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      She passed the sign that said Estancia 10 Miles and arched her back, stretching, then jumped in her seat when the rental truck drifted onto the line separating Ocean Highway from the shoulder. She set her jaw and turned the wheel a few degrees counterclockwise. A BMW in the fast lane passed her as if she were going backward.

      The truck’s steering pulled to the right, and it seemed like it had only worsened during the irritating ride from Seattle. She tightened her grip on the wheel as the highway began its steady incline up to the crest of the hill, where a massive industrial complex rose to meet her field of vision. Ablaze with warm orange lights, the maze of pipes and small towers extended into the sky, steam rising around it.

      She blinked and she was four years old again, in her father’s Range Rover, seeing the complex lit up in the darkness for the first time.

      “Gotham City!” she had screamed from the back seat, pointing delightedly.

      “No, Fenway,” Nathaniel Ferris had said, never taking his eyes off the road. “That’s Daddy’s refinery.”

      “You’re Batman,” she said definitively.

      “I’m not Batman,” he said, laughing. “But maybe I’m Bruce Wayne. And Mrs. Wayne expects us home soon. It’s already past your bedtime.”

      Fenway shook her head and came back to the present. The Ferris Energy refinery, constantly spewing gray-brown fumes, was an ugly monstrosity in the daylight. But at night, the orange lights and the steam and the shadows from the pipes and antennae and towers created a scene almost as beautiful as the quaint seaside town eight miles down the coast.

      Life had changed so much in the last six weeks. It started with the closed sign that faced her when she went to work at the clinic. No explanation—she had to go home and read a tersely worded email to learn the clinic had lost its funding.

      And that same day, her mother took a turn for the worse. She would be gone in two days.

      Fenway accepted the first offer on her mother’s house and moved most of her things into storage. Then, three weeks before her trip in the rental truck, tiring of applying for jobs and for apartments at the same time, she was sitting at her PC reading a rejection email when her phone rang.

      It showed an unfamiliar number with an 805 area code, and she wondered if it was one of the nursing recruiters she’d sent her resume to.

      “Fenway?”

      She drew in her breath sharply. “Dad?”

      “How are you feeling?” His voice was heavy with concern. “Is everything okay?”

      “I didn’t recognize the number.”

      “Still at work. I’m calling from a conference room.”

      “You weren’t at the funeral.” It came out before Fenway could stop it, but after all the missed graduations and state volleyball championships and birthdays, she still felt raw.

      “I—I wasn’t sure you’d want me there.”

      “Really? Charlotte didn’t want to renew your vows on another of my special days?”

      Silence on the other end of the line. “Look—I know you’re in a tough spot with the house and with your master's program, and I want to help.”

      Fenway scoffed. “Now you want to help?”

      “Yes. You’re still working in the ER?”

      “I moved to the free clinic last year, Dad.”

      He clicked his tongue. “Oh. I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t keep it in your brain too long. We lost our funding. They closed a couple of weeks ago.”

      “I see.” Another pause.

      “I’m applying for jobs. Just sent a couple of résumés out. Escrow closes on Mom’s house next week. I’ll be fine.”

      “Fine? Where are you going to live?”

      “I have feelers out. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “No—of course not. But…”

      Fenway closed her eyes. He’d been so angry at her mother.

      “I wonder,” Nathaniel Ferris began, “if you’d consider moving down here.”

      “Down there? Estancia?”

      “It’s a beautiful part of the country. I’ve got a few vacancies in my apartment buildings. I could reduce the rent.”

      Fenway leaned back in her chair. “I don’t want your charity. And besides, I’m not a licensed nurse practitioner in California. I need work.”

      “So pay me rent and take the next available boards.”

      “And what do I do for money in the meantime?”

      “I know people here. A good friend runs a pharmaceutical business. Hell, the new wing of the hospital has my name on it. You could work as a pharma rep or in hospital administration and then get a nursing position when you pass your boards.”

      “That sounds like charity, too.”

      “I’ll just make a few introductions. Don’t think I didn’t notice you were valedictorian of your BSN class. They’ll be thanking me. You’ll be hired before you can unpack.”

      The no thanks was on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t say it. How many résumés had she sent out? How many apartments had she seen that were out of her price range? How was she going to get through the next few months without her mother? She pinched the bridge of her nose and swallowed hard. “What’s the catch?”

      A large exhale from the other end of the line. “Come on, Fenway, I’m not all bad. There’s no catch. You’re my daughter, and I thought you could use a break.”

      Fenway leaned forward again, reading the first sentence of the job rejection letter a few times until her eyes lost focus. “I’ll think about it.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      Fighting with the pull of the steering wheel, she saw the lights of Estancia emerge before her. Bits and pieces started coming together in her memory: the beach down the road from her father’s mansion, the Spanish-style architecture of the outdoor mall.

      Halfway down the hill, Fenway looked down at her gas gauge. The needle hung slightly above the red line. She’d probably make it.

      She yawned and turned up the radio. It was Prince, and Fenway bounced in her seat, trying to get her blood flowing again. She pressed the accelerator, and the speedometer crept up to seventy.

      “It’s good to see you again, Dad,” she muttered. No. That sounded weird. “I’m happy you were finally there for me.” No. Sarcasm wasn’t the way to go, and it wasn’t nearly as cathartic to say as she thought it would be. “I appreciate you getting me an apartment so quickly. I hope…”

      That was a good question. What did she hope for? Did she hope to finally connect with Nathaniel Ferris after twenty years? Did she hope to sit on the white leather sofa in his mansion and leaf through her photo albums, pointing and laughing, him getting misty-eyed at all the memories he missed?

      The low fuel light came on. She cursed quietly.

      Mostly, she hoped he wouldn’t have Charlotte with him.

      Broadway, 1 Mile.

      She glanced at the low fuel light again. Her old Sentra could go fifty miles with the fuel light on. The rental truck? No idea. She took her foot off the gas and slowed to sixty, a horn sounding behind her.

      Relief washed over her as she turned off Ocean Highway. The Broadway exit emptied out onto a divided four-lane boulevard, then she turned onto Estancia Canyon Road. The next landmark was the Coffee Bean on the next corner, and the apartment complex sat two blocks further down. She pulled halfway into the driveway and stopped the truck.

      She flipped down the visor and looked in the mirror. The day of driving had been unkind. Her loose curls were frizzy, and her large, dark brown eyes looked tired, but she stared firmly at her own face. “I appreciate you getting me this apartment so quickly. It’s good to see you again.” Almost. She softened her gaze, forcing a smile onto the corners of her mouth. “I appreciate you getting me this apartment so quickly. It’s good to see you again.” A solid performance. She nodded and grabbed her phone off the passenger seat.

      A new voicemail. But it wasn’t from her father.

      “Hi, Fenway,” the voice said. “This is Robert Stotsky. I work for your dad, and I also oversee his apartment complexes. He had a meeting with Japanese investors at the last minute, so he asked me to meet you and get you settled in. Come to the leasing office when you arrive.”

      Fenway sighed.

      A horn blared; an SUV was in her rearview mirror, trying to get into the driveway. She shifted into gear and lurched forward, the SUV maneuvering around her, and Fenway pulled into an uncovered visitor space on the end of the first row.

      She killed the engine and hoisted herself out the cab.

      The leasing office sign was posted above a unit across the parking lot, porch light blazing. Her sneakers were silent on the asphalt as she went up and knocked.

      Sounds from inside: rustling, a television turning off, footsteps getting quieter, then louder. She waited a few more seconds before the door opened.

      A hulking white man stood in the doorway. Fenway was five-ten, but the man towered over her, built of muscle, perhaps going a little soft around the middle. He wore a well-tailored, expensive-looking suit—not what Fenway had in mind for the building manager.

      “Can I help you?” he said. His voice, kind enough, softened his angular features but still held an edge of suspicion.

      “Hi,” she said. “I’m supposed to be meeting, um, Robert? He’s the building manager, I think.”

      “Oh, you’re Fenway Ferris?” The large man caught his surprise, but too late. Obviously, the man hadn’t been prepared for Ferris’s daughter to be black.

      “Uh, Fenway Stevenson. You’re Robert?” She shook his hand; he had a firm grip.

      The man nodded. “Yes, Rob Stotsky. Is Stevenson your married name?”

      “My mother’s name.”

      “Sorry. I don’t mean to pry.”

      “Not a problem. Usually I get a joke about the Boston Red Sox.”

      “I’m a Dodgers fan myself.” He laughed and turned to a small open cabinet next to the door jamb, picking a keychain off a hook. “Okay, Miss Ferris—sorry, Miss Stevenson. Here we go. I’ll show you the way.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “I’ll get my stuff.”

      Stotsky followed Fenway out, turning off the lights and locking the door behind him.

      They walked to the truck, and Fenway grabbed her sleeping bag and a suitcase from the cab. Stotsky took the case from Fenway without being asked, lifting it easily as Fenway locked the truck.

      “Thanks for your help,” she said, putting her purse over her shoulder.

      “That everything?” he asked.

      Fenway stifled a yawn. “For tonight.”

      “All right. Follow me.”

      Fenway looked at Stotsky out of the corner of her eye as they walked past the first building and turned the corner. “You’re dressed awfully well for a guy who manages apartment buildings. You going to a wedding later?”

      Stotsky chuckled. “The building managers all report to me. I’m just doing a favor for your dad tonight.”

      “Oh—so you’d usually be at home by now?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Your dad and I go way back. He’d do the same for my daughter, I’m sure.”

      The complex was dated but otherwise passable. Bright and well lit, no peeling paint. The landscaping was basic, but care had been taken with its upkeep. In the dim light, she couldn’t tell if the neutral color of the stucco was beige or grey.

      “So, does my father work this late on most nights?”

      “Sometimes,” Stotsky said. “It depends on what the oil futures are doing. Oh—before I forget, the sheriff came by earlier, looking for you.”

      Fenway paused and turned back. “The sheriff?”

      “You know him?”

      Her eyebrows knitted. “No. I don’t know who the sheriff is. The Estancia sheriff?”

      “The Dominguez County sheriff. I don’t see how you could have done anything wrong, though. You barely got here.” Stotsky laughed uneasily.

      “Anything wrong? What do you mean?”

      Stotsky coughed. “Nothing. I’d be really surprised if any daughter of Nathaniel Ferris was in trouble with the law.”

      Fenway frowned. His light tone had a hint of darkness. Was he implying something? That he’d suspect her if she wasn’t Nathaniel Ferris’s daughter? She put her hand on the body of her purse.

      “Anyway, the sheriff said he’d be by tomorrow. So keep an eye out.” He turned and led Fenway up an open-air staircase, then to the third door on the left. “Here we go. 214.” He turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open; the small light in the entry shone weakly on Stotsky’s face as he handed the suitcase to Fenway.

      “Thanks.”

      Stotsky handed her a business card. “Free Wi-Fi in all the apartments. Password is on the back of the card. I’m not usually onsite, but you call me direct if you have any issues.”

      “Hey,” she said, “do you happen to know if my father is sending some people over to help me with the apartment tomorrow morning?”

      “Did he say he would?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then he will. Have a good night.”

      If he said he would, he will. Of course. As long as his appearances in her life could be done by proxy, he could be counted on.

      She shut the door behind the large man, turned around, and stared at the empty space.

      Beige carpets. Cheap linoleum floors.

      No job, no friends.

      A father who took a business call with investors instead of meeting his daughter her first night in town.

      Fenway looked up at the weak overhead light.

      All the work Fenway did at her nursing jobs, in her master’s program, at her life. All the work her mother did to gain distance and freedom from her rich, controlling ex-husband. Twenty years, and it had all vanished.

      Fenway picked up her suitcase and opened it on the floor of her new living room. After getting ready for bed, she unrolled her sleeping bag in the bedroom and plugged her phone into the outlet a foot away.

      She got in and tried to pull the sleeping bag over her head, but she was too tall. It barely covered her neck.

      She rested her head on the carpet.
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        * * *

      

      She woke to morning light filtering through the heavy mist outside. The windows had no coverings, and despite the fog, it was bright in the room.

      She rolled onto her side and picked up her phone. Half past six.

      But her phone was at ten percent. It hadn’t charged. She checked the plugs—they were in.

      Fenway looked around and her eyes rested on the light switch next to the door. Kicking the sleeping bag off, she stood up, her back complaining from the night on the hard surface, and turned on the switch.

      Beep beep beep.

      Six outlets in the room, and she chose the one connected to the light switch.

      And now she was well and truly awake.

      It was too early to move the truck; the beeping noise when backing up would wake the whole complex. She hoped her father was bringing people to help. She wasn’t sure she could get the sofa and the mattress upstairs by herself.

      Fenway yawned. She needed coffee.

      After donning sweats and running shoes, she shook out the loose curls that didn’t quite reach her shoulders and set off to find coffee.

      She thought she remembered passing a Coffee Bean the night before. It was only two blocks away, but in the gray morning light—typical for early May on the central California coast—nothing looked familiar. The wooden sign for the complex was a different shape than she’d thought. The pink house on the corner had looked gray in the darkness. She might have spent her first eight years in Estancia, but never in this quirky area. It was nothing like her father’s neighborhood, whose ocean-view mansions stood well apart from each other, aloof.

      A few bicyclists in brightly colored, skintight outfits passed her, headed away from the main road. They went past the Not a Through Street sign. Where were they going?

      In five minutes, she was in line at the Coffee Bean. Only three people ahead of her. On a Tuesday morning at the beginning of the commute in Seattle, the line would have been out the door.

      “Large latte,” she said to the cashier.

      “Sure thing,” the cashier chirped, and Fenway almost jumped back with the force of the unexpected enthusiasm. “Can I get your name?”

      “Joanne.”

      “Thanks, Joanne. That’ll be right up. You have a great day, okay?”

      Fenway blinked. “Sure. Yeah. You too.”

      Fenway settled in an overstuffed chair next to a tiny round table, staring into space. The barista had to call Joanne twice.

      As she went to get her latte, she wondered when she could get started on her life. When could she get her furniture out of the truck? When could she start interviewing for those jobs her father promised?

      Everything was dependent on him. She took a drink and sat back heavily in the chair. Accepting her father’s offer had seemed logical at the time, as she barely had enough money to get through the next few weeks. Now it seemed like a bad decision. Surely she could have slept on a friend’s couch in Seattle. Or maybe even stayed with an ex-boyfriend. Just until she got on her feet.

      A couple of phone calls and another two days in the rental truck and she could undo this decision. She sipped her latte as two women in their late thirties, dressed in matching yoga pants, crossed in front of her.

      “He promised me he’d take Ethan to his game today.”

      “But you have to come to Pilates. I’ll die if you’re not there.”

      “When I woke up, he’d already left for the golf course. And Ethan already missed practice on Thursday.”

      She’d never been a huge fan of people-watching, but this was like a cultural anthropology lesson. Compared to the bustle and diversity of downtown Seattle, Estancia was a foreign country. Another pair of white women, both in dark jeans and North Face jackets, waited for their coffee orders to Fenway’s right.

      “I know he said not to get another area rug, but it was on sale.”

      “And it’s gorgeous. Does he not see how gorgeous it is?”

      “I know. Honestly, it pulls the whole room together…”

      White people in their native habitat. The voice in her head sounded like Richard Attenborough.

      Then two more female voices behind her. “Are you still worried about Allan getting laid off?”

      “He hasn’t heard anything for sure, but I hate the rumors I’m hearing. Ferris Energy has still got the whole area closed for the accident investigation. Can you believe it? What’s Allan going to do?”

      “Better unemployed than dead, Angie.”

      Fenway’s ears pricked up.

      Nathaniel Ferris had always been the most powerful man in the county. His eponymous energy company was the largest employer, and even when oil prices fluctuated wildly, he still made his numbers, got his bonuses, made his slice of the profits.

      Than dead?

      Had something happened? Something to ruffle her father’s unrufflable feathers? Could her rich, powerful, perfect father be at fault for an accident at his refinery? She didn’t remember anything from the news, but she was a thousand miles away—and didn’t pay attention to any news about her father, anyway.

      But this was interesting.

      “I think you’re making too big of a deal out of it,” Angie’s friend said. “They did an internal investigation. Wrong place, wrong time. Allan shouldn’t get laid off just because his co-workers did something stupid.”

      Wrong place, wrong time? Fenway leaned back, but the barista called Angie and then the two women were out of earshot.

      Fenway tried to shift her attention to other conversations, but she couldn’t concentrate.

      Better unemployed than dead.

      Wrong place, wrong time.
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      What had happened at the refinery? Perhaps the internet would have answers. Fenway reached in her pocket for her phone—but it was still charging in the bedroom.

      So she left the coffee shop, her latte still half full, her curiosity bubbling out of her head.

      Then another bicyclist passed her, straight down the side road, past the Not a Through Street sign.

      Fenway stopped in her tracks and took another sip.

      Okay—if she was going to find out what happened at her father’s refinery, she could get the information slowly on her tiny screen or she could wait to set up her computer.

      And if she was going to follow those bicyclists, she should do it before anyone arrived to help move the furniture.

      Fenway walked toward the complex, then past it. The road didn’t fan out into a cul-de-sac like she thought it might; it was a true dead end, with a wooden fence the width of the road, made out of four-by-four posts and wide planks painted white. Red and yellow reflectors were spaced several feet apart on each of the planks. To the right of the fence, a dirt path led off into the trees, showing fresh marks from bicycle tires.

      She walked to the fence and gazed as far as she could up the path. About thirty feet farther up, it turned, revealing nothing of what might lie beyond. She threw her latte cup in the trash can next to the fence and started up the path.

      After a few minutes, she passed a grove of trees and found herself hiking through a small clearing. The mist was thick here, and the branches of the trees made a canopy, keeping the thick, soupy fog at bay. On the other side of the clearing, Fenway made her way through another patch of trees. She passed a brown metal sign identifying the grove as a monarch butterfly waystation. She squinted at the upper branches through the fog. No butterflies up there today, though. Farther on, white starbursts of milkweed bloomed on each side of the patch. After a second grove—another ten minutes of walking—the trees ended abruptly.

      Fenway stood at the edge of a flat, grassy plain, the misty sky uninterrupted in front of her. It was easily fifty feet from the edge of the trees to the end of the grass. There was no path through the grass, which was long but lay flat. She had to step high to walk through it.

      There was a short drop-off, maybe three feet or so, to a sandy beach, and about a hundred yards farther out, the Pacific.

      Fenway walked to the edge of the drop-off and stopped.

      Something felt odd: she hadn’t been in this spot before—not that she could remember, anyway—and yet everything was familiar: the cypress tree, windblown into its odd shape, coming out of the rock formation; the drop-off, a barstool-height drop onto ground covered with sand, shrubs, and dirt. Even the black spots on the sand, oil clumping like cat litter, waste from the offshore drilling her father was mostly responsible for.

      Why did she know this place?

      She closed her eyes. Insects clicked in the trees behind her, waves crashed on the shore. Ravens cawed, arguing with each other, arguing with the wind.

      It felt so close. She almost had it.

      She opened her eyes and looked up and down the beach. Maybe the view from the shore would jog her memory. For the next half hour, Fenway walked the beach. The frigid air and the roar of the waves kept her mind off her impending job search and her father’s two decades of broken promises. But nothing else looked familiar. Still, the sight of the cypress tree growing out of the rocks burned in her brain. She knew she’d seen it before.

      Fenway retraced her steps to the complex, feeling better than she had since her mother’s diagnosis. Maybe even before that.

      She arrived at her new apartment at seven forty-five and saw a white policeman at her door—and immediately her heart raced.

      Oh—this was probably the sheriff who’d been looking for her the previous night.

      He wore a black uniform with a black belt and boots. It wasn’t yet eight o’clock, and there was hesitation in his body language as he raised his hand to knock.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      He flinched slightly but regained his composure as he turned to her. “Hi there. I’m looking for Fenway Stevenson.”

      She blinked.

      His skin was pale, with a smattering of freckles on his nose and cheeks. Trim but muscular, he was a good three or four inches taller than Fenway’s five-ten, and his neatly pressed short-sleeved uniform shirt showed off some healthy biceps. At first glance, he looked to be in his thirties, but the lines around his blue eyes suggested a few more years of experience.

      Fenway was suddenly aware of her workout clothes and the sweat she’d worked up on the hike. She pulled off her headband and shook her hair out, hoping it wasn’t too frizzy. “I’m Fenway Stevenson. Is anything wrong?”

      He smiled easily, showing white teeth, a slightly crooked right front incisor, just enough to be cute. He laughed, and it sounded surprisingly genuine. “Oh, sorry.”

      Had he noticed her apprehension? Or had he, like Stotsky the night before, expected the daughter of Nathaniel Ferris to be white?

      He cleared his throat. “Did Rob Stotsky mention I came by last night?”

      “He did.”

      “You’re not in any trouble or anything.” His face grew serious. “I just have some, uh, matters to discuss. Can we go inside?”

      Fenway hesitated. “I literally got here last night. I haven’t brought anything in—there’s nowhere to sit. My father said he’d send a couple people to help, but I don’t know when they’ll be here.”

      The sheriff shifted from one foot to the other. “How about this—have you had breakfast?”

      “Just coffee.”

      “You been to Jack and Jill’s?”

      “No.”

      “I’ll buy you breakfast, and you call your dad to get his people to start unpacking. I bet most of it will be done when we get back.”

      Her stomach rumbled and she nodded. “I’ll be just a second.” She unlocked her door and went in, grabbing her purse and phone from the bedroom.

      He was waiting for her when she returned and locked the front door behind her—then her mother’s voice in her head, urging caution, even around the police. She cleared her throat. “You know, I didn’t get your name.”

      “McVie.” He gestured to the name badge on his chest. “Sheriff Craig McVie, at your service.”

      Fenway pulled out her phone.

      Her father answered on the first ring. “Nathaniel Ferris,” he said gruffly.

      “Hi Dad, it’s me.”

      His tone brightened. “Fenway! You made it! Did you meet Rob? Did he treat you all right? Listen, I’ve got a few of my guys coming to⁠—”

      “Hang on, Dad.” Fenway cut him off. “The sheriff is here. Sheriff McVie.”

      “Oh, Craig’s there already?”

      “You know him?”

      “Sure I do.” His tone grew concerned. “Listen, he’s got to talk to you about something serious. I know you just got in last night, but it’s important.”

      “Weren’t we going to talk about setting up some job interviews?”

      “I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

      Fenway paused, trying to decipher her father’s words. “What does that mean?”

      “Just talk to Craig.”

      Fenway glanced up at Sheriff McVie, who was watching her closely. “Really?”

      “Craig’s on the up-and-up. Listen, my guys will have your stuff all set up in the apartment by the time you get back. It’s the least I can do.”

      “I’d really rather—” Fenway began. She pictured her father rummaging through her stuff. But no, he’d never come in person. Especially to do manual labor. She clicked her tongue. “Sorry. I’d love the help. Getting the place set up sounds great. Thanks, Dad.”

      “You’re more than welcome.” He paused. “Fenway, I know this is awkward. Can we⁠—”

      “The sheriff is waiting for me. We can talk later.” Fenway closed her eyes for a moment. She hoped the two of them would never have the conversation about how uncomfortable it was for her to be back in Estancia.

      “Sure, sure. Yes, I understand. Hey—Craig’s taking you to Mimosa’s, right?”

      “No, Jack and Jill’s.”

      “Oh, for the love of—tell him I say to take you to Mimosa’s. They have a fried egg with hazelnuts, chanterelles, green garlic, and blackberries. It’s phenomenal. Jack and Jill’s is just a glorified Denny’s.”

      “Sure, Dad.” Fenway’s stomach rumbled; a glorified Denny’s sounded excellent. “Thanks for the help.”

      She hung up.

      “Everything cool?” asked the sheriff.

      “Your choice of breakfast places doesn’t meet with his approval.”

      “Aw, crap, did he say Mimosa’s? I hate Mimosa’s. It’s too hoity-toity.”

      “He wanted me to get eggs with hazelnuts and blackberries. Oh—and green garlic.” She made a face. “I don’t even know what green garlic is.”

      “Garlic that’s jealous it doesn’t get to be in real food.”

      Fenway felt the corners of her mouth turn up slightly. “Jack and Jill’s it is, then. I won’t tell him if you don’t.”

      “Deal.”

      Sheriff McVie led the way to the parking lot, where he opened the passenger door of the green-and-white police cruiser for Fenway before hurrying around to the driver’s side.

      She ran her hand over the dash. “It’s nice to ride in the front seat of one of these.”

      He started the car and glanced over at her. “You’ve ridden in the back?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sounds like a good story.” He reversed out of the parking space, then turned onto the main road, heading the opposite direction from the Coffee Bean.

      “It was a long time ago. Maybe not that long ago. I was in college.”

      McVie pressed his lips together. “You don’t have an arrest record.”

      Fenway looked sideways at McVie. “Oh, my father had you check up on me?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What I think you’d call a domestic dispute, but it was just my ex-boyfriend showing up at my apartment drunk and yelling at me at three in the morning. And I’m the one who got taken down to the station.”

      “But no arrest record.”

      “The cop at the station believed me. Said I reminded him of his daughter.”

      “So you made up a sob story?”

      “Oh, Sheriff, I would never lie to the police.” She smiled as coquettishly as she could.

      The sheriff smiled but shook his head ruefully. “I wish my daughter wouldn’t lie to the police. She’s sixteen, and I’ve already caught her lying about her boyfriend. Tell you what—don’t tell me any more details about you and your ex.”

      Fenway glanced over. McVie had a band of gold around his left ring finger. She felt a pang of disappointment.

      They rode in silence until they arrived at Jack and Jill’s. The restaurant was on a frontage road next to the main highway. It looked like it had started its life out as an IHOP, complete with the telltale A-frame roof. The two of them walked in. The interiors were heavy on maple paneling, like a seventies-era Alpine ski lodge, more appropriate for Hansel and Gretel than Jack and Jill. Fenway looked at the walls and other decorations—not a pail of water or broken crown to be seen.

      The smells of bacon and coffee were strong by the front register where they waited. She was glad to be here instead of the green garlic place.

      The rosy-cheeked hostess approached. “Two?” she asked, holding up fingers, and the sheriff nodded. She grabbed two menus and seated them by the window.

      “Your server will be right with you,” she said, turning away.

      Fenway opened the menu and placed her coffee cup right-side up. “So, Sheriff, what did you want to talk about?”

      McVie turned his cup over too, but he kept his menu closed. “It’s kind of a delicate matter. And it’s not really breakfast conversation.”

      Fenway gave a tight smile. “You’re the one who wanted to discuss this over breakfast. Besides, I have a pretty strong stomach.”

      “That’s what your dad told me. You’re a nurse, right?”

      The server came up, an ochre-skinned woman of about thirty, her black hair pulled into a severe bun. She took their coffee order and stepped away, nearly bumping into a young white man dressed like McVie.

      “Hey, Sheriff,” the man said.

      McVie looked up. “Hey, Callahan.”

      “The men Mr. Ferris sent need the keys to Miss Ferris’s truck and apartment.”

      “Stevenson,” she corrected before fishing the keys out of the pocket of her sweats.

      “What?”

      “Stevenson,” she repeated. “My mom’s last name. I’m Miss Stevenson, not Miss Ferris.”

      “Sorry, Miss Stevenson. I didn’t know.”

      “No problem, officer. Tell them thanks. It’s a big help.”

      Callahan tipped his imaginary hat in acknowledgment and turned to leave.

      “Brian,” the sheriff said, putting an arm up, “I know Mr. Ferris is an important man, but get back on scene as soon as possible, all right?”

      Callahan nodded.

      The sheriff watched him walk out, then turned back to Fenway. “Where were we?”

      “A nurse practitioner,” she said.

      McVie tilted his head. “What?”

      “You asked if I was a nurse. I’m a nurse practitioner.” She raised her chin slightly. “What was all that about—‘on scene’?”

      “It’s—uh, well, it’s why I wanted to talk to you.” He put his hands flat on the table. “Okay.” He smiled. “We have a problem that came up last night, and I think you can help us out because you’re a nurse. Nurse practitioner. Your whole medical background—in the emergency room, and your forensic nursing degree.”

      “I’ve got one more class to finish.”

      “Even so.”

      Fenway studied McVie’s face. Her father’s words from their phone conversation: I don’t want to get ahead of myself. Just talk to Craig.

      Before she’d agreed to move, she’d asked her father if he had another motive besides helping her. She kicked herself for falling for his half-truths. Now the most powerful man in the county had gotten the sheriff to do his work for him. And now that Fenway had moved to Estancia, she couldn’t extract herself from the situation. Not easily, anyway, and not without it being expensive. “Dammit, Sheriff, I knew there was a catch.”

      “What?”

      “My father offering to move me down here. Of course there’s a catch. What does he want?” She’d at least thought her father would wait a couple of months before revealing the catch. She didn’t expect it dropped on her before she even returned the truck. “Lay it on me, Sheriff.”

      McVie’s forehead crinkled and his mouth opened slightly. It was almost adorable, but Fenway was too angry to backtrack.

      The server appeared with the coffee pot. “You know what you want?”

      Fenway had closed her menu, intending to order a simple two-egg breakfast. But now her day would be spent figuring out her father’s agenda and playing family politics through the sheriff. She opened the menu again and found the priciest item. “I’d like the smoked salmon benedict, please. And—can you add a bowl of fresh fruit?”

      “There’s an extra cost,” the server said, pouring coffee into McVie’s cup. “You want it subbed out for the hash browns?”

      “No, I’d like both, thanks.”

      McVie stared at Fenway a moment.

      “And you, Sheriff?”

      “I guess I’ll have the number three. Over easy, bacon crisp, sourdough toast.”

      They sat in silence for a moment after the server took their menus. Fenway reached for her coffee. “My father gave you all my background, then. Transcripts, criminal record, DMV data, all that stuff. You know when I’m due for my next tetanus shot?”

      “We want to appoint you to a county position, and a background check is part of that. It’s routine.”

      “I didn’t agree to anything.” She set the coffee down and folded her arms. “You have to know this is a huge breach of privacy. It might not even be legal.”

      “Only your public records,” McVie said. “We didn’t even run a credit report.”

      “My father hasn’t cared about anything I’ve done for the last twenty years.” She tried to keep the edge out of her voice. “I should have known this is only because he wants something.”

      McVie opened his mouth to speak, then suddenly stopped.

      “Sheriff, you know everything about me. So tell me, what do I need to know?”

      “All right.” McVie took a deep breath. “Okay. The county coroner died suddenly two nights ago.”

      “Oh.” Fenway paused for a moment and felt a pang of regret. “I’m sorry. Were you close?”

      “We were co-workers. I’d have a beer with Harry after work a few times a year.” The sheriff took a drink of his coffee. “Harrison Walker. Your dad bankrolled his first campaign for county coroner about six years ago.”

      “That’s an elected position?”

      “In Dominguez County it is.” McVie leaned forward with his elbows on the table. “Late Sunday night, Walker’s body was found face down on the side of Highway 326.” He averted his eyes. “He’d been shot. Close to the entrance of the state park.”

      “That’s awful.”

      McVie nodded, still not looking at her.

      Fenway hesitated but pressed on. “You said you needed my help. I’m a nurse practitioner. What are you asking me to do?”

      McVie looked up. “One of my responsibilities as Sheriff is to appoint people to vacant positions. The county coroner position is vacant.” He took another sip of coffee. “The next election is in November. I have to appoint someone now.”

      “Doesn’t California have an election in June?”

      “The deadline to get on the ballot has passed. We’ve appointed other people to elected positions before—not very often, but it happens.”

      “So—what? Based on my nursing background, does my father want me to assess some candidates for you?” She dropped her arms to her sides. “I haven’t done that before, but if it pays well, sign me up.”

      “Uh, no. I want… actually… I want to appoint you.”

      Fenway blinked. “Me? I don’t have an M.D.”

      “You don’t need an M.D. to be a coroner in California. Medical examiner, yes. But not coroner. Harrison Walker was an EMT.”

      “Even if I technically meet the requirements, there must be a dozen other people more qualified.”

      McVie nodded. “I’ll admit you’re not the first choice. One of the county supervisors has been angling for the position. He lost to Walker in the last election. A few people are planning to run for coroner in November, but none of them can serve immediately.”

      “I don’t have any experience at being a coroner.”

      “Neither did Harrison Walker.”

      “I still have one class to go before I finish my degree.”

      “A master’s degree in forensics is not a job requirement. Besides, you’re enrolled online. You can still finish. You’ve got a good five years of medical experience. You’ve been an ER nurse, worked at a free clinic. You can recognize the signs of drug use and domestic abuse. That’s a big part of the job.”

      “Don’t I have to cut people up and determine time of death?”

      “We work with the M.E. in San Miguelito. The Park Police sent Walker’s body there already. Most of your job is going to be working on drug overdose cases. People who die at home from heart attacks. Falling off ladders putting up their Christmas lights. Any homicide, suicide, accidental death—if it doesn’t happen under medical supervision, your team will investigate it.”

      Fenway looked down at the table. County coroner. I guarantee you’ll have a job before you unpack. She was a nurse practitioner. She was good at it. The forensic stuff was so she could help the living, interpreting physical evidence in victims of abuse. “I don’t know.” Fenway raised her head, and McVie’s blue eyes stared into hers. “Why me?”

      “Your dad called me up after my first choices went nowhere. He told me your background, he told me you were arriving soon, and he told me you’re in the perfect position to take this full-time job, even if it’s for just six months.”

      The server appeared and set the plates in front of them. Fenway picked up her fork and knife. “I guess he has a point. I can’t take a nursing job in California until I pass the boards.”

      McVie nodded, picking up his fork, but didn’t start. “I reviewed your job history, your transcripts. I read the recommendation letters from your supervisors and instructors. Your dad knew you were valedictorian at Western Washington, but even he didn’t know you had straight A’s in your master’s program.”

      Fenway began eating.

      “Look,” he continued, “maybe it seems like your dad is trying to play puppet master. I was skeptical at first, too. But you qualify. And I think you’d do a good job.”

      Fenway took another bite.

      McVie put down his unused fork. “We don’t have any other options. I can’t leave the position open, and you’re looking for a temporary job. You’ll get a decent salary and benefits. You can finish your master’s. You can apply for certification in California. It’s a win-win, if you ask me.”

      Fenway swallowed carefully, then took another sip of coffee and set the mug down.

      “What do you think?” His eyes were soft; asking, but not pleading.

      “I’m not sure whether to be insulted or flattered.”

      “Flattered.” McVie smiled warmly.

      She didn’t want to, but she found herself smiling back. It sounded intriguing—she wanted to be angry at her father for so much meddling, but McVie’s frank assessment of her situation was accurate.

      And his smile was adorable.

      “It sounds like there are a lot of positives. I guess I’d be interested in interviewing.”

      He laughed, another genuine laugh. “What do you think this is?”

      Fenway laughed in return, but darkness crept into the back of her mind.

      This seemed like a win-win, but Nathaniel Ferris didn’t do anything without getting something for himself. The cynical view? He’d suggested her as coroner purely for optics. It wouldn’t look good if his black daughter were to struggle financially while he was so well off. Or, even more cynical, maybe he thought Fenway would look the other way if there were deaths that could be laid at his door.

      Better unemployed than dead.

      Wrong place, wrong time.

      She looked into McVie’s face. Working in the ER, she’d gotten good at telling when people were lying.

      Oh, no, I never touch my mom’s Oxy.

      I swear I fell down a flight of stairs.

      I don’t know why my kids are so sick.

      Fenway took another bite of her benedict.

      She’d learned how to read the physical evidence. Opioid addiction was hard to mask. Radial fractures were an easy tell. The toxicology reports were tough to read, but she learned what to look for in the kids’ skin when a parent was cooking meth. And her forensic classes taught her things she thought she’d never need—how to take fingerprints, how to work a crime scene, how to talk to witnesses. Maybe those classes would be useful after all.

      Yeah. She might be okay at this.

      But could she trust her father?

      She took another three bites before McVie said anything.

      “Are you considering it?”

      “I’m walking through the scenarios in my head,” she said. “Do you know⁠—”

      And then she stopped. She’d almost asked about the accident at the Ferris Energy refinery. Who had died. What the results of the investigation were.

      “Do I know what?” asked McVie.

      The sheriff and her father were close. Close enough for McVie to consider Ferris’s daughter for the open coroner position. If she didn’t trust her father, she sure as hell couldn’t trust McVie.

      “Do you know what the next steps are?”

      McVie breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay—well, first, I should take you to meet the team. Two sergeants, a paralegal, and an assistant. Pretty standard for a small county like ours.”

      “Wait—people would be reporting to me?”

      McVie nodded.

      “I’ve never managed anyone before.”

      McVie nodded again. “I know.”

      “What if the whole team quits?”

      “I’m not worried. Even if you’re a horrible manager, they’ll all gut it out for six months.”

      “Gosh, Mr. Sheriff, sir.” Fenway clasped her hands and fluttered her eyelashes. “You sure know how to make a girl feel special.”

      McVie chuckled. “I’m not going to lie to you, Fenway. I expect this will be out of your comfort zone. But I did my homework on you, and now that I’ve met you face to face, I bet you can do it.” He leaned back. “In fact, I bet you’ll be good at it.”

      Fenway took another bite, a big bite, and chewed thoroughly before she swallowed. The ex-boyfriend who’d shown up at her door in the middle of the night had been charming too, but he’d been a child, really. Here was a grown man, a county sheriff, telling her that she could do this.

      Not like she had any other options.

      Fenway nodded. “When can we go meet the team?”

      “How about this afternoon?”

      Once Fenway had agreed to go to the office, Sheriff McVie was visibly more relaxed. He spoke about how the sheriff and the coroner worked together, what a collaborative environment it was. How the coroner—both Harrison Walker for the last five years and the coroner who preceded him—had been vital to solving open cases. Fenway found it surprisingly easy to talk to the sheriff, and she even felt some excitement about the investigations.

      When they’d finished eating, the sheriff pushed his empty plate to the middle of the table. “The community will like this. They’ll like you. And if we get this appointment done quickly, people might actually think we have our act together.”

      After they paid, they got back in the cruiser. When the car doors closed, their conversation, so animated in the restaurant, just died. Fenway watched McVie’s hands tapping the steering wheel.

      “So, uh, Sheriff,” she said, trying to sound casual. “What kind of music do you like?”

      “All kinds of stuff. Funk is probably my favorite. Parliament, Sly and the Family Stone, Curtis Mayfield.”

      Fenway narrowed her eyes at him. Was he just saying that? For all McVie knew, Fenway could be a classical violinist. Although that surely would have been revealed in the background check.

      “Maybe ten years ago,” McVie continued, “I went to Reno for the weekend with a few of my buddies from Fresno State. I couldn’t win a blackjack hand to save my life, so I went to the box office to see who was playing—and it was the Godfather of Soul himself.”

      “Get out!” Fenway said, slapping McVie lightly on the shoulder. “James Brown?”

      “Yep. I couldn’t believe it, but they still had tickets left. So I go running to my buddies, super excited, but no. They want to go to a sports bar instead.”

      “Oh no,” Fenway said. “What did you do?”

      “I bought a ticket and went by myself.”

      “You went by yourself?”

      “Yep. I never go by myself to anything—I don’t go to movies by myself, I don’t eat out by myself, nothing.”

      “Did you have a good time?”

      He grinned. “It was amazing. I didn’t have to worry about whether the other guys were enjoying themselves. No one made fun of my dancing. Or my off-key singing along to ‘Cold Sweat.’ I danced my ass off for three hours. I bought two T-shirts. It was fantastic. One of the best nights of my life.”

      “Really?”

      “I mean, when my daughter was born, that was amazing, too. Better. But in a different way.”

      “And your wedding day.”

      McVie nodded, unsmiling. “Also in a different way.”

      Huh. Maybe that ring wasn’t indicative of marital bliss. She tried to banish the thought from her mind.

      “James Brown passed away about six months after that Reno show. I’m so glad I didn’t go to a sports bar that night.”

      “You’re lucky,” Fenway said. “I never got to see James Brown.”

      McVie scoffed. “I bet you’ve seen your share of interesting concerts.”

      Fenway hesitated slightly and fidgeted with her sleeve. “I was always too busy with school. And then the hours in the ER and the clinic when studying for your master’s? That doesn’t really gel with concerts.”

      McVie looked over at her.

      Could he see right through that lie? Could he tell that she never had the money to go to concerts? Dance clubs, yes. Especially when guys bought her drinks. But not hundred-dollar concerts.

      McVie pulled into the apartment complex. “You know he never had a number one hit? The ‘Macarena’ was number one for three months straight, but James Brown never had a number one hit. That’s a crime right there.”

      As they parked in Fenway’s assigned spot, she saw her mother’s dresser ascending the stairs. She remembered her mother using her good charcoals to number the bottom of each drawer. A lanky Latino man in jeans and a T-shirt was on one end, and a burly white guy with a long beard and plaid shorts was on the other, awkwardly trekking to the second floor.

      This was really happening. She was on the verge of accepting a coroner position—in a county where coroners got shot.

      What the hell was she thinking?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      With six people unloading, the truck was empty before lunchtime. In another couple of hours, the apartment met Fenway’s definition of livable: bed assembled; dresser, sofa, dining table and chairs in place; boxes of linens and clothes in the bedroom; plates and silverware in the proper cabinets and drawers. The sheriff stepped out a few times, probably to get updates on the coroner’s murder. Every time he stepped back in, he was somber for a few minutes before helping to put a nightstand together or carrying a box into the bedroom.

      Fenway offered to get pizza and beer, but all of Ferris’s people said they had to get back to the refinery.

      Only the sheriff accepted. “Why don’t we get pizza on the way to the coroner’s office?”

      “I’m not meeting the staff in sweats,” she said. “Give me half an hour. I’ll meet you at the Coffee Bean.”

      She wrapped her hair and showered, then pulled out some decent clothes: her black trousers weren’t great but were at least no-iron. Paired with a crisp, pale-pink Henley top with a tab collar, they looked professional. She checked herself in the mirror; the ocean air had been kind to her skin but not her hair, and there was no time to fix it. She put on a pair of black-and-white flats and headed out the door into the hazy sunshine. The fog had finally burned off.

      McVie was finishing a coffee in front of the Coffee Bean, and they both got in the cruiser and drove toward downtown.

      “Do you have a car?”

      Fenway shook her head. “I sold it before I left Seattle. I thought I’d buy a used one once I got here.”

      He nodded. “If you need it, the number 14 bus stops in front of the Coffee Bean every half hour or so. Drops you off right at City Hall.”

      “It’s nice of you to assume I’ll like the office enough to take the job.”

      “The Owner won’t take no for an answer.”

      Fenway turned to look at McVie. “The what?”

      “Oh.” He stopped. “I guess I shouldn’t call him that. A lot of people call him The Owner, capital O, because he owns so much in the county: the refinery, a few restaurants, a bunch of real estate—and that includes your apartment complex.”

      “The Owner,” Fenway said, chewing the charged words. She looked at McVie’s face, but there was no malice in it.

      “Yeah.”

      She let it go. “I’ve called him worse when I was growing up.”

      Estancia was the seat of Dominguez County, and the quaint downtown had a more sterile feel than Fenway’s neighborhood. The cruiser made a left from Broadway onto Fifth Street, which narrowed into a two-lane boulevard with angled parking on each side and a median with grass and small trees. Fenway looked out the windows. An ice cream shop, a music store, a tattoo parlor, a theater with a sign for Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, and a bakery before the government buildings appeared.

      City Hall, with its white stone façade and thick, unadorned columns, sat back about two hundred feet from Fifth Street, behind a plaza that looked like a small amphitheater with a quarter-circle of cement benches cascading up in short steps. The plaza didn’t look like a serious theater space, though Fenway could envision a local Shakespeare in the Park production there on a hot summer day.

      On the other side of Fifth Street were a pair of utilitarian-looking four-story office buildings, reminiscent of Spanish-style architecture. The police car turned into a short parking structure after the second building, and Sheriff McVie pulled into a designated spot for law enforcement vehicles.

      “Here we are.”

      They emerged from the parking structure. The air was still cool, but the sun warmed Fenway’s face as McVie led them to a building across from City Hall.

      “Hey,” Fenway said, “we didn’t get pizza.”

      “We will afterward. There’s a great place on Fourth.”

      “Does it have good beer?”

      “I’m glad you’ve got such intense focus on this job,” McVie said, smirking. “I feel good about recommending someone whose priorities are aligned with the people of this county.”

      “You promised me food and then denied me,” Fenway pointed out. “I’m not responsible for what I say when I’m hungry.”

      “Duly noted.” He held open the front door for her and smiled. Yes, that crooked front tooth was definitely adorable. “The coroner’s office is Suite 150. First door on the left.”

      She opened the door and found the office in full swing. A young white woman carried a stack of papers to an older black woman in the center of the office. The older woman wore the same dark uniform as McVie. Two phones rang at the same time, and a thin Latino man in a burgundy shirt typed furiously at a desk to Fenway’s right. An older white man with a short white beard was on the phone in the back. He wore a gray sportscoat.

      “Good, everyone’s back from lunch,” McVie said, following Fenway in. She looked around. The suite, about a thousand square feet, had a bar-height counter near the door serving as a reception area and four modern office-style desks behind it. Beyond the desk where the older woman sat, another door led to a small, glassed-in conference room.

      Three six-foot-wide metal filing cabinets lined the wall between the back window and the reception area. Fenway’s eye caught the bright yellow police tape across the closed wooden door of the glass-walled office at Fenway’s left. She squinted. A faux-wood nameplate next to the door was inscribed with “H. Walker” and “County Coroner” in smaller letters underneath.

      Ah. Even though the body was found two nights ago, they must be waiting for someone to go through Harrison Walker’s work effects. Through the windows, the office looked elegant, with dark walls, a large mahogany desk with a huge flat-screen monitor, and a commanding yet comfortable-looking brown leather chair. It was a masculine office.

      But why was it still sealed?

      To be fair, it had only been a day and a half—if the coroner’s body had been discovered late Sunday night, perhaps they hadn’t gotten to it yet. Then it hit her. Any homicide, suicide, accidental death—if it doesn’t happen under medical supervision, your team will investigate it.

      But who investigates the death of the death investigator? Everyone in this office reported directly to the dead coroner. In the early stages, maybe they all had to be treated like suspects.

      That’s why she needed to get on board so quickly. They didn’t just need her to fill a vacancy. They needed someone to investigate Walker’s homicide.

      Talk about trial by fire.

      The sheriff interrupted her thoughts. “Most counties on this part of the coast have a combined sheriff/coroner position. We’re the only county that has the two positions separated. It’s been almost ten years now.”

      “Did this happen pre-James Brown or post?” Fenway said.

      “The election was right after the show, in fact. They’ve been voting for both a sheriff and coroner ever since.” He cleared his throat and addressed the room. “Everyone, sorry for the interruption, but I’d like to introduce you to Fenway Stevenson.”

      Fenway held up
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