Channel. Here he stopped, right at the toad’s eye, a creation of guano collected in a shallow recess of the stone. He turned back to the beach and began to tread water, the best way he knew to keep in shape for the coming ski season in Austria. As was his habit, he removed his goggles to clear his view for a few minutes. He idly inspected the cliffs in the distance and the heavy foliage that covered them. Through this means, his gaze travelled downward on an uneven boulder-strewn journey to the beach.

He lost count of his kicks.

Someone was there. A figure, mostly in shadow but obviously watching him, stood on the beach. To one side of the granite slipway, it wore dark clothing with a flash of white at the neck, which was what must have caught his attention in the first place. As Guy squinted to bring the figure into better focus, it stepped away from the granite and moved across the beach.

There was no mistaking its destination. The figure glided over to his discarded clothes and knelt among them to pick up something: the jacket or the trousers, it was difficult to tell at this distance.

But Guy could guess what the figure was after, and he cursed. He realised that he should have emptied his pockets before setting out from the house. No ordinary thief, of course, would have been interested in the small pierced stone that Guy Brouard habitually carried. But no ordinary thief would ever have anticipated finding a swimmer’s belongings in the first place, unguarded on the beach so early on a December morning. Whoever it was knew who was swimming in the bay. Whoever it was either sought the stone or fingered through his clothing as a feint devised to get Guy back to shore.

Well damn it, he thought. This was his time in solitude. He didn’t intend to get into it with anyone. What was important to him now was only his sister and how his sister would meet her end.

He resumed swimming. He traversed the width of the bay twice. When at last he looked to the beach another time, he was pleased to see that whoever had encroached on his peace was gone.

He swam to shore and arrived there breathless, having covered nearly twice the distance that he usually covered in the morning. He staggered out and hurried over to his towel, his body a mass of chicken flesh.

The tea promised quick relief from the cold, and he poured himself a cup from his Thermos. It was strong and bitter and most especially hot, and he gulped down all of it before whipping off his swim suit and pouring himself another. This he drank more slowly as he towelled himself off, rubbing his skin vigorously to restore some heat to his limbs. He put his trousers on and grabbed his jacket. He slung it round his shoulders as he sat on a rock to dry his feet. Only after he’d donned his trainers did he put his hand in his pocket. The stone was still there.

He thought about this. He thought about what he had seen from the water. He craned his neck and searched the cliffside behind him. Nothing stirred anywhere, that he could see.

He wondered then if he’d been mistaken about what he’d assumed was on the beach. Perhaps it had not been a real person at all but rather a manifestation of something going on in his conscience. Guilt given flesh, for example.

He brought out the stone. He unwrapped it once more and with his thumb traced the shallow initials carved into it.

Everyone needed protection, he thought. The tricky part was knowing from whom or what.

He tossed back the rest of his tea and poured himself another cup. Full sunrise was less than an hour off. He would wait for it right here this morning.
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