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Heat dulled the morning air. No breeze, not a cloud; the early sun blazed in a thin blue sky. Sunny McCoskey thought, in the chaotic days that followed, that if only it hadnt been so hot, perhaps none of it would have happened. She might have spent the afternoon pulling weeds in the back garden at Wildside, her little restaurant in St. Helena, as she had planned to do. Instead, when Anna Wilson, an old friend, called out of the blue with an invitation to have lunch and swim, Sunny had accepted without a second thought, no matter that they hadnt spoken in years.

If it hadnt been so hot that day, they might not have lingered so long by the pool or had so much to drink. Anna, the girl everyone always wanted or wanted to be, might have gone to bed early that night and woken up the next morning. She might have opened her eyes to the dawn light blazing on the vineyard and delighted in another day of a life most people would consider one long vacation. But it did happen and nothing could change that reality, no matter how Sunny tried to will it away later, returning again and again to the pointless hope that it might all be a dream or a mistake, that somehow the plain facts might shift and change and suddenly reveal themselves to mean something quite different from the obvious and undeniable, that her friend Anna was dead.
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Skin tacky with sweat, Sunny stood in front of enormous double doors, their mahogany polished to an amber glow. She wondered what kind of person lived in a place that looked more like a resort than a home, and what Anna was doing staying there. She made eye contact with a tiny black bubble that she assumed was a camera, wiped the sweat from her face with both hands, and rang the bell. A smiling, blue-eyed woman answered the door in an apron and led the way through the house, her blond ponytail swaying as she walked and a string of friendly, Australian-accented chatter trailing behind her. The cold air inside the house revived Sunny pore by pore, and she looked hopefully toward a living room full of art and inviting places to sit.

Everyones down by the pool, said the woman, opening glass doors.

Sunny stepped back outside into the heavy heat to the low thump of house music. Down a terraced walk, a rectangle of blue water flicked bright needles of light. The view stretched across acres of vineyard, all the way down the Napa Valley to the Carneros and beyond. Light green squares of vineyard and dark green forested hills and finally fuzzy, distant blue stretches where the valley flattened out to delta. On the slope next to the pool, grapevines baked in the midday sun.

From the patio, a swath of lawn extended to the right, so lush it made the air around it moist. A path stepped down to the pool. Young olive trees broke the view here and there, and sunlight filtered through an old live oak. A fieldstone wall held back the terraced hillside. There was an arbor with wisteria still heavily in bloom and a glass table and chairs, and a hot tub with a fieldstone fireplace rising up at one end. At the far end of the pool, under an ochre umbrella, lay Sunnys friend Anna Wilson. She was wearing a white bikini and black sunglasses and holding back her long dark hair with one hand as she spoke to the busty girl sunbathing next to her. When she saw Sunny, she leaped up and came bounding over.

Same Anna as always, thought Sunny, embracing her with a kiss on each cheek. She was still as leggy and light on her feet as a half-grown housecat, and had the same playful tendency to saunter and pounce. Slightly more taut, perhaps, thinner and more muscular, as though the tendons had been tightened a quarter turn and the soft spots worn fractionally away. But still beautiful and radiant in that way shed been famous for around San Francisco back when they used to run into each other at art openings. She and Sunny had known the same people and gone to the same parties and liked each others company in their early twenties. Then Anna went to Europe with her boyfriend and Sunny moved to Napa to open her restaurant. Theyd hardly spoken or seen each other in the years since.

Same Sunny! exclaimed Anna, taking off her sunglasses. Except the short hair. Thats new.

Sunny put a hand to the line of bangs cut high across her forehead. Lately, she wore her auburn hair as short as a mans, much to her mothers dismay, and had it cut at the barbershop in St. Helena. But it wasnt ugly, she was sure of that, and it was easy, and cheap, and showed off her eyes, which she considered her best feature.

I cut it off after I opened the restaurant, said Sunny. Four years ago. When was the last time we saw each other?

My twenty-eighth birthday party, said Anna. December four years ago. You cooked those enormous crabs and we all sat around cracking them open over newspaper. Ill never forget it.

At your fathers studio, said Sunny. Does he still have that place?

Always. Hell live there until he dies. Its literally covered in his paintings, for one thing. Well have to tear it down to get them out.

Annas father was the charismatic Czech painter David Novak, a man with green eyes like a prophet, who said he came to San Francisco because it was the only European city where no one had heard of him. As he himself had once told Sunny, he met, married, impregnated, and separated from Annas mother, an accomplished poet named Sylvia Wilson, all in less than a month. It was the seventies, he said gruffly with a shrug. She left their North Beach apartment for a farm in Marin County, changed her own and her daughters last names back to Wilson, and raised Anna around back-to-earth intellectuals, organic farmers, and artists. Anna was blessed with her fathers green eyes and her mothers lavish mouth, a long and shapely affairlike the flying lips in the Man Ray painting, her father had said one night, holding her face between his handsas well as the considerable talents of both parents, at least as far as Sunny could judge from the work shed done in college and the years immediately after. Since then, despite having demonstrated talent and earned a number of accolades as both a writer and an artist, Anna had spent most of her time entertaining an A-list of wealthy and powerful men and skillfully evading their proposals.

She was still strikingly beautiful, though slightly dimmed, thought Sunny, and there was something about her eyes that gave the impression of disengagement. The natural brightness of her face with its wide smile and gemlike eyes could mask all but the most subtle indications of what was going on underneath, but the signs were there for those who knew her. She was troubled, and deeply so, if Sunny was not mistaken.

Anna held Sunnys wrist as though taking her pulse and smiled. I am so glad I was able to reach you. When I saw your name in the paper this morning, I laughed out loud. I knew it was a sign. The only time Ive picked up the Napa Register in my entire life, I see your name. You were destined to be here today.

Sunnys name had been in the paper all too often lately, thanks to her role as a material witness in a sensational local murder trial. At least the publicity was good for businessher restaurant had been booked solid weeks in advance since the story hitbut it wasnt exactly the sort of notoriety she wanted.

Destiny or not, its great to see you, said Sunny. And in such an outrageous place. Does one person own all this?

Its pretty amazing, isnt it? It belongs to my boyfriend.

Who is he, some kind of royalty?

California royalty, laughed Anna. Oliver Seth. He used to be a VC. Made a fortune in the tech boom. Beyond millions. I think it might actually be a billion or two. Silly money from Sili Valley. Its ridiculous. You can buy anything and not make a dent in it. You should see the place he has in London.

Did he retire?

Hardly. Hes got a hedge fund and a bunch of businesses. Software, finance, intellectual property. I cant keep track. Anna pulled a chaise closer for Sunny. Come sit down. Do you want a drink? Wine? Im having Campari orange and we have mojitos, but we can make anything, whatever you want. And you have to meet Jordan.

Sunny took the glass of wine Anna poured for her. Lying next to Anna, Jordan looked like the sexpots they put on promotional posters for dance parties. She lifted her sunglasses when Anna introduced them and offered a girlish hand, small and soft, nails painted hot pink with a gold star in the middle of each. She had narrow hips and buoyant, round breasts barely contained in a shiny gold bikini. It was hard to say if she was Asian, Latina, or possibly even Persian. She reminded Sunny of her sous chef, Rivka, who was half Guatemalan and half Eastern European Jew. They both had strong features, black hair, and golden skin. Rivka had her Mayan nose and almond eyes, whereas Jordan had the tilted dark eyes Sunny associated with veils and saris. Wherever her parents had come from, she looked like Hollywood now.

Jordan is a great photographer, said Anna. Oliver has some of her work. Fantastic stuff. Ill show you later. Right now you have to tell me about your life. What would you have been doing today if you hadnt come here?

Today? I was going to go to the restaurant and pull weeds in the back garden. Not very glamorous.

It sounds perfect to me, said Anna. You dont know how much I miss having a life. Fixing up a house. Working. I have my gallery bit, but you couldnt call it a job. And I havent painted anything in months. Weve just been bouncing around. Ive seen everything, of course. Its been amazing. We were in Egypt and Syria and all over Europe, but I havent done anything, you know what I mean? She looked around as if momentarily lost in the familiar surroundings. Im so glad youre here. Youve always been so grounded, you know? I could use a little of the McCoskey common sense about now.

Grounded sounds like a nice word for dull, said Sunny. Like sensible.

Listen, there is nothing wrong with being sensible. Anna stood over a side table and lit a cigarette. I could use a little sensible about now.

Whats going on? said Sunny, thinking she was right about Anna. There was something wrong.

Oh, I dont know. We can talk about it later. Jordan is probably tired of hearing me psychobabble. Its the usual stuff. Boy meets girl. Girl makes chaos in her life to be with boy. Boy meets another girl or possibly girls. She waved the cigarette. I hope you dont mind. Weve been going out nonstop since we got to California and Im back in the habit. Thats why we came up here. To get away from the city and just relax. And here I am, smoking more than ever. She gave Sunny a dazzling smile that might have swept everything away a few years ago. Now it wasnt entirely convincing. Anyway, I guess its not technically a problem of monogamy, so to speak. I wish it was that simple. She stared off for a moment, then snapped back, smile in place. Enough of my little woes. Tell me about you. I need the vital stats. Married? Children?

Neither.

Boyfriend?

Sort of. Well, yes. I have a boyfriend. I guess what Id say is that were still getting to know each other.

Warning lights, said Jordan, flashing her fingers. That doesnt sound too promising.

Hes a great guy, said Sunny. Incredibly sexy. Extremely good looking. Great style. I love it when were together. But we have very different lifestyles. Sex and cooking are about all we have in common. I live like a nun. I like my work and my garden and thats it. I go to bed early and get up early. He doesnt sleep. Hes always out and he cant understand why I dont want to go. And then I wonder the same thing. Whats wrong with me? Why am I so, you know, sensible.

Men never sleep, said Anna. Oliver doesnt sleep. He thinks its a vice, like gluttony.

Jordan remained expressionless behind her sunglasses.

Why dont you change into your swimsuit? Anna said. Youre making me feel hot.



Anna lifted a bottle from an ice bucket (1997 Groth Chard, noted Sunny automatically), found it empty, and poured her a mojito from a pitcher on the table. Lolling in the heat, the sun hanging motionless in the sky, they waited, each on her teak chaise, three shiny bodies dotted with beads of water, unmoving. Bright sun, blue sky, sparkle of water. Sunny adjusted the fabric of her swimsuit and sighed. She watched the branches of an olive tree bounce gently on a breeze. When the water had dried and her skin was slick with sweat, she stood up and saw stars. The sudden cold of the water made her gasp. She swam silently, breaststroking through the still water, the only sound an endless track of club music from hidden speakers. Jordan dove into the deep end and swam back to the stairs, where she sat flicking water on Annas toes.

Anna swirled the pitcher of mojitos and called up to the house. Cynthia?

The woman in the white apron came out onto the patio. More drinks?

And fresh glasses, please.

Sunny pulled herself out of the pool and sat down on the cement. Next to her, Anna had lain back down. She had a Band-Aid on her knee. Things dont change much, thought Sunny. Anna always had a Band-Aid somewhere, or worse. One night when they were leaving a cocktail party at what was then the new SFMoMA, she missed the curb, fell off her spike heels, and sprained her ankle bad enough to need crutches. For weeks, all the best-looking guys in town took turns carrying her shoulder bag and opening doors for her.

Cynthia arrived with a fresh pitcher of mojitos. She put a Campari orange in front of Anna, who held up the drink to admire its layers of red, orange, and yellow. Looks like the sunset we saw at the Dallas airport last week. Sunny McCoskey, this is Cynthia Meyers, Olivers personal chef. You two might have something in common. Sunny owns a restaurant in St. Helena.

Oh, really? Which one? said Cynthia.

Wildside, said Sunny.

Youre kidding! Thats my favorite secret spot for when people visit. Ive eaten there a dozen times.

I thought you looked familiar. From her station in the kitchen, Sunny could look over the zinc bar into the dining room. It had to be that way. She would never want to cook where she couldnt see what was happening in the front of the house.

Well have to talk shop later, said Cynthia. Meanwhile, are you girls ready for lunch?

Whenever you are, said Anna. Oliver should be home any minute. And we should have Troy and Franco as well.

Good. Ill have everything ready in fifteen minutes.

Perfect. Anna turned to Sunny. Youre going to love Cynthias cooking. Shes amazing.

Cynthia went back up to the house. Opportunities sometimes came along for Sunny to leave the restaurant business and become a private chef. There had been offers, and shed occasionally been tempted. Watching Cynthia, she wondered what it was like, if she enjoyed it, if it was easier than restaurant life. No doubt. But how did it feel to have Anna Wilson in her white bikini ordering up drinks from the pool? About the same as customers doing it at Wildside, thought Sunny.

Does she work full time?

She lives here, said Anna. Oliver built her a place right next door. Its not the most comfortable arrangement for me, but Oliver is extremely attached. And I think shes in love with him, in a maternal way at least. She gives me dagger eyes every time I come here. Anna looked over her glasses and winked at Sunny.

Who cares if shes in love with him, said Jordan, face down. The woman can cook. Id sleep with her if thats what it took to keep the oven on.

Speak of the devil, said Anna.

A guy in khakis and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up jogged down the stairs and walked over to them. If he was older than thirty, it couldnt be by much, thought Sunny. His eyes dodged around the scene, taking a hosts inventory of empty glasses and wet towels. He picked up a towel from the ground and draped it over a chair. Whos Crowley sleeping with now? he said.

Dont you wish you knew, said Jordan.

All the time, he said, leaning down to smack her behind.

Jordan stuck a pink tongue out at him.

You girls are a sight, he said, frowning at the glare off the pool. His build was slight but muscular. He had light brown hair cut just right and a cocky look to his brown eyes.

Go change and join us, said Anna.

I dont want a swim until after lunch. He pointed at Sunny. McCoskey, right?

Thats right.

The cook.

Right again.

What kind of restaurant?

Oliver has a way of interrogating people hes just met, said Anna. He doesnt realize its rude.

Im sure shes capable of describing her own restaurant without undue strain, he said, giving Anna a mirthless smile. Besides, we havent met yet. Oliver Seth.

Sunny stood up to shake his hand, a gesture that always seemed a bit stiff to her and felt utterly ridiculous in a bikini. Oliver checked his Rolex and looked at Anna. Is lunch late? Arent you hungry?

Cynthias setting it up now.

Good. So, your restaurant.

Its called Wildside and its in St. Helena. We serve lunch Monday through Friday in an elegant yet intimate setting. Intimate being euphemistic for very small. The food is California-style Mediterranean. Tuscan, Provenal, with Basque and North African influences.

What about dinner?

No dinner.

And weekends?

No weekends.

What is that, a joke? How do you survive?

Modestly. I keep my overhead low.

Meaning you do everything yourself.

I have some good people helping me.

Do we always have to talk business? said Anna. Its Saturday.

I bet McCoskey enjoys talking business. Entrepreneurs are obsessed with their work or they wouldnt do it. Am I right?

Youre both right, said Sunny, in an effort to defuse the tension. I love my work, and I love not thinking about it for a few hours each week.

Olivers cell phone buzzed and he excused himself to answer it. A man walked up from behind them wearing trim black trunks of the sort seen more in Europe than California.

Did someone just say something intelligent? he said. I thought I caught a whiff of distinctly un-American moderation in the air. But I could have been dreaming.

Sunny McCoskey, the Italian accent is Franco Bertinotti, winemaker and eavesdropper, said Anna.

Sicilian, my dear. From the belly. Italians talk way up here like their shoes are too tight.

He lifted his sunglasses, revealing blue eyes so pale and bright they gave Sunny a jolt. She waited while he cast them over her from her eyes to her toes and back again, taking everything in. Apparently satisfied, he nodded to himself and lay down on a chaise, running his fingers through his short white hair and over the tanned skin of his chest and stomach. He wore a gold chain around his neck, which skimmed the top of a patch of white chest hair. The skin of his abdomen was tanned the color makers of fine leather goods call whiskey or cognac. When he was situated, he closed his eyes, idly grazing the upturned pads of Jordans fingertips next to him. Cynthia arrived with a bottle of chilled white wine and glasses.

Charming man, said Anna, abandoning her Campari and lifting a glass from the tray in front of her. I wouldnt invite him if Oliver didnt insist. He is apparently indispensable at the winery. Can you hear me, Franco?

Every word, darling. I am charming and indispensable.

Sunny decided she would leave as soon as lunch was over.
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They dined under the wisteria. Cynthia served roast beef, garden greens, and couscous, all expertly presented.

Were casual today. Serve yourselves, she said cheerfully, setting down pitchers of ice water filled with branches of mint and slices of lemon and cucumber. Theres more of everything inside, so dont be timid. We also have a chocolate torte with raspberries for dessert. Let me know when youre ready.

Thank you, Cynthia. Everything looks beautiful, said Anna, looking up at her from under a white straw hat. Midday sun shot through the vines overhead. Annas cheeks were pink from the heat and her eyes were green like bottle glass held up to light. It was this Mediterranean light that changed everything in the Napa Valley from mundane to extraordinary, particularly in summer. A slice of lemon glowed. A floppy straw hat transformed a girl from beautiful to breathtaking.

Franco the Sicilian sat down next to Sunny in his swim trunks and gold chain. He had on a linen shirt, open. All three of the women wore the sheer tunics with embellished collars that were the ubiquitous trend of the season, Sunny in Moroccan blue, Anna in white, Jordan in black. Soon they were joined by a very tall, well-groomed man in a linen shirt and baggy linen trousers who plunged in with the confidence of the life of the party. He crushed Francos shoulder and kissed the girls on the lips, including Sunny, introducing himself afterward.

Keith Lachlan. Ill sit here next to you if thats okay.

Keith is Olivers lawyer, explained Anna. He spends more time with him than I do.

I prefer enforcer. When you have this kind of money, somebodys always after it, said Keith, looking over his shoulder. He spoke in a deep, rich voice with a slight accent, vaguely British, mostly American, and something else Sunny couldnt quite put her finger on. His head was completely bald and covered in smooth brown skin.

Where are you from? asked Sunny.

West Indies, my dear. Barbados. But a long time ago, before you were born.

Sunny looked at his face. No lines, no beard. He might not even need to shave. At first glance he might be thirty, but now she guessed closer to fifty or even sixty. He leaned around behind her to ask Franco about some business to do with a deposition. Her head felt suddenly heavy, as if she could put her chin in her hand and fall soundly asleep. She stared dreamily at the pitcher of ice water in front of her. The yellow of the lemon rind and the green of the mint leaves and cucumber were as bright and fresh as anything shed ever seen in her life. She filled her glass. No doubt it had something to do with the mojitos and wine, and the heat of the perfectly cloudless day, not to mention the decadent surroundings and the prospect of being served instead of rushing to cook, serve, eat, and be ready with the next course, which was what she usually did when she tried to relax, since she rarely ate alone. Whatever the cause, the water tasted sublime. The heavy feeling vanished, replaced by what could only be called ecstasy. It was an odd feeling. Things werent right between Anna and her boyfriend, that much was clear. And she felt no immediate kinship with the others in their party. And yet the surroundings were so pleasant and her head so dull, she didnt bother to give much thought to why Anna had called her. She was utterly swept up and engulfed in the sweet and tang of the flavored water, and the scent of garden tomatoes coming off the bowl of couscous in front of her.

Oliver Seth came from the kitchen with a bottle of wine tucked under his arm, hands loaded with glasses.

Anna says you know something about wine. He pulled the cork, poured a glass, and handed it to Sunny.

Like everyone in Napa. She took a sip. Syrah?

You got it.

Very nice. Your own?

Howd you guess?

I saw the marker on the vineyard on the way in. And you hold the bottle a little too carefully.

Oliver would bring cases of the stuff to bed with us if I let him, said Anna.

This vintage is our first production after five years of blood, sweat, and tears. He splashed wine into the other glasses and passed them around. Its a bit raw, but it wont kill us. We have a couple of nice Pinots Ill open in a minute.

Keith Lachlan raised his glass in an enormous hand. When you started consorting with this guy he nodded toward Franco I thought for sure wed find you anchored to the bottom of the bay before it was over. But you guys did it. And youre still here to drink it.

We did it, said Oliver, touching his glass to Keiths and then Francos.

The lawyer quaffed the glass and asked Sunny what she thought. She thought it wasnt bad. He looked at her, an assessing look she couldnt decipher. He was taking her measure, but in what context? As a wine expert? A woman? Or simply a conversationalist? The whites of his eyes looked jaundiced next to his white teeth, and Sunny wondered if he was in good health. Like everyone at the table, he drank too much, and even his baggy linen shirt couldnt hide the roll above his waistline. His skin was smooth and brown, from his glossy bare head to the big, sharp-nailed toes that nicked Sunnys ankles under the table.

Oliver Seth emptied the bottle and set it down in front of Sunny, turning the label toward her. It featured a painting of a bull charging into a frothing sea, a girl in genie pants half reclined sidesaddle on its back, holding on to the horns gracefully. The name of the vineyard, Taurus Rising, was written in Roman-looking letters across a stormy sky. Below the illustration it said Estate Bottled Napa Valley Syrah.

Jordan took the bottle. Is that the rape of Europa?

Exactly, said Oliver. From the Greek myth. But Id call it more of an escape. She doesnt look too concerned to me. This version is nineteenth-century Russian. I have the original in my place in London. Its better than Titians, which is the one you usually see. Besides, I own the rights to this one. The rights to the image come with the painting. Isnt that amazing? Think of all those museums selling postcards and posters of the paintings they own. The artist doesnt get a dime. Imagine if you bought a car and the rights to the image went with it.

Why Taurus Rising? said Sunny.

Ive always liked the symbol of the bull, said Oliver. He laid slices of roast beef on each of their plates as he spoke. I was born under the sign of Taurus. The first time I saw the term bull market, I knew I would make my first million on the stock market. I was in third grade.

Franco handed Sunny the bowl of couscous.

We had a class hamster, Oliver continued. On weekends, somebody always got to take him home. His name was Roosevelt because he was a teddy bear hamster. I took him home and started cleaning his cage. One of the layers of paper lining the bottom turned out to be the front section of The Wall Street Journal. I read every word, including the advertisements. Thats how I found out about the Robb Report. I sent away for a subscription and my sister had to pay for it with our Christmas money. But I knew it would pay off. I knew even then if you want to make money, you have to understand how rich people think.

I read somewhere that a huge percentage of historys dictators have been Tauruses, said Anna. Hitler, Lenin, Pol Pot. Saddam Hussein, Machiavelli, Robespierre.

And most damning of all, Barbra Streisand, said a lanky, dark-haired guy approaching the table. He kissed Anna and pulled up a chair next to her.

Sunny, this is Troy Stevens. Troy, this is my dear, long-lost friend Sunny McCoskey. We used to hang out in San Francisco together ages ago.

Delighted. Troy shook her hand with mock formality, then started dishing up his plate.

What happened to the hamster? said Jordan.

My best friends mom made him keep it in the garage and it froze to death.

Sunny held up her glass to Franco. Nice work.

This one is not technically mine, he said. I begin with last years harvest. That one is quite good, though not exactly in my style. Too fruity and agreeable. I like more earth, more herb, more gaminess. You should taste a little bit of leather and spice, not just plums and blackberries. We will get there eventually, if Olivers grapes cooperate.

I dont care if we ever get a wine we can release, said Oliver. If we get something we can drink at lunch and pour on the ground for ablutions to the ancestors, Ill be happy. My citadel will be complete.

Your ancestral sins are your affair, said Franco. I will commune with the grapes and see what they have to tell us. You wont want to pour it on the ground, I guarantee that much.



Despite her plan to leave after lunch, Sunny agreed that a digestive nap was in order, then that a dip to cool off was a good idea, and finally that one more glass of wine wouldnt hurt. Time stopped. The sun never moved. The bottle of chilled wine theyd brought from the table became mysteriously empty. Gradually, the group scattered. Anna went into the house with Troy Stevens on some errand and didnt return. Jordan lay motionless, her nose in the seam of a paperback copy of Memoirs of a Geisha. Franco the Silician took up his same chaise and closed his eyes. Oliver and Keith went off to Olivers office, talking business. When Cynthia offered to give Sunny a tour of the house and garden, she put on her tunic and sandals.

The kitchen had everything any cook could want, professional or otherwise, including natural light from a wall of south-facing windows. There was a full-size wine cabinet, a prep island, a wall of German appliances, a steamer, the definitive ultra-modern Poggenpohl cabinets with refrigerated drawers, and a mysteriously inferior espresso machine defiling one of the sleek countertops. This is what money can do, thought Sunny. She had almost forgotten. Money had the power to make everything beautiful, at least on the surface. With money, she could cook in a shining, perfect kitchen like this, instead of sweating the way she did at Wildside, where the kitchen, an oily sauna by the end of each day, was little more than a maze of stainless steel work benches squeezed into a space so small she couldnt open the oven door without moving to one side. If it werent for the desire to be her own boss, she could stand on a sublimely chalky limestone floor like this one instead of the black rubber mats at Wildside that had to be hauled out and hosed down every night. But they were different animals altogether. A picture-perfect kitchen like this was fine for dinner parties, but it would never survive the fiery mosh pit that was a daily way of life at Wildside.

I keep asking Oliver to invite more people up, said Cynthia. I never get to really cook. He has one or two people in for lunch or dinner on the weekends and thats it. We put in a full outdoor kitchen down by the pool and weve never used it. It only makes sense for a big party.

I didnt see it.

Did you see the fireplace by the hot tub? The grill and the rest of it are around the back of that stone wall. I put in a garden last year and Ive been giving away bags of produce all summer. The neighbors are eating well.

Id love to see the garden.

We can go down there after youve seen the house. Its my little paradise. We have vegetables, herbs, chickens, and a pig. It will be a pleasure to finally get to show it off to somebody whos interested in food. Nobody cares much about these things around here, not even Oliver, though he pretends he does. As long as the food is on the table, they dont care how it gets there. I dont think Anna knows the garden exists.

She gave Sunny a conspiratorial smile and led her down a luminous white hallway to the living room, where an enormous Rothko in shades of crimson hung on one wall. Another large canvasLucien Freud? Sunnys knowledge of modern art was limited at besthung above the couch, offering a portrait of several women, all naked, variously reclined. Cynthia opened a few doors on bedrooms done in spare modernism on a grand scale, executed in wood, stone, and shades of cream, eggshell, putty, gray. One room featured king-size bunk beds with white and chrome ladders.

He must love houseguests, said Sunny.

Cynthia smiled and closed the door. She led the way past a staircase leading down. Sauna, workout room, racquetball court, et cetera.

They went back the other direction. The north wing of the house was darker, not just because of the lack of southern exposure. It was clearly designed for night games. Another living room looked out on the lawn but was decorated in shades of black and sand, with primitive statues in the corners and canvases of Rousseau-like beasts and eyes peering from jungle darkness. Paradise, written in garish red neon script, covered an entire wall. Other rooms held a pool table, a lounge facing a flat-screen television, a library lined with shelves but no books, more bedrooms, and, off the master suite and adjacent lounge, another hot tub and outdoor fireplace. (By Sunnys count, the house had at least seven fireplaces, including one in each living room, one in each of two master suites, one in the lounge, and two outdoors.) An extensive glassed-in wine closet held bottles cataloged with the care and precision of treasures at the Smithsonian. A floor-to-ceiling case held Armagnacs and whiskeys arranged by year, some quite old. Across from them was a long, low wall covered with gritty black-and-white photographs of edgy-looking party people doing drugs and making out. Sunny wondered if this was Jordans work.

On the way back to the foyer, Sunny detoured into a heavily mirrored bathroom with no windows and the same limestone floor that ran through most of the house. Instead of a light switch, there were at least a dozen buttons on a pad just inside the door. She pressed one and the fan went on. Touching it again made tiny footlights along the wall appear, but did not turn off the fan. She pushed another button and the fan got louder. She studied the pad and the tiny screen above it to no effect and chose another button at random. The lights went out but the fan stayed on. In the end, she closed the heavy door and peed by the murky glow of two recessed halogens over the distant marble vanity. Between the long mirror above the sink and a floor-to-ceiling mirror covering the wall opposite, she had an overly generous view of herself in situ. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sunny McCoskey as though in a movie, flushing the toilet, washing her hands, running her fingers through short hair, hunting in bathroom drawers for hand cream, lip gloss, hair gel, anything to smooth her rumpled post-swim appearance. The drawers were empty except for a blow dryer, its cord still neatly bound by the manufacturers tie. The cabinet under the sink held a supply of toilet paper and nothing else. The house seemed hardly to have been used. Earlier in the day, shed used the same bathroom to change into her swimsuit and left her bra and underwear rolled up in a hand towel on the edge of the vanity. Now they were gone. The work of overly fastidious domestic help, no doubt. Hopefully Cynthia could help her look for them when they came back from the garden. She checked her appearance one more time in the enormous mirror and pulled up the sleeve of her tunic to observe the new scar on the inside of her forearm, a band of purple skin where shed caught an upset pan of pork loin coming out of the oven. One among many. A few futile punches at the controls on the way out only made the fan louder.

Out in front of the house, Annas friend Troy Stevens slumped in his tight black jeans and laceless Converse, talking to Cynthia.

Do you two know each other? asked Cynthia. It occurred to Sunny that Cynthia didnt know much more about Annas guests than she did.

Just from lunch, said Sunny.

Im Annas chaperone, said Troy. They let me hang around as long as I dont get in the way.

Hes one of Britains leading artists, here to install a new piece Oliver just bought, said Cynthia.

Which one? said Sunny. Id like to see it.

So would I, said Troy. Its still in transit, apparently. Or else theyve lost it and arent ready to admit it yet. Not that I dont enjoy hanging around watching Anna sun herself, but its getting a bit nerve racking. He jostled Cynthia playfully and she pushed him away, laughing.

Were off to the garden, Cynthia told him. Join us?

Not I, said the art guy, said Troy. Ill check on the damsel in distress.

Troy went inside just as Oliver and Franco came up the path.

I can give them a call on Monday, Franco was saying to Oliver.

Dont call them, said Oliver, holding Franco back. He looked in his eyes. And dont take a call. Send a certified letter, and mail a copy to me and one to Keith. Force them to put everything in writing.

You think theyll negotiate?

Of course. Everything is negotiable if you position yourself correctly.

Nothing is left to chance, eh? said Franco.

Never. Oliver smiled, then turned to Cynthia.

Im showing off the garden to my fellow chef, Cynthia told him. Come with us?

The extended tour, said Oliver. You go on ahead. I need to make some calls.

Franco? said Cynthia.

With pleasure.






Situated on the other side of the road behind a tennis court and a tall oak tree, the garden and chicken coop were easy to miss on the way in, and Sunny had. Now she saw what an ambitious setup it was. The garden, enclosed by a fence that would be the envy of any neighborhood, contained everything a cook could want. The summer chaos was just beginning to hit its stride. Tomato plants had overgrown their cages, squash blossoms lay in a tumble of vines and leaves, corn was nicely on its way, sweet peas were reaching above their guides. A tidy but not obsessive order prevailed. The herb garden had all the usual suspects, plus lemon verbena, three varieties of mint, and four of basil. In fall there would be blue potatoes and Yukon Golds and rosy reds and fingerlings. Nearby was a newly constructed outbuilding with tools and supplies, as well as living quarters for at least two dozen chickens of various breeds, some shiny black, others white with mops of feathers on their heads, others like the red hens in storybooks, and the majority of them, unfortunately and unexpectedly, said Cynthia, young roosters, who strutted the loose soil whooping and flapping. A large pink pig flopped in a far corner on the other side of a fence.

Recycling at its best, said Cynthia. He turns scraps into ham, sausage, and bacon.

You wouldnt, said Franco.

I already have. This guy is pig number two. Piggy number one is all hung up to dry in the cellar.

Franco raised his eyebrows.

Prosciutto doesnt grow on trees, you know, said Cynthia with a mischievous smile that made one eyebrow go up.

I am well aware, said Franco. I just never saw such a pretty butcher.

Cynthia pushed a strand of blond hair behind her ear. Well, I didnt actually do it myself. I know some people up in Sonoma who raise hogs. They came down and got him. But I went with him all the way and I stayed to the bitter end. If youre going to eat a pork loin, you have to be able to face the truth about what that means. Id feel like a hypocrite otherwise. She looked at Sunny.

I couldnt agree more, said Sunny. If everybody knew where their meat came from, wed eat much less of it and enjoy it more. And a lot fewer animals would suffer.

Amen to that, said Cynthia.

How did they do it? said Franco.

One shot in the head with a rifle, then they cut the throat to bleed it. It was not a very nice scene, but theres no way around it. Thats where meat comes from. If you want to eat meat, somebody has to die.

I thought they stunned them electrically, said Franco.

In the big places. These guys are small time. But they do a good job. It all happened very quickly.

The three of them stood looking at the spotless outbuilding, the foraging chickens, the garden, and a little farther off a large composting bin and a heap of manure and lawn clippings waiting to be added. It was an enviable arrangement. To have endless means and nothing to produce but a few luncheons on the weekend must be a kind of heaven for a cook, thought Sunny. No payroll, no workers compensation, no customers asking for ketchup and Tabasco, no taxes, no busboys calling in sick ten minutes into their shift, no headaches.






Sunny picked up another glass of wine on her way down to the pool. Anna was back on her chaise, smoking and talking into her cell phone. The club music had been turned off and a wide-open quiet enveloped them. She stopped to listen to the tick of dry-land insects, the tender slosh of water in the pool, the distant hum of a plane overhead. Jordan was in the pool, swimming laps with her face and hair out of the water. Sunny sat down and nearly missed the chair. It was definitely time to switch to water.

Im thinking of moving back to California permanently, said Anna, putting her phone down. You think after a few years youll settle into a new country and start to feel like you belong, but you never do. Ive been living in Barcelona on and off for almost five years and Im still a foreigner. I always will be. I used to like it that way, but now I want to feel like I belong somewhere. She looked at Sunny. I admire the life youve built here. Everything I own fits in a suitcase. A small suitcase.

Thats not such a bad thing, said Sunny.

In Barcelona it looks like I have a life. I have an apartment and a job. But its all pretend. Its really just a room I rent in Troys apartment. I have a commission sales job in a gallery that lets me come in whenever I like, do my deals, and leave. Its a nice life, but its completely ephemeral. Theres no there there.

What about Oliver?

Anna leaned closer and lowered her voice, her expression playful, then serious. Thats what Im here to find out. Oliver has been a very enjoyable distraction for years, but now we want to try to make it real. At least I do, or did, until last night, anyway. She smiled as though shed said something amusing. Who am I kidding? I couldnt live here, anyway. Olivers place in the city is so, I dont know, nice, its like living in a museum, and this place is gorgeous, but its in the sticks, which might be okay if I had work and friends up here like you do. For me its too lonely. Realistically, what am I supposed to do up here all day, hang out with Cynthia and the gardener? Both of whom resent the hell out of me just for being here, invading their privacy. Youd think they owned the place. Im the one who always has to pass on all of Olivers instructions and complain for him when things arent exactly perfectand believe me, theyd better be perfectso of course they cant stand me. I have to tiptoe around the place. Its fine for Oliver. This is his world. But Im just a guest. I cant deal with living like this anymore. Not to mention Olivers sister, who has nothing better to do than try to fix him up with her friends, even when Im here, for Gods sake. She stopped herself with a little laugh. Im a piece of work.

Sunny tried to think of something to say, failed, and said nothing, her face betraying her confusion.

Dont worry, Im just venting, said Anna. Lets change the subject. Tell me about this boyfriend you mentioned. She gave Sunny the ten-thousand-watt smile. I love hearing about someone elses romance. Its a refreshing diversion.

Sunny took a breath. Well, hes very eligible. The village hotty. Like everyone else in a fifty-mile radius, I had a huge crush on him, but then we ended up cooking together at a big charity event one night and it turned out he liked me, too. That never happens, right? It was all very dreamy. Sunny paused. Jordan was at the other end of the pool with her elbows over the edge. Anna waited while Sunny chose her words carefully. I wish he was right for me. I want him to be right for me. But sometimes I get the feeling its not going to work out. She heard the words as if someone else had spoken them. Her stomach lurched as she recognized the truth shed been trying to avoid. Or was she only afraid that it might be the truth?

So he cooks, too?

Sunny nodded. He owns a restaurant in Yountville.

Then invite him over. Its salad days around here.

Hell be at work until late tonight.

Have him come over after. Well be up, Im sure. Some other friends might turn up.

I would, but I should get going myself pretty soon, said Sunny.

Anna sat up. Get going? You cant! Weve hardly even talked. You cant leave, Sunny. Stay to dinner at least. For me. Honestly, if you only knew. You cant leave. Promise you wont.

Sunny studied her friend. Ill stay. For another swim at least.

Good.

Anna lit another cigarette and blew a plume of heavy smoke. Sunny looked at the pack. Something French without a filter. Sunny had not smoked anything in over two months and it felt great. Better every day. She looked again. Today was turning out to be one of those days when you decide to ditch all the rules and just enjoy life for a few hours, thought Sunny. All signs pointed to as much. If not, why was there a perfectly chilled, perfectly balanced glass of Rhne Valley Marsanne on the table next to her when shed already had two cocktails and at least three glasses of wine? Or was it four? Her ordinary routine on a Saturday was to work on the restaurant, work on the garden, plan for work, catch up on work, rest for work, unwind from work. And now with her twenty-five-year-old sous chef, Rivka, getting more ambitious every day and insisting they do the farmers market on Friday mornings and nagging to open the restaurant on weekends or nights, or God forbid both, it was only going to get worse. Today was a stolen moment, a cameo appearance in someone elses charmed life in which there was nothing to do but sit by the pool. Rationalization complete, she took a cigarette and leaned over Annas outstretched hand, steadying herself above the flame with some effort. After all, she thought, inhaling, the body should be able to take a bit of abuse from time to time. Something to give the immune system some practice. She had been the picture of discipline and good health for weeks, working out at the gym, swimming laps, squeezing in classes at the fascist dictatorship yoga studio up the road, and even swallowing a spoonful of flaxseed oil and two of glucosamine chondroitin without gagging every morning, as if to punish herself for good deeds. Sunny McCoskey deserved a day of parole for good behavior, she told herself, even if it entailed behaving badly.

She let the back down on the chaise and flopped over onto her belly, feeling the warmth of the sun on her back and the heat of the cigarette on her fingers. She hadnt even reapplied her sunscreen. Now she made the conscious decision to expose her cells to the full force of the days ultraviolet A and B rays, though not for more than an hour. Selective debauchery was one thing, sunburn quite another. She heard Jordan pull herself out of the water and felt a spray of droplets on her calves as she walked past. Sunny closed her eyes and listened to Anna and her friend gossip about their acquaintances.

After a while, Keith Lachlan, the lawyer, came and sat by the edge of the pool with his linen trousers rolled up and his feet in the water. Oliver himself emerged from the house in his swimsuit and gold aviator sunglasses, BlackBerry in hand. He stood in the water in front of Keith and they talked about the booming Shanghai economy and the real-estate portfolio they were building there. Keith said he had a local contact who was showing him new parts of town slated to explode in the next few years. Sunny checked her phone. Twenty-three minutes of unprotected sun left. She got up and dove into the pool, staying underwater. The restaurant had lost money again last month. Not a lot, but losing money was not what she had had in mind when she started a business. Barring catastrophe, and if she kept the menu reasonable, she would make it up by the end of August, as she had other years, but it was still worrisome. She surfaced and treaded water drowsily. Oliver Seth had taken her chaise and was rubbing lotion onto Annas back.

Molly called, he said. Apparently she has some new boyfriend she wants us to meet. I told her to come over and bring him so we can have a look.

Anna looked up. Do we have to? We just got here. Cant we just relax for one day?

Itll be fine. Shes blissed out on the new guy.

Did you tell Cynthia there will be more of us for dinner? Keith said Marissa is coming later, too.

I told her well be ten. She said its no problem.

Anna counted. Were only nine.

Cynthia has to eat, too, snapped Oliver.

Anna pushed herself up and looked over her shoulder. Sunny, youre staying for dinner, right? You have to. Cynthia is so excited to have people to cook for.

Sunny treaded water, trying to think of an excuse. It was still several hours until sunset.

Of course shes staying, said Oliver. We wont let her leave.
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