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One


It’s only rock ’n’ roll, I hear. What a lie.


We know – any of us who has held a lover skin against skin while a song aches from the car radio. Anyone who has shed rage or sorrow to a thundering backbeat. Anyone who holds a guitar and strikes a chord and hears the shout rise from the crowd. We know. It’s glory, it’s riches, it’s a craving. It’s immortality. And as I drove through a winter storm, with rain drumming on the windshield and dark rhythms pounding in my ears, I was about to discover another truth. That night, it was also death.


I pulled into the driveway just as the sofa tumbled off the balcony in front of me. It was on fire, an orange shriek in the night. I braked. It hit the driveway and a burning cushion bounced onto the concrete. Though the rain was a cold lash, the fire burned bright. People stood in the street, cheering. Sorority girls danced under flame light. From the house came hoots and braying, and a keg flew off the balcony. It crashed in front of the couch and flailed beer in an arc. The girls dashed away shrieking.


Welcome to Friday night in Isla Vista.


My stomach was gripping. Eleven p.m. on a February night, and the phone had stabbed me awake. Can you come? We don’t know what else to do. He had your phone number in his pocket.



Midterms were over, that’s why IV was romping tonight. Take 15,000 college students, add testosterone and ethyl alcohol, and you get The Lord of the Flies with a Top 40 soundtrack. I rolled down my window to doublecheck the address. Del Playa Drive – when I went to the university, I had neither the cash nor the cool to live here. The wind kicked up, blowing rain onto my face. I wiped my eyes, backed the Explorer onto the street, and parked. This was the place.


The house sat on the beach side of the street, the choicest real estate in Isla Vista, on the cliff overlooking the Pacific. The paint was peeling off the walls. I headed for the door, hunching against the rain, smelling salt air and acrid smoke. A young man strolled around the side of the house, ribboned yellow by firelight. Ten feet from me he pulled a full frontal, unzipping his combat trousers and pissing against the side of a car.


‘Hey.’ I turned my face away. ‘This isn’t America’s Rudest Home Videos. Keep it to yourself.’


Rain and beer spray were dousing the sofa. I walked to the door, hearing music pound, feeling my throat go dry, wondering how it had come to this.


I knocked.


It made no sense. Even given a family taste for liquor, and too much time staring face to face with tragedy. This was wrong. Someone had made a mistake. A voice in my head said, Denial is a river in Egypt.



The door opened. Music jackhammered from the stereo. The man holding the knob was older than I expected, early thirties, my age.


‘Evan?’ He had the desiccated look of an old surfer. ‘I’m Toby. Thanks for coming.’ He let me in. ‘Nobody at the party seems to know him, and I didn’t know what else to do.’


The living room throbbed with dancing college students. It smelled like Doritos and tequila. We cut a path back into the house.


‘Where is he?’ I said.


‘Locked in the bathroom. Look, obviously he has issues, but people at the party want to pee.’


‘I hate to tell you, they aren’t waiting for the john.’


He frowned, walking down a hall toward the back of the house. ‘Who is he, anyway?’


A strong spirit going out like the tide. A ghost. My life.


‘My boyfriend.’


He stopped at a door and knocked. Inside the bathroom, a man said, ‘Fuck off.’ I felt heat behind my eyes.


‘Evan’s here,’ Toby said. ‘Why don’t you unlock the door?’


‘Go away.’


Toby looked at me, and held up a bobby pin. ‘This will pop the lock. I just didn’t want to have to haul him out, maybe start a fight. Want me to open it?’


I couldn’t find my voice, so I nodded.


He leaned against the door. ‘Blackburn. She’s coming in.’ He stuck the bobby pin into the lock and turned. Gave me a sad look. ‘Good luck.’


He pushed the door open.


The bathroom smelled like ripe socks and mildew. My head throbbed and my eyes stung. He was sitting in the bathtub, head in his hands, dark hair falling over his face.


He turned his face to the wall. ‘Close the door. Don’t let them see.’


I shut the door behind me. And shut my eyes, fighting the sting. But still I saw him – his rangy frame, his handsome features, his blue eyes. Relief coursed through me. God. I sank against the doorframe.


It wasn’t him. Of course it wasn’t. How the hell could I have believed it? I felt ashamed for buying any bit of it.


‘Come on, I’ll take you home,’ I said.


He put up a hand, as if fending me off. ‘I can’t go out there.’


‘Why not?’ I crouched next to the tub. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘You have to promise me.’


‘Are you in trouble?’


‘Don’t tell him.’


‘Who?’ I said, though I knew.


‘My brother. He’ll go ballistic. Promise you won’t tell Jesse.’


I put my hand on his arm. ‘PJ?’


His eyes met mine for an instant before he looked away again. Relief drained from me as fast as if someone had pulled a plug. I had seen that look in his eyes before. Years ago, on that awful day. He slumped back in the tub.


‘Something’s wrong. Tell me,’ I said.


‘Oh, fuck.’ He started banging his head against the tiles. ‘She went off the balcony.’


Bang, bang, again and again.


‘Over the edge. All the way down into the waves.’


I grabbed him. ‘Did you call nine-one-one?’


He scrabbled for the faucets but I tipped him over the edge of the tub and hauled him up. His shoulders scrunched. I yanked open the door and shoved him out into the hall, pulling out my cell phone.


‘Did you tell anybody?’


He shook his head.


I urged him into the living room, jostling through the throng, and into the kitchen. Half a dozen girls stood gabbing, running a batch of margaritas through the blender. PJ kept his head down, as though he were a dog being punished. I opened the sliding glass door to the balcony and pushed him outside. The wind drove nails of rain against my face. I dialed 911.


The balcony ran the width of the house. Beyond the railing, forty feet below, the surf pounded the cliff. It was a huge, roaring tide. The light from the kitchen petered out, but I could see that further along the balcony a bedroom door was open, the drapes billowing out.


The dispatcher came on the line. ‘Nine-one-one Emergency.’


‘I need a rescue. There’s been an accident at a house on Del Playa.’


PJ blinked. ‘No. You promised you wouldn’t tell.’


Before I knew what was happening, he grabbed the phone from my ear and stumbled back toward the kitchen door, mashing buttons.


‘You promised,’ he said.


‘Dammit.’ I grabbed his hand and pried at his fingers, but he clenched the phone to his ribs. ‘We have to get Search and Rescue out here. Now.’


His chest heaved. ‘No we don’t.’


‘Yes. Now.’


The rain was flattening his hair against his head in stringy tails. ‘We don’t need Search and Rescue. I think— I mean, I think I’m wrong. It didn’t really happen.’


Shit. ‘Don’t give me that.’


He stared into the storm. ‘I think I just freaked out.’


‘Truth. Right now. Did a girl fall off this balcony, or not?’


‘I don’t know.’


Planting both hands against his chest, I pushed him back inside the kitchen, where I could get a good look at his eyes in the light. He didn’t resist, just shivered and stared out the door at the ocean. I backed him against the counter.


The margarita girls said, ‘Hey, what?’


I wiped rain from my face. ‘Look at me.’


His gaze tagged me and jumped away again. His pupils were the size of fleas.


‘What did you take?’


A shrug.


‘Coke? Speed?’


The girls grabbed the blender and left the kitchen. PJ didn’t respond. I put my hands on his cheeks and held his face.


‘How much, PJ?’


His skin felt hot, the rainwater warm against my palms. He wasn’t as tall as Jesse, didn’t have his shoulders, but otherwise the resemblance gave me a punch, at the thought of everything that separated the two of them.


I shook his face between my hands.


‘Some E,’ he said. ‘And maybe a few lines.’


Exhaling, I let my hands drop. ‘What happened here? Tell me.’


He stared out the door again. ‘I don’t know. Me and some guys were here in the kitchen. People were everywhere. I couldn’t get a clear look.’


‘What did you see?’


‘Something out on the balcony, like, voices. But it was so loud, the music – and that sliding glass door was shut, and the lights here were reflecting. The rain, on the glass it looked so bright.’ His knee began jittering. ‘I don’t know. It just scared me.’


He was wired to the ends of his hair, bouncing toward hysteria, and I still didn’t know if he’d hallucinated it or not.


He was shaking. ‘It was freaky. So freaky.’


I looked around the kitchen. The phone had been torn out of the wall, leaving a gaping hole. Written in marker beneath it was, No more coffee for Alex.



‘Give me my cell phone, PJ.’


He clutched it like a precious toy. ‘You won’t call?’


‘No.’


Slowly, he extended it to me. I closed my fingers around it, waiting. It rang.


I answered. ‘Here. A woman fell off the balcony.’


It was the emergency dispatcher, calling back. I gave her the address. The last I saw, PJ was running through the crowd toward the front door.



Keep it to yourself. Prude. Priss. Got a look at it, and that’s all she could say? Frigid bitch.


Just like he’d hoped.


He walked away from the house with the hood of his sweatshirt pulled low over his face. Keeping his head down, when he really wanted to laugh and pull off his clothes and sing. The rain felt great, coming down hard now, like it knew, and was showering him with applause. It had been perfect.


Except for running into that woman. Ice queen. Lady Rudest-Home-Videos, thought she was a comedian.


But the joke was on her. She saw what he wanted her to see. And she got a good, long, beautiful look, too. Whip it out and they never notice your face. Wangdangling just blows their minds.


He balled his hands. They weren’t exactly slick, more sticky. He held them out and spread his fingers and let the rain lick it off. He wondered if it got on his dick when he whizzed on that car. An ache began in his crotch. But he couldn’t pull down his pants and let the sky kiss it all away. Not on the street. But that was okay, it was only blood.


He walked, feeling his hands turning clean. Perfect, yeah, it had been fucking perfect. And gone in a flash.


He should have gotten it on film.




Two


The searchlight arced white across the black ocean. A firefighter stood against the balcony railing, swinging the light over the heaving water. Two Water Rescue jet skis cruised the surf, looking for the fallen girl. Their engines had cut back, close to idling now.


The fire captain came in from the balcony, his hat and yellow turnout coat shining with rainwater. He moved like a boulder. In his hand a radio squelched.


‘Ma’am?’


I looked up from my seat at the kitchen table. ‘Any sign of her?’


Music was still trickling from the stereo, but the house had emptied out. Nothing kills a party like firefighters showing up. With Sheriff’s deputies.


The captain wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. ‘Run it past me again. Exactly what convinced you to call us?’


‘A friend told me that a woman had fallen off the balcony into the water,’ I said.


‘But you didn’t see it happen.’


‘No. But—’


A deputy came in, with raindrops clinging to his crew cut like dew. ‘Excuse me, but who are you?’


‘Evan Delaney.’


He wrote it down. ‘And the woman who fell, what’s her name?’


‘I don’t know,’ I said.


‘What did she look like?’


‘I didn’t see her. It happened before I got here.’


The fire captain set his radio on the table. ‘So you don’t actually know that anybody fell over the edge.’


‘No.’


‘The thing is,’ the deputy said, ‘nobody’s missing.’


Into the kitchen walked Toby, the man who’d let me into the house. The deputy turned to him.


‘Isn’t that so, sir?’


Toby scratched his nose. He was nothing but dark tan and stringy muscle, a walking stick of beef jerky.


‘Nobody said anything to me. If somebody went over, I’d have known. They’d have screamed, I would have heard it.’


Spoken like a landlord concerned about liability. The deputy was nodding.


‘No they wouldn’t,’ I said, ‘not with the storm, the music, the blender, the couch being torched – and besides, somebody did know. My friend told me. If I’m wrong, I’m sorry. But a woman might be out there in the water, and I couldn’t ignore it.’


The fire captain picked up his radio. ‘I’ll send the jet skis down the shoreline, but with this surf I can’t keep them out there for long.’


The deputy ran his hand across his head. ‘This friend of yours. Was he . . .’


‘Wasted,’ Toby said. ‘Out of his head. Not that he got that way here at the party. I mean, he showed up that way. I didn’t know him.’


‘Where is he? Can we talk to him?’


‘Gone,’ Toby said. ‘Out the door like a shot.’


‘What’s his name?’


‘Blackburn.’ Toby took a folded sheet of typing paper from his shirt pocket. Unfolded it, peered at the text. ‘Jesse Blackburn.’


I rubbed my eyes. ‘No, it isn’t.’


‘Yeah, it says, right here.’ Toby handed me the paper.


It was an e-mail from me to Jesse, giving him my new cell phone number. ‘Where’d you get this?’


‘He brought a guitar. Found it in the case.’


Why had I thought I could keep Jesse out of this? I felt as though a landslide was starting under my feet. And it was going to take me down.


‘The man who was here wasn’t Jesse, it was his brother PJ,’ I said.


‘PJ,’ the deputy said. ‘What’s that stand for?’


‘Patrick John.’


Thinking, rhymes with here and gone.


Toby watched me drive away. He stood with the engine crew on the driveway, by the smoldering sofa. The headlights flicked across his eyes when I turned the wheel. His look seemed to say, thanks for the trouble. Thanks for nothing.


I drove to the end of the street, got out, and found a path between houses to the cliff. The wind buffeted me. I could see nothing, hear nothing but the cold roar of the water. It sounded inexorable.


PJ, what happened here tonight? Were you telling me the truth?


He knew how to tell the truth, to break the worst news. He’d broken it to me. But tonight I didn’t know whether his tangled story came from fact, imagination, or cocaine.


Getting back in the car, I drove to his apartment building a few blocks away. The Don Quixote Arms, student squalor at its finest. It took three minutes for PJ’s roommate to answer my pounding. His eyes were gluey with sleep, and he hadn’t bothered to remove the stud from his lower lip before bedtime. His T-shirt said, ‘If I gave a shit, you’re the first person I’d give it to.’ When I asked for PJ, he scratched under his armpit.


‘He doesn’t live here any more,’ he said.


‘Yes, he does. That’s his acoustic guitar by the sofa.’


‘Does he owe you money?’


Next door, the curtains fluttered. I walked over and knocked.


A woman called from behind the peephole. ‘Who is it?’


‘I’m looking for your neighbor. PJ Blackburn.’


A hand drew back the curtains. I saw cautious eyes and a receding chin. ‘He went to a party. Over on Del Playa.’


‘I know. Did he come home?’


‘No.’ She peered, waiting for me to go away. I didn’t. ‘I would have heard him. He hasn’t.’


Back in the car I slumped against the headrest, listening to the rain. Procrastination wouldn’t make this go away. I took out my phone and called Jesse.


Outside Chaco’s on State Street, wet asphalt shone gold under the streetlights. Palm trees thrashed in the wind. I pushed through the door. Inside, a lively crowd was listening to indie rock, a local band on the little stage, the wispy girl singer tilting her head toward the microphone, eyes shut, deep into it. I scanned the room. Jesse wasn’t here yet. I worked my way to the bar.


The music swelled, drums crashing. But I heard the ocean booming against the cliff. I couldn’t stop picturing her – feeling solid wood slip away from her and seeing the balcony recede. Plunging into bitter waves. Struggling up to reach air. Breaking the surface, only to find herself alone.


The song finished on a minor chord, the airy singer smiling, hands at her side, the crowd applauding. The room felt as if it were rolling.


I rubbed my temples. This wasn’t news you gave over the phone. Besides, when I called him Jesse had sounded up, saying, Let’s catch a late set. Hearing enthusiasm in his voice had touched me. Joy, any spark at all, had been missing for a long time. And if it was finally rekindling, I was going to douse it once I told him about the mess in Isla Vista.


Patrick John. Make that going, going, almost gone. He was enrolled at the university, but at twenty-three was nowhere close to graduating. His curriculum emphasized recreational chemistry. He spent most of his time playing guitar, working odd jobs, and nosing around the edges of the music industry.


I glanced toward the door, watching for Jesse. It cut at his heart that his brother vanished when push came to shove. But as angry as I felt, I could never resent PJ, because he had been here for me when it counted.


That day – a gleaming Saturday morning, when the hibiscus in the garden flared red and the scent of jasmine saturated the air, he rang my bell. I saw him through the French doors, a big kid in a baseball cap, wiping a runny nose, his foot jittering up and down. I knew right away he could only be Jesse’s brother, and my bad mood deepened.


I opened the door and stood there with my bare feet and messy hair and burr-under-the-saddle grouchiness, saying, ‘Make this a good story.’


His blue gaze jumped around. ‘Jesse asked me to come over.’


I crossed my arms. ‘To tell me why he stood me up last night?’


My new boyfriend, apparently, was a chickenshit. Wouldn’t you know – star athlete, absurdly sexy, with a blinding grin and switchblade wit. And he had sent his brother to deliver the basket of excuses.


So I thought. I didn’t know that I was standing at the edge of a divide, and PJ had come to bring me across.


He wiped his nose again, and met my eyes. ‘Jesse’s been in an accident.’


Now the band started a new number, up tempo. The singer yanked at the mike and growled and sang. Next to me, a man took a seat on a stool and reached for the peanuts on the bar. He wore an aloha shirt and sweet cologne. The bartender asked what I wanted. I ordered a beer.


I could still see PJ, standing on my porch. Those few last seconds of sunshine and bluejays crying in the trees, the smell of freshly cut grass, my sleepyheaded annoyance, before I grasped it. Accident. PJ was almost falling over from fear and grief. It was beyond bad. The white noise started in my head.


The man on the stool picked through the peanuts. ‘Yeah, this band’s halfway decent. But they could mike the vocalist better. The monitors are wrong, and the mike’s too hot.’


Evidently he was talking to me. Taking off his glasses, he smoothed his Pancho Villa mustache and hunched against the bar, squinting at me as he chewed. His front teeth protruded – usefully, because several others were missing.


‘They play here regular. Like a house band.’


He worked his rounded shoulders back and forth as if his aloha shirt was itchy. His hair dragged over his collar, the color of compost. He had seemingly fallen through a time portal, direct from the set of Hawaii Five–0. He would have played a police informant, a nervous loser known as Gopher.


‘But if you’re into chick singers, she ain’t shabby. I see why you like her.’


Was I really that distracted, or was this guy having an entirely different conversation, one in which I was answering him? My beer came. I put a twenty on the bar and waited for my change.


He grabbed a cube of sugar from a bowl on the bar and leaned toward me. ‘You dig all this he-done-me-wrong stuff. I can tell. You got the aura.’ He squirreled the sugar cube into his mouth. ‘But sure, why not, I’ll dance with you.’


The band hammered away, but nobody was dancing. ‘I’m waiting for somebody.’


‘Gotcha, when he gets here it’s adios.’ He chose another sugar cube, sniffed it, and nibbled.


‘Wrong. It’s adios right now.’ I turned, planning to find a table, and saw Jesse coming through the door.


He smiled, making his way to the bar. I knew I was about to blow that smile away, but as always I just watched him. He was tall and long-legged, with mahogany hair and looks that made me plain crazy. Even smiling, his gaze told people they’d be foolish to cross him. He could be all edge, all fight, and still take me with effortless, athletic fluidity. He had almost taken me to the altar a few months earlier.


‘Okay, we can get out of here, but where you wanta go?’ Gopher said.


I felt his fingers on my arm. They were moist, and were leaving a tacky handprint of sugar on my skin.


‘No.’ I lifted his hand off. ‘That’s him.’


He followed my gaze. ‘The guy on the crutches?’


Jesse picked his way between tables. His gait was slow and careful. The bartender was at the cash register, getting my change. Gopher stared at Jesse.


‘What happened to him?’


Jesse walked up. He took in Gopher, and my pinched face. He gave me a deadpan look.


‘You disobeyed orders, Rowan. You left them alive,’ he said.


God, he had perfect timing. It was dialogue from my new novel. Nice to know he was actually reading it.


‘Screw orders. Firing into a church is just bad manners,’ I replied.


Gopher was gaping. I suppressed the urge to smile.


‘Now let me finish my drink, or I might top you,’ I said.


‘Killing over a beer is pretty damn rude, too.’ Jesse looked at Gopher. ‘But people who stare – offing them is a public service.’


Peanuts dribbled from the man’s hand onto the bar. Inching off the stool, he slunk into the crowd.


I stretched and gave Jesse a fat kiss. ‘Score one for sci fi.’ Waving to the bartender, I raised my beer bottle. ‘Uno más.’


Jesse shook his head. ‘Make it coffee.’


I looked him over and saw tension along his jaw and tightness in his shoulders. Avoiding alcohol meant that he was maxed on pain medication. He had to be feeling like hell.


A day in the life, when your back’s been shattered by a BMW that was going flat out when it hit your bike. When a training ride up a mountain road killed your best friend and blew your future sideways, faster than you could blink.


‘I have breaking news,’ he said.


I took the coffee mug from the bartender. ‘So do I.’


‘Me first.’ He walked to a table, balanced with the crutches, and sat down. ‘I had dinner with Lavonne tonight.’


I gave him an exaggerated head-to-toe. His khakis were ripped at the knee. His T-shirt advertised Santa Barbara’s favorite surfboard product, Mr Zog’s Sex Wax.


‘You missed the class on sucking up to the boss, didn’t you?’ I said.


Lavonne Marks was the managing partner at Sanchez Marks, the law firm where Jesse practiced. She was half Hellfire missile, half Jewish mother, forgiving of his shaggy hair and pirate earring, as long as he tore opponents apart on cross and ate a nutritious lunch. I sat down.


‘She’s going to offer you a job,’ he said.


The band launched into a new number, the guitarist taking off like a dragster, the drummer hammering on the crash and ride. I stared at Jesse.


‘Full time?’ I said.


‘You’re already putting in twenty hours a week for the firm.’


‘Maybe five at the office, though.’


The rest involved writing briefs, making court appearances, occasionally serving papers. Full time meant my own office, with a view over red-tile roofs. Health insurance, a retirement plan. Business cards.


‘Partnership?’ I said.


‘Figure three years down the line.’


And a chance to work down the hall from the man I loved. Fifty hours a week of togetherness.


I looked at him in the amber light. ‘Lavonne asked you first, to see if you’d object.’


‘I don’t.’


Full time. Dark suits. Pantyhose. Goodbye to freelancing. No more legal journalism. Back to writing fiction when I could grab an hour on weekends.


‘I just got the galley proofs for Chromium Rain,’ I said.


‘You write at night. That won’t stop.’


‘But – the biography. That would be a big project.’


‘You aren’t going to write that. Jax and Tim’s files have been sitting in your safe deposit box for six months.’


And those files were just about all I had in the bank right now.


‘I’ll think about it,’ I said.


But instead I thought about Jesse. We had postponed our marriage shortly before the wedding. Traumatic events had driven a wedge between us: the hit-and-run driver was fighting, violently, to keep from going to prison. I’d discovered parts of Jesse’s past that I didn’t want to face. And he began to fear that because of his spinal cord injury I saw myself as a self-congratulating martyr, staying with him out of pity. We got angry. So we decided to step back from the brink and start over.


I had felt tangible relief, and a new lightness of heart. But all his losses slammed down and tipped him into an emotional crash dive. He seemed to be sliding away not just from me but from everything. And I didn’t think working alongside him could solve that problem.


He wrapped his hands around the coffee mug. ‘It’s a job, not a jail sentence.’


‘Of course it is.’


‘So why do you look as if you’re about to make a run for the border?’


See – starting over wasn’t truly possible, because he knew me too well. I was about to make a smart remark when a shadow crossed his face and he dug his knuckles into his lower back. He bit his lip, trying to ride it out. I waited. There was nothing I could do.


‘So what’s your news?’ he said.


My dad has a saying: God save me from people with good intentions. In the days that followed I would repeat it to myself again and again, but right then, watching Jesse lose his fight with the pain, I decided to be kind.


‘It’ll keep.’


The bartender took her break at midnight, stepping into the alley behind the club. The rain had stopped. Her ears were zinging from the music. Propping the door open a few inches with a brick, she lit a cigarette and tipped her face up to the night sky. The sound leaked through the crack in the door, but out here at least she could hear herself breathe.


She could also hear a man at the pay phone inside the door.


‘It’s Merlin,’ he said. ‘She’s at Chaco’s. And she ain’t alone.’


The bartender took a drag from her Winston, watching the tip redden.


‘She banged on apartment doors in Isla Vista, then drove downtown. When I come in the club she’s standing at the bar drinking a Heineken.’


The bartender paused, the cigarette an inch from her lips. Private investigator, she wondered?


‘She was waiting for this dude, on crutches. He called her Rowan,’ the man said. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with him, he coulda got kneecapped.’ Pause. ‘’Cause of stuff the Rowan woman said to him. Listen, they weirded me out, big time. Talking some crazy shit.’


The bartender took a drag.


‘Yeah, but only ’cause she started talking to me first. Wanting me to dance with her. But . . . No. Course not. . . . ’cause of this guy with her, didn’t I just say that? He comes on like a major badass. I think, like, he could be made.’


The bartender lowered the cigarette to her side and stood very still.


‘Oh, sure, I’m imagining it. It’s all just a mind-fuck. Hello, are you here? Did this dude get in your face?’ Quiet for a moment. ‘Whatever. We’ll take care of it tomorrow. I’m going home. My eyes itch.’


The phone clanged down on the receiver. The bartender dropped her cigarette and ground it out with the toe of her shoe. The night felt clammy.


She counted to fifty, slowly, before pulling the door open. The hall inside was empty. Good. All she needed was Mr Easily Bamboozled to start jawing her ear off. She knew who he’d been talking to and, if he was that stupid, he could mess his own nest.


Bartending. The stuff you heard.


Gray. Sky, light, water. By five a.m. the rain had stopped but wind and tide had the surf running high. It roared onto the beach, almost to the cliffs. The sand was heaped with kelp. Visibility was poor. To the west, the Goleta pier stuck into the waves. Beyond, the university campus faded into the mist.


On the cliff above the beach, eucalyptus trees creaked in the wind and millionaires’ lawns eroded, inch after inch, into the Pacific. The rough weather kept the morning empty. Nobody was looking down at the beach when it washed ashore. It rolled on the waves, a limp thing rising and dropping with the swell of the breakers. Flotsam, like the driftwood that littered the sand.


Riding the gray surf to shore, it came to rest in a tangle of seaweed. Snared and heedless. Against the leaden day, the only object on the beach that shone was the bracelet, its silver charms gleaming on a wrist pale with death.




Three


The garden gate had swollen overnight from the rain, and stuck when I tried to open it. It was about eight a.m., and I was coming back from the gym. I had the car keys in my teeth, coffee in one hand, and sack of bagels in the other. I planted a shoe against the gate and pushed. Water sprayed from the ivy that cascaded over the fence. The gate juddered open.


I headed along the flagstone path toward my cottage. Branches were down all over the yard. Next to Nikki and Carl Vincent’s house, a swath of red bougainvillea lay across the lawn like a slain dragon.


Nikki was my best buddy, my former college roommate. She ran a small art gallery, while Carl was a software executive. They were surrogates for my family, which was scattered across the country.


From the Vincents’ house came the sound of pounding. At a living-room window Thea, their toddler, stood on a chair slapping her hand against the glass. Her sturdy little frame was swaddled in pink pajamas. She smiled, stuck her mouth on the window, and blew like Louis Armstrong. I made a kissy face back.


My place is a small adobe house, originally the guest cottage on the property. Outside the French doors, star jasmine glistened wet silver. I fumbled with the key, hearing the phone ring. I got in and picked up to hear the gritty voice of Lavonne Marks.


‘Whatever you have going this morning, put it on the back burner.’


Saturday at eight was early, even for her. ‘Okay. What’s—’


‘Come to the office, pronto. Is Jesse with you?’


‘No.’


He was doing what he did every Saturday: coaching a kids’ swim team, the Blazers. After that he would go to the office, bury himself in work, and continue running himself down. Anything to keep his mind off the pain, and the memory of violent death.


‘I just got back from the gym, let me—’


‘Now.’ She hung up.


Sanchez Marks filled the top floor of a Spanish-style building near the courthouse. Walking into the lobby, I looked out the full-length window at clouds hanging over the city, torn gray pressing on red-tile roofs and sodden palm trees. A flock of sparrows darted past. Down the hall, the lights were on in Lavonne’s office. I finger-combed my hair, trying to look presentable. Jesse could carry off the scruffy-with-the-boss act, but he already had the job. I called her name.


‘Door’s open,’ she called back.


She stood at her office window, arms crossed. She was wearing black, from her slacks to her turtleneck. Her unruly dark curls and half-glasses completed the look: urban, eastern, as un-Santa Barbaran as she could possibly get. She’d only lived here for twenty-five years.


I smoothed my track bottoms. ‘Excuse my get-up. I was . . .’ What, punching the bag? Hurling weights? Eating iron filings? ‘What’s urgent?’


She turned from the window. What could possibly make her so anxious to bring me on board today? And what was I going to say, yes or no?


She took off her glasses. ‘I need to ask you a question. I want a frank answer.’


Uh-oh. Did she consider Jesse and me too combustible to work near each other? I tried to gauge her expression. She had only a few soft spots – for her bookish husband, for the zaftig daughters whose faces laughed from the photos on her desk; and for Jesse. She admired the way he lived his life. Fearlessly, doggedly. Throttle up. If it came to a choice between my boyfriend and me, I stood no chance with her.


‘Certainly,’ I said.


‘Have you seen these before?’


She handed me a piece of paper. Confusion bit. It was a photocopy of three checks. With many digits, totaling almost $5,000. Made out to Evan Delaney.


‘Did you cash those checks?’ Lavonne said.


My pulse thudded. ‘No.’


My gaze jumped over the photocopy. That was definitely my name, on the line that said pay to. Then I saw the account the checks had been drawn against, and nausea skated through me. Datura Incorporated.


‘What’s going on?’ I said.


‘Those checks were stolen from Datura.’


Datura was an important client. This was bad news. Very bad.


‘I didn’t take them, Lavonne.’


Her shoulders lowered. ‘Then explain how they came to have your name on them.’


My legs felt like linguine. ‘I can’t.’


Datura Incorporated was the company set up to handle the business dealings of Karen Jimson and her husband Ricky – known in his day as Slink, front man for a band called Jimsonweed. They were hard rock millionaires. They lived on a cloistered spread in Montecito, where Karen invested Ricky’s money, and Ricky planned his next comeback tour.


The landslide had just slipped a few more feet. This wasn’t coincidence.


‘Karen called me at home an hour ago,’ Lavonne said. ‘They’re giving me a chance to clean up this mess without involving the police. So if you have anything to say to me, say it now. She and Ricky are on their way over.’


I forced myself to breathe quietly. ‘Good. Let’s straighten this out, right here.’ But my lips felt numb. The last person I wanted to see at eight on a Saturday morning was Karen Jimson, the Iron Pixie.


‘You were out at the property three weeks ago, weren’t you?’ Lavonne said.


‘That’s right. With the draft contracts for the Embarcadero syndication.’ I tried to look at the date on the checks, but my vision was pulsing. ‘Is that when they were stolen?’


In the lobby, the elevator chimed. A moment later we heard a heated soprano voice.


‘Where is everybody?’ Boot heels clacked on the hardwood floor in the hall.


Lavonne put her glasses on. ‘Here.’


Karen appeared at the door. When she saw me, she crossed her arms and leaned against the frame, one hip jutting out.


‘Talk about chutzpah.’


She stalked in, chewing gum. ‘Tell you, it’s a hell of a way to start the weekend, getting those checks back from the bank yesterday.’


I turned to her. ‘I didn’t steal them.’


‘Deny, deny, yada yada. Bay at some other moon, girl.’


Karen Jimson was five-foot-zilch of hardbody. Kitten nose, gamine hairdo, fawn’s eyes, and a white drill instructor’s T-shirt, cut short to reveal her six-pack. She wore a sapphire ring the size of a Gummi Bear. Working with her was like wrestling a crowbar.


‘Let me lay it out,’ she said. ‘Evan came to the house on January twentieth. Those checks are dated January twenty-first. Don’t know ’bout you, but I can count.’


‘Wait,’ I said. ‘I was at the house for all of ten minutes, getting your signatures on the Embarcadero contracts. And I was with you or Ricky the whole time.’


‘Sleight of hand.’ She mimed a pickpocket. ‘Finger magic.’


‘Good point. Have you taken steps to preserve the fingerprints on the checks?’


She scoffed. ‘At this stage? There’s gonna be too many to count. Mine, Ricky’s, the bank tellers’, whoever stuffed them back in the envelopes to mail to us . . .’


‘But not mine.’


‘Honey, come off it. In thirty seconds you could have scoped it out.’


‘Karen—’


‘So here’s the deal. You return the money.’ She turned to Lavonne. ‘And Sanchez Marks severs its relationship with her. Permanently.’ The gum snapped in her teeth. ‘Meet those conditions and this all goes away. It never happened.’ She looked at me. ‘By Monday afternoon.’


I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Karen chewed.


Lavonne said, ‘Give me a minute with Evan.’


‘Yeah, I’ll bet. Where’s your coffeepot? I need a hit.’


She left, and Lavonne shut the door. ‘Monday afternoon. Got that?’


‘I can’t.’


‘Karen’s giving you a pass. She’s turning her back and counting to ten, and if everything is put back in its place, they won’t call the police. Or the State Bar.’


‘Lavonne, I didn’t steal the money. You can’t actually believe that I did.’


She stood motionless, so hot that she was practically crackling. ‘Belief is useless without proof.’


It was an opening. ‘What do you want?’


‘Evidence.’ She tossed her glasses on the desk. ‘By Monday morning. Do that, and I’ll present it to the Jimsons.’


I stormed out of Lavonne’s office into the hallway, clutching the photocopy. I was cussing, rapid fire. I rounded the corner into the lobby.


Ricky Jimson stood by the window, talking on a cell phone.


‘Sloppy, man, I’m telling you the track’s a mess,’ he said.


His arms were rope-thin. His jeans sagged across the butt. Up close, I could see gray hair threading his blond mane.


‘The drum’s lagging, and the rhythm guitar’s flat,’ he said. ‘Hey, I’m listening to it in my car, and I can hear it going south over the fuckin’ freeway traffic. We gotta fix it.’


‘Ricky,’ I said.


He turned, his attention still on the phone call. In his prime he had been likened to a cobra. Now he looked like a python that had swallowed a Christmas ham. But his face was still handsome, rakish and bright-eyed, if pumped smooth with beer fat.


‘No,’ he said into the phone. ‘Call the studio and tell them we’ll be in this afternoon. We’re Jimsonweed, dude. You don’t ask, you tell ’em we’re coming.’


I raised the photocopy to face level. ‘You have a problem.’


His eyes crinkled with curiosity. Scratching his chin beard, he leaned forward to peer at the text. His brow creased. ‘Hang on, man.’


‘I’m not the person who ripped you off. So think – who else knows where Karen keeps the Datura checkbook?’


Her voice icepicked from behind me. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ She was stalking along the hall, wagging her finger. ‘No. You talk to me, Evan. Me.’


Ricky’s gaze pingponged between us. He pressed the phone hard to his ear.


Karen raised her hand as if to soothe him. ‘I’ve got this.’


Ricky returned to his call. She turned her gaze on me.


‘You have a problem with boundaries?’ she said.


‘Do you keep the Datura checkbook locked up?’


‘I told you what to do. Start doing it. Don’t jump the fence and drag my husband into this.’ She chewed her gum. ‘He has bigger fish to fry. He’s finishing an album, and planning the tour. He doesn’t need you turning him hectic.’


‘How many people work for you? Who comes out to the house?’


‘Plenty of folks. But you’re the one whose name ended up on those checks.’


‘Which is why this whole thing is bizarre, and stupid. If I had actually stolen those checks, I would have written them out to cash, not to myself. Not ever.’


The gum-chewing slowed. Her fawn eyes blinked.


‘Cash. Good point. That’s how I want the money.’ She crossed her arms. ‘Monday. Get to it.’





I stormed out of the building. The wind caught me, raising tears in my eyes. How the hell was I supposed to find proof that I was in the clear? I stalked toward the parking lot. Rounding the corner of the building, I heard rap music reverberating from a car stereo. A BMW 4x4, a big black X5, was emitting the boom. Its tinted windows vibrated with every thud. Its license plate read JMSNWD. It was parked in a disabled spot.


No, it was parked in two disabled spots.


My scalp tingled with anger. The audacity. And Karen dared to lecture me about crossing boundaries? I beelined toward it, ready to lay into the chauffeur, bodyguard, whoever had parked here. I was ten feet from it when a shriek of laughter cut through the funk. In the back seat, a woman’s arm arced up. Her wrist was spangled with silver bracelets. Her palm slapped against the window. I slowed.


The hand slid across the glass.


The top of a head appeared in the back seat. Dark tangles. A man, looking down. The woman raised a leg and jammed her foot against the headrest of the driver’s seat. She wore black Caterpillar boots. Silver eyelets seemed to wink at me. I stopped.


The man looked up, just for a second. He held poised, his features striped by light reflecting off the window. The woman’s hand pulled him back down. Before he disappeared, he grinned at me.




Four


I don’t remember starting my car, or driving the first mile through downtown. Or anything, until I heard Toby Keith on the radio, that blue-collar Oklahoma baritone singing that he was going to kick somebody’s ass. I felt my palms, sweaty on the steering wheel, and my teeth, biting my cheek. I saw that I was flooring it up State Street toward the mountains, past empty sidewalks, store windows reflecting the sooty sky, blue banners whipping on lampposts.


At the edge of my vision burned a gold corona of anger. And fear. Why didn’t I tell them? Why didn’t I say anything?


Because the suspicion was only half formed.


Why didn’t I insist that they go ahead and call the police?


Because when you do that, you surrender control to a machine that has power to seize your liberty. And because it was an inside job. And though I’d been in the Jimsons’ house, there was someone else who was inside plenty more than I.


PJ Blackburn.


PJ worked as Ricky Jimson’s gofer. I looked again at the photocopied checks, fearing in the pit of my stomach that PJ had stolen them. His life had gone disastrously awry, and because of him I was in trouble.


I drove out to Isla Vista and gave his apartment one more try. Nobody was home. I left him a note.


Heading back to town, I cut through the university. When I reached the eastern edge of campus, I parked along the cliff overlooking the beach. The promontory had a grand view of the coastline, the Goleta Valley, and the mountains disappearing into the clouds. I locked my purse in the glove compartment and stuck some change in the parking meter. Burrowing into my sweatshirt, I walked to the fence at the edge of the cliff.


PJ had always had problems. But two disastrous problems, in less than twelve hours? The stars said this was not chance. And I had a bad feeling that PJ’s troubles were tied in with Ricky’s.


Ricky Jimson, Missouri farm boy, had driven the hard road to stardom. He sang with abandon, golden hair flying. And with agility, frequently ending up spreadeagled on the stage, groping the microphone stand. But mostly, he sang about death.


Superficially the songs were about women, or sex, or gettin’ it on, or, as one hit put it, ‘Ridin’ the Sausage’. But they were really about grief, emptiness, the grave. Because Ricky Jimson, who built a huge career in music and lived to tell about it, was convinced that death stalked him.


Or at least stalked his friends and family. His parents died trying to outrun a Kansas tornado in a ’68 Cadillac. A girlfriend choked to death on a wad of chewing tobacco in his hotel room. Jimsonweed’s tour bus crashed after swerving to avoid a cow on a snowy highway. And then there was Arrowhead Stadium in Kansas City, where Jimsonweed played to 50,000 fans as thunderheads boiled overhead, and Baz Herrera strutted forward, erupted into his guitar solo, and was struck by lightning.


Ricky didn’t go outside for two years afterwards. According to the tabloids, there was a year when he didn’t even get out of his bathrobe, unless it fell off as he staggered to the liquor cabinet for a fresh bottle of Cuervo.


Karen changed all that. Karen Herrera was Baz’s widow, who poured a bucket of ice water onto Ricky, put his house in the Hollywood hills up for sale, packed him up, and moved with him and her daughter to Montecito. They married, and she began investing Ricky’s songwriting royalties, running the business as Datura Incorporated. From Datura stramonium, the botanical name for Jimson Weed, the hallucinogenic plant that gave the band its name.


But twenty-five years in the music industry, not to mention Ricky’s inner Nero, had taken their toll. These days he was sober, more or less, and lucid, more or less. But he needed a helping hand.


Enter PJ Blackburn.


Ricky had needed a gofer, and Karen asked around the law firm for a name. Jesse recommended PJ, who said one word: ‘Cool.’ So for the past couple of years, he’d been making Ricky ice cream sundaes. He ran down to the newsstand for ciggies and Rolling Stone. He tossed a football to him in the back yard. He became part of Ricky’s continual renewal and relaunch.


Because Ricky didn’t want to become one of Santa Barbara’s retired rock legends. Oh, he danced the dance. He sat in at local clubs, and judged the annual Chili Cookoff at Oak Park. He endorsed a hairdryer with the motto ‘Always ready to blow’. He appeared as a judge on a reality TV show called Rock House. But his ultimate buzz was performing, and he couldn’t give it up. That’s why he was recording a new album, and Jimsonweed was planning to go on tour in a few weeks.


I didn’t think it was coincidence that the checks had been stolen from Datura, now. And I knew in my gut that PJ was involved.


Below me the ocean thrashed. The surf was violent, the color of gunmetal. Nobody was out. I walked down a wooden staircase to the sand.


To clear my name, I knew, I had to call the police. Alone, I didn’t have the authority to gain access to Datura’s goings-on. If an investigation led to PJ, it led to PJ. So be it.


I hiked up the beach. Driftwood lay jumbled on the sand. Heaps of kelp trailed green vines back into the water. I tried to discern shapes within their tangled form. The breakers crashed.


The tide was out, exposing the rocks at Campus Point. I clambered up and across them, taking care not to slip, and hopped down on the other side. In the Channel I could see oil platforms, and a container ship steaming south. Ahead of me, the beach stretched in a dirty line west to Isla Vista. The houses of Del Playa Drive lined the cliff above the sand. I picked up a stick of driftwood and threw it into the waves.


Who was I kidding? Even if she was real, I wasn’t going to find her. Santa Barbara County has 120 miles of coastline, with coves, piers, rocks, refineries, as well as sandy beaches. Time to head home and do the hard stuff, beginning with telling Jesse. I turned around.


At the point, two men were picking their way across the rocks. When they saw me, they sped up.


I’m not generally mistrustful of strangers. But a mouse of warning told me to give these two a wide berth. I looked around for another way back. They clattered across the rocks in my direction.


‘Hold up,’ one shouted. ‘Stop. Yeah, you. Rowan.’


It was Gopher, from the bar at Chaco’s. His dirty hair scuffled in the wind.


‘Thought you’d have some fun with me last night, huh?’


He teetered toward me across the wet rocks. The second man followed him. He was Gopher’s taller, balder, fitter double. Same mustache; Santa Barbara is where Pancho Villa is making his last stand.


‘Playing with my head, making me feel small. That what you’re into, making men feel small?’


I had left my phone in the car. How stupid was that? And the beach was empty. But on campus, past the lagoon, sat the Marine Science lab, and somebody had to be there.


Gopher shoved his glasses up his nose. ‘How about we play a new game?’ He turned to his double. ‘Whatcha think, Murphy?’


How far was the Marine lab, maybe 400 meters? I took two running steps and Murphy jumped down in front of me, blocking my path. His head was shaved and he was as pale as a glazed donut. Despite the weather he wore a sleeveless T-shirt. He seemed heedless of the cold. The studded dog collar and matching leather wristbands couldn’t be keeping him warm.


‘We’ll play Truth or Dare.’ He walked toward me. ‘I’ll start. You’re a liar and a cheat.’


I put my arms up, backing toward the breakers. ‘Stop this. I don’t know you.’


Gopher fumbled his way across the rocks. ‘Make her take the dare, Murph. She’s big on challenging guys, see how she likes getting some back.’


Murphy picked up a stick of driftwood about a yard long. He broke it across his knee and aimed the shattered ends at me like skewers.


‘Merlin, your turn. Truth or dare?’ he said.


Gopher finally reached the edge of the rocks and slipped down to the sand. ‘Truth.’


Murphy poked the driftwood sticks at me, backing me toward the water. ‘So tell me, is she lying, or does she know?’


‘She knows. Else she wouldn’t be trying to get away.’


‘That’s what I think.’


‘So we agree,’ Gopher said. ‘You got the money. Question is now, how you going to get it to us, and how quick?’
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