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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The choir rose in their black-and-burgundy vestments. A woman in the front row hummed a note, they all took a collective breath, and their voices rose.

      
        
        
        Amazing grace, how sweet the sound…

      

      

      

      The reverend backed away from the pulpit, clasping the worn Bible with both weathered hands, still looking soberly at the congregation after his words of comfort.

      Fenway Stevenson shifted in the hard wooden pew, five rows from the front. Her dress made a loud crunching sound, like ripping up newspaper. When did this fabric get so noisy? She glanced around the echo chamber that was Ladera Heights First Baptist Church, but with the choir singing, no one else seemed to notice.

      A man in a charcoal-gray suit, the shoulders too broad for his frame, sat across the aisle. One of the few white people in the church, he was next to an older woman who was probably his mother. He looked oddly familiar. Then Fenway placed him: Dr. Richard Ivanovich, her opponent in the coroner election back in November. Fenway blinked and looked harder.

      Ivanovich looked uncomfortable. What was he doing here—not just in this church, but in L.A.?

      She stared at him for a long time before realizing the hymn was over and the preacher was back at the pulpit.

      The woman next to Fenway—about the same age, though a good six inches shorter than Fenway’s five-ten—kept looking at her out of the corner of her eye. The church was overheated in the chill of the January day, and the woman fanned herself with the funeral service program.

      After the benediction, the organist played another piece that Fenway didn’t quite recognize, and others stood and crowded the center aisle. Some of them walked up to the front row where several others sat—possibly Nell Godwin’s immediate family or elders of the church—and spoke with them.

      “So,” the woman sitting beside her said, “I’m sorry, but I can’t place you. How did you know Aunt Nell?”

      Fenway blinked. She’d had a story prepared to ease people into it, but the words came flowing out of her like a volcanic eruption. “I’m Samara’s daughter,” she said.

      The woman flinched.

      “Our Samara?” she asked.

      Fenway nodded. “I found out last week. My mom had been living under an assumed name for the last thirty years.”

      The woman tilted her head. “I thought you looked a little like—” Then she threw up her hands. “Oh, where are my manners, come here!” And she pulled Fenway into an awkward hug, still seated in the pews.

      They broke from the embrace, and Fenway swallowed hard. “My name’s Fenway Stevenson,” she said.

      The woman cocked her head to the side. “Fenway? Like the ballpark?”

      “Yeah. My dad’s a big Red Sox fan.”

      A broad smile broke over the woman’s face. “Well, my momma liked to sing, and that’s why my name’s Lyric. Lyric Godwin.”

      “Oh—another Godwin.”

      “Aunt Nell was my great aunt. My grandpa and Uncle Maurice were brothers.” She stood and adjusted the black shawl over her shoulders. “Last week, you said?”

      “I talked to Nell on the phone last week. I was on the road, about to drive down to meet her, when the nurse from Rolling Meadows called and said—uh, said she had passed.”

      “Was the nurse Julia?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      “Oh, Aunt Nell liked her. She didn’t like the food—too bland. But she liked Julia all right.”

      Fenway stood and followed Lyric to the edge of the crowded center aisle.

      “So, Fenway,” Lyric said, “the only time I ever see the extended family anymore is at weddings and funerals. You live here in L.A.?”

      “Up the coast. Estancia.”

      “Oh—I’ve been there a couple of times. Stayed by the ocean. Pretty nice. The tar from the beach got all over my feet, but other than that, I can’t complain.”

      “Yeah, it’s beautiful, but you’re right—the oil drilling there has screwed up the sand.”

      Lyric smiled. “You have to get back to work, or can you stick around?”

      I punched the mayor in the face, and they put me on administrative leave, so my afternoon’s wide open. Fenway smiled. “I have some time. I’d like to miss traffic, but I can stay a bit.” Her stomach grumbled. A two-hour service that started at 11:00 a.m. Cruel. She wondered if any of the taquerías in Ladera Heights were as good as Dos Milagros back home. “I found out about all of this last week—it’s been a shock to go from no family on my mom’s side to all of this.” She swung her small purse in front of her and searched for her phone.

      Lyric nodded. “I can’t believe how much you look like the pictures of Samara in Aunt Nell’s house.”

      They moved into the aisle and joined the slow-moving group trying to exit. Where was Fenway’s phone? She’d used it to navigate here, hadn’t she?

      Oh—no. She’d used the satellite navigation in the car—her father had bought her all the bells and whistles. Ugh. Her phone was still charging on the counter in her apartment back in Estancia. Hopefully she wouldn’t break down on the way home.

      Dr. Richard Ivanovich, walking next to his mother, was a few steps ahead of her. Then the person in front of him stopped short, and Fenway found herself elbow to elbow with her former rival.

      He glanced at her, then did a double-take. “Oh,” he said.

      “Dr. Ivanovich. This is the last place I expected to see you.”

      “This is the last place I expected to be today,” he said. “I wouldn’t ordinarily come to a funeral like this.”

      “Like this?”

      He cleared his throat. “My mother wanted to come.”

      Fenway narrowed her eyes but didn’t press the point. “I didn’t see you before the service.”

      “I was seeing patients,” he said.

      “Oh.” They shuffled forward toward the double doors. “How did you know Mrs. Godwin?”

      “Through my mother.” Dr. Ivanovich motioned toward the woman next to him, who was chatting with the woman ahead of her. He turned to Fenway and cleared his throat. “Did you drive down last night?”

      “Uh—no. Left early this morning.”

      “How did you know the, uh…”

      “Mrs. Godwin.”

      “Right.”

      “She was my grandmother.”

      Dr. Ivanovich chuckled. “Isn’t that something?”

      “You think this is funny?” Fenway walked through the threshold of the double doors into the foyer with him.

      His face fell. “No. Sorry.” He turned to the right and went down the side hallway, following his mother. Fenway watched him go.

      “Do you know him?” Lyric asked as they walked out of the foyer. The January day was overcast, but the sun peeked through, then ducked back behind a cloud.

      “Oddly enough, yes,” Fenway said. “He was my opponent in the county coroner election in November.”

      “Like, two-months-ago November?”

      Fenway chortled. “It feels like a lifetime ago, but yes. Tail was between his legs then, too.”

      “So you won?”

      Fenway smiled. “Yes, I did.”

      “Good for you,” Lyric said. “I bet that was something to celebrate.”

      “Well, yeah. My boyfriend lost the mayoral race, though. So it wasn’t all fireworks.”

      “Oh. I hope he wasn’t a big baby about it.”

      “Nah, he was good. Turns out he didn’t want to be mayor. He just didn’t want the other guy to win.” The other guy. Fenway’s fist hurt thinking about Barry Klein—though she wasn’t sure if the pain was from regret or a desire to punch him in his smug, entitled face again.

      “Listen,” Lyric said, “do you want to get some coffee? I was planning to have a late lunch with my momma after she gets out of her choir uniform, but she decided to go to lunch with her friends instead.”

      “Coffee would be great,” Fenway said. “Maybe some lunch, too. I had no idea the service would last that long. I’m starving.”

      “Sure.” Lyric walked across the front courtyard of the church and stood in front of a concrete bench inside the wrought iron gate. “Aunt Nell never got over Samara disappearing. That was one of the great mysteries of the family.”

      “I’ll tell you what I’ve been able to piece together so far, although I still don’t know why she left and changed her name.”

      “Lunch is on me, then.” Lyric chuckled. “I’m always a sucker for a good story.”

      A petite white woman, blonde and about forty, hurried up to them, phone in hand. “Are either of you Fenway Stevenson?”

      Fenway held her hand up. “That’s me.”

      “I’m Julia. From Rolling Meadows?”

      “Of course. Nell’s nurse.”

      “I’d do a better job of introductions, but I have a woman named Piper Patten on the phone for you. She says it’s an emergency.”

      Fenway frowned. Piper calling a stranger? That was weird. Still, she took the phone from Julia’s outstretched hand and hesitated a moment before speaking. “Piper?”

      “Oh, good, Fenway, you’re there.”

      “Everything okay with McVie? Sorry I left my phone⁠—”

      “I need you to shut up and listen to me.”

      “What?”

      “You trust me, Fenway, right? This is an emergency. Listen to me very closely and do exactly as I say.”

      “Uh—Piper, you’re kind of freaking me out⁠—”

      “Barry Klein has been murdered. You’re the prime suspect.”

      Fenway’s heart sank.

      She still could see the way Barry’s eye puffed up and his lip bled. Her fingers were still sore from the punch, but it was a good kind of sore.

      This was not the good kind of anything.

      “Is your phone still in your apartment?”

      “Yes—I was in a hurry this morning. I left it⁠—”

      “Ditch your ID, your credit cards, your car—everything that has a number connecting you and the name Fenway Stevenson.”

      “Wait a second, Piper⁠—”

      “You don’t have a second. That’s what I’m telling you. The police are on their way to the church to arrest you. They’re treating it like an active shooter situation. Get rid of everything you have and get out of there.”

      “Not my badge. That’s against the law.”

      “Yeah, well, so is murdering Barry Klein. Get rid of everything.”

      Fenway blinked. Her vision narrowed—everything went away for a moment.

      Is this what it had been like for Samara Godwin when Eddie Drake had been killed?

      “What am I supposed to do? How am I supposed to get home from L.A.?”

      “I’m working on it.” Fenway heard keys clicking on the other end of the phone. “There’s an Angel City Wireless at the corner of Slauson and Overhill. Go there and, uh—let me see—ask for the Admiral.”

      “The what?”

      “The Admiral.”

      “Is that a phone model?”

      “It’s the nickname of the owner. He owes me one.”

      “Piper, what the hell is going on?”

      “I’m saving your ass is what’s going on. You can’t solve Barry Klein’s murder if you’re locked up, and frankly I don’t think Sheriff Donnelly can solve it on her own.”

      “Hey, now, Sheriff Donnelly is⁠—”

      “Pay attention,” Piper snapped. “Angel City Wireless. The corner of Slauson and Overhill. Be there in forty-five minutes.”

      “Forty-five minutes. Okay.”

      “The police are on their way. Get out of there right now.” Piper hung up.

      Fenway stared at the phone for a moment, then handed it back to Julia.

      “Is everything okay?” Julia looked at her with wide, concerned eyes. She was probably an excellent nurse. Attentive, empathetic.

      “I—I don’t know,” Fenway said. “I’ve got to—” Her mind raced. “It’s a work thing. I’m the county coroner, you know, and apparently there’s been—uh, something I have to investigate.”

      “The Admiral?” Lyric asked.

      Fenway jumped. She’d forgotten Lyric was standing right next to her. “The Admiral what?”

      “I thought this Admiral person might have been the one who died.”

      “I—I didn’t get a lot of information,” Fenway said. She forced a smile onto her face. “Can I take a rain check on that coffee?”

      “Aww,” Lyric said. “And I was looking forward to hearing what happened to Samara.”

      “I’ll contact you soon,” Fenway said, not knowing if there was any way to keep her promise. “I’ve never met anyone on my mom’s side of the family before today.”

      “Okay,” Lyric said. She rummaged in her purse. Fenway turned and hurried out of the courtyard through the wrought iron gate.

      “Hey!” Lyric called, but Fenway pretended she didn’t hear.

      She hurried down the sidewalk, then turned the corner and spied a garbage can on the far side of the street in front of a convenience store. The cross traffic was heavy.

      Get rid of everything.

      She looked up and down the sidewalk and saw a bench in front of a bus stop. Rushing over, she sat down and rifled through her purse. Her wallet—she’d gone to the ATM the night before and had about two hundred dollars, not knowing what exactly she would need in L.A. She pulled out all her cards—credit, debit, auto club, gym, coffee club—everything. She folded all the credit cards back and forth until they snapped. She grabbed the leather case that held her badge and hesitated. She opened the case.

      A silver seven-pronged star stared back at her, with “Dominguez” etched around the top of the inner circle and “County” along the bottom. In smaller letters, in a sash across the top two prongs: “Coroner”—although the letters were so small, the spacing so wide, and the shadows of the etching so deep that it was hard to read. Then the number below—327. She lightly caressed the silver with the tip of her thumb.

      Nope. She couldn’t do it. Not her badge.

      A zippered pocket on the inside of her purse. She put the badge in there and closed the zip.

      She trusted Piper with her life. Piper knew how to dig for information—and when she said Fenway was in trouble, Fenway believed it.

      And I mean everything.

      Fenway hoped she didn’t come to regret her decision to keep her badge.

      She looked toward the convenience store across the street. The light was green, and with the snapped cards clutched in her right hand and her purse in the other, she crossed the street, walked past the garbage can, and dropped all the cards in.

      She looked up at the street sign bolted to the stoplight pole. This was Slauson. She wished she had a map.

      Sirens.

      Three police cars came screaming around the corner onto Slauson, lights swirling and sirens blaring, zoomed past her, then turned hard down the street toward the Baptist church, tires squealing.

      Fenway felt her knees go weak and had to lean against a building.

      A few more minutes and they would have caught her in the church courtyard.

      It didn’t look like it was a friendly We’re so sorry, we’re sure there’s been a misunderstanding visit. No. Three patrol cars. They meant business.

      Fenway closed her eyes, and in her mind, the police threw her on the ground face first, then cuffed her hands behind her back.

      They’re treating it like an active shooter situation.

      The scene changed in Fenway’s head. She and Lyric were chatting about Samara, then the look on Lyric’s face turned to one of terror. Fenway spun her head to see a faceless officer pointing a .357 Magnum at her. Then a bang.

      Fenway flinched as her eyes sprang open.

      She was a murder suspect.

      She pushed off the wall and kept walking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Fenway saw the halo on the faded sign in the strip mall catercorner from where she stood. Angel City Wireless was tucked into the corner of a cluster of beige flat-top buildings.

      The January air chilled Fenway’s arms. With her black dress and high heels, she wasn’t dressed for a walk down the street, and two teenage boys passing by made kissing noises at her.

      She crossed Slauson. The strip mall, its architecture like dozens of others in the L.A. area, was full of stores with promises of New Orleans: a jambalaya restaurant, a trinket store that proclaimed Mardi Gras lasted all year long, a hole-in-the-wall eatery with a sign for gator kabobs. Angel City Wireless was the odd duck, but she made a beeline for the front door.

      Three bells on the handle—one green, one purple, and one gold—announced her entrance. She stood inside the door and looked around: Mardi Gras masks glittered as they hung from the ceiling, and several posters, each advertising a different previous year of Jazzfest, were proudly framed on the walls. A low rumble of a fan, perhaps in need of service, cut the tinniness of the bells’ echoes as the door stopped swinging.

      The glass counters showcased a hodgepodge of no-name telephone brands. It was like the phones were an afterthought. Briefly, she thought that the store, like many of the businesses in Estancia over the last year, might be a front for money laundering. The store smelled faintly of coconut oil and under that, a hint of gasoline.

      She wandered around the store for a moment, but phones and cheap Mardi Gras knickknacks were the only items seemingly for sale.

      A grizzled white man with gray stubble and a checked flannel shirt over a ratty Lynyrd Skynyrd tee grunted as he came out of the back room and leaned on the glass counter, his palms cupping the corners. “Help you?”

      Fenway cleared her throat and drew herself up to her full height. In these heels, she was almost as tall as McVie. Her stomach twisted thinking of her boyfriend—and why Piper had called instead of him. “Yeah. I’m here to see the Admiral.”

      Without replying, the man disappeared into the back room. Fenway cocked her head, listening, but heard nothing.

      After a moment, a short, tired-looking Latina woman appeared in the back doorway. “Are you Joanne?”

      Fenway startled at the mention of her mother’s name—well, the name Fenway had known her by all her life. “Yes. Are you the Admiral?”

      “Yep.” The woman glared at Fenway as if challenging her to ask a question, but Fenway refused to take the bait. After a moment, the Admiral folded her arms. “What do you want?”

      “I was told to come here and ask for you.”

      The Admiral nodded, knelt down, and with the sound of sliding and rummaging, emerged with a box the size of a laptop. “Here you go. It’s all set up and activated. It’s even fully charged.”

      Fenway took the box. It was a phone, but it wasn’t the typical throwaway flip phone she expected from a burner. It looked like a fully featured smartphone, although maybe one that was an older model or didn’t have quite as much memory.

      “What do I owe you?”

      “It’s taken care of. Oh—hold on.” The Admiral pulled a scrap of paper from her pocket and slid it over the glass counter. “You’re supposed to call that number.”

      “Now?”

      The Admiral frowned and furrowed her brow. “No, not in here. I don’t care when you do it. I was only giving you a message.”

      Fenway nodded. “Thanks, Admiral.” She took the scrap of paper with the phone number and left the store, the trio of bells jingling their farewell.

      Outside, it was still chilly, but around the corner of the building, she was out of both the light wind and the noise of the cars on Slauson. She held up the paper and dialed the number.

      Piper answered before the first ring had even finished. “Good. You got it.”

      “What the hell is going on, Piper?” Fenway paced on the concrete walkway next to the building. “You’re on a burner phone too? And the cops are after me?”

      “Yes.” Piper’s tone was matter-of-fact. “Barry Klein was found dead this morning about nine thirty.”

      “I didn’t do it. Why do they think it was me?”

      “He was in the parking lot of your apartment complex.”

      Fenway was quiet for a moment. “My—apartment complex?”

      “Yes.”

      “What was he doing there?”

      “I don’t know.” Piper exhaled loudly. “And that’s not all. Was he inside your apartment?”

      “What? No!”

      “The police found a kitchen knife in your apartment with blood all over it.”

      “They—they what?”

      “That’s why I called you. It doesn’t look good.”

      “A knife in my apartment?” Fenway’s mind reeled. “Has Craig heard?”

      Piper paused for a moment. “Yes. McVie knows.”

      “Piper—” Fenway hesitated. “Why isn’t McVie calling me? Does he think I’m guilty?”

      “No!” Piper clicked her tongue. “The police know McVie’s your boyfriend, Fenway. He’s pretty sure the sheriff has a tail on him, and he thinks they’re tracking his phone.”

      “And they don’t have a tail on you?”

      “I’m only a former co-worker, and the department doesn’t have enough people to follow everyone. I’m below the line. That’s why I’m contacting you instead of him.”

      Fenway blinked hard and her voice cracked. “So he doesn’t think I’m guilty?”

      “No.”

      Fenway closed her eyes. “Even though there was a bloody knife found in my apartment?”

      “He thinks it’s all a mistake. He’s checking with the deputies now—someone’s bound to tell him something.”

      “Do the police have other evidence that points to me?”

      “Besides the bloody knife in your apartment?”

      “Yes—does the blood match Barry’s? Are my fingerprints on it?”

      “I don’t know. CSI is doing a workup. Melissa told me that Dr. Yasuda herself was doing the autopsy.”

      “You get first-class treatment when you’re an elected official, I guess—even when you’re dead.”

      “Right.”

      “That’s Melissa de la Garza, right? From San Miguelito?”

      “You know any other Melissas in CSI?”

      “I didn’t realize you knew her, I guess. My worlds are crashing together.” Fenway shuffled her feet, staring at a crack in the concrete.

      “I’m sure it doesn’t help that you’ve had a contentious relationship with Klein since the day you two met.”

      Fenway closed her eyes and leaned against the wall, the unfamiliar phone against her face. “And I punched him in the face last week.”

      “There is that, yeah.” Piper paused. “And going to L.A… Well, the case could be made that you were fleeing the scene. I’ve listened to the police band in L.A. There must have been some miscommunication—they’re calling you ‘armed and dangerous.’”

      “You said they were acting like I was an active shooter.”

      “It’s weird, Fenway. That’s why I told you to get rid of everything. If they catch you—well, I’m worried the police will kill you.”

      Fenway tried to keep her breathing even. “I can’t believe this. Someone’s setting me up, Piper, aren’t they?”

      Silence from the other end of the line.

      “Piper? You there?”

      “I don’t have any other explanation. Look—I haven’t had a chance to dig into this yet. But it looks bad.” She sighed. “You left your phone at home?”

      “Yes—I was rushing out the door this morning. I didn’t even realize I’d left it there until after the service. But that’s a good thing, right? It means they can’t track me.”

      “No,” Piper said, “it means your phone wasn’t pinging off cell towers in Santa Barbara at the time of the murder. We could have used that.”

      An idea popped into Fenway’s head. “What about my satellite navigation system?”

      “Yes!” Piper said. “I think that’s trackable—and admissible in court. As long as it was on, we can⁠—”

      “Hold on,” Fenway said, her heart sinking. “I didn’t turn the nav on until I got to Van Nuys. It was off when I was driving through Santa Barbara. It doesn’t transmit when it’s not on?”

      “No. Shit.”

      “Still, would they really arrest me?” Fenway clicked her tongue. “The sheriff knows me. She knows I wouldn’t kill anyone.”

      But I would. I did. Fenway thought back to the murderer she killed, slamming his head against the sharp corner of a coffee table. She thought back to the killer who took his own life in front of her. And she thought of how she blacked out when she punched Barry Klein.

      She didn’t even know how many punches she threw. Must have been at least two—no, three. The bloody nose, the black eye, the split lip.

      Had she blacked out from anger earlier that morning? Had she gotten waylaid by Barry Klein on the way to her Accord, stabbed him, then drove off? And forgotten it all?

      No. That’d be too crazy.

      She looked at her hands. Not a hint of blood on them. Surely if she had stabbed Barry, she’d have some of his blood on her—it was all over the knife, after all. It was never cold enough in Estancia for gloves, either, and this morning might have been brisk, but as far as she knew, her gloves were still in her drawer. So she couldn’t have blacked out.

      Fenway realized there was silence on the line, and her head snapped up. “Sorry, Piper, I was retracing my steps in my head and didn’t hear you.”

      “I asked if you stopped anywhere on the way to L.A. around eight, or had something that could prove where you were.”

      “I stopped at the Coffee Bean before I left. I think I have the receipt. But that was before seven.”

      “The Coffee Bean by your apartment? That won’t work. That proves you were close to the crime scene an hour or so before the murder.”

      “There have to be cameras somewhere. Red light cameras or radar guns or something…” Fenway’s voice trailed off. She didn’t think there would be anything in spite of what she had just said. She’d been driving on Ocean Highway all the way down into the San Fernando Valley. “Who would be setting me up, Piper? Who wants both Barry and me out of the way? And who would be able to get into my apartment?”

      Piper was silent.

      “Isn’t the spouse usually the prime suspect?” Fenway asked.

      “I bet they’re already looking at Catherine Klein. Does she have anything against you?”

      “Only that her husband hates me. I mean, we’re not on very good terms, but I can’t believe she’d think I was worth the trouble of framing.”

      “Maybe you were a convenient scapegoat.”

      “To frame?”

      “It’s possible. That was the punch heard ’round the world.” Piper coughed lightly. “Or at least heard ’round Dominguez County. Do you have any idea how she would be able to get into your apartment?”

      “Uh—no. Maybe I accidentally left the door unlocked.” But as the words came out of her mouth, Fenway remembered putting the key in the lock and turning the deadbolt. She’d even tried the door to make sure.

      “Can you think of anyone else?”

      Fenway was silent for a moment. “You know who it might be? Dr. Richard Ivanovich.”

      “Who?”

      “You remember—my opponent in the coroner race.”

      “He has motive?”

      “Maybe. Klein convinces him to run, he loses decisively, and his son gets arrested.”

      “Right.” Piper paused.

      “Didn’t he lose his stake in his optometry practice too?”

      “Did he?”

      “That’s what I heard. But I don’t think he was in Estancia. He told me he was seeing patients this morning.”

      “He—he what?”

      “He was at my grandmother’s funeral,” Fenway said. “He said he was seeing patients this morning.”

      “He must have moved,” Piper said under her breath, her keyboard clacking.

      “It’s possible,” Fenway said, “that he was mad at me, and maybe he was mad at Klein too.”

      “Why would he be mad at Klein?”

      “For convincing him to run against me. For not backing him up when the race turned against him. For his wife leaving him.”

      Piper tapped the keyboard. “Interesting. He did move out of the area. But I don’t think it was because of Klein. And I don’t think he lost his practice; I think he sold it.”

      “He moved out of the area? Where did he go?”

      “Let me check.” A few clicks. “He’s listed as one of the optometrists at an eye center in Pomona.”

      “Pomona? That’s only about twenty miles from here.” Fenway paused. “I guess I thought he’d driven down from Estancia.”

      “I’ll see what else I can dig up on him. Any other people spring to mind?”

      Fenway thought for a moment. “I know lots of people hated him, but I don’t know many people who hated him enough to kill him.” She clicked her tongue. “Let’s go back to Catherine Klein for a second. I’ve interviewed her for two murder investigations so far, and both times, she thought I was overstepping. She could have it out for me. And it’s not exactly like she and Barry were happy. She was seeing a million people on the side.”

      “Uh—Fenway, it’s kind of the world’s worst-kept secret that the mayor not only knew but approved. Not just that landscape architect or Amy’s ex-husband—I heard she was also seeing another member of the board of supervisors, and even Richard Ivanovich.”

      Fenway closed her eyes. Oh. She should have seen it sooner. No wonder Barry was so angry at Fenway for involving his wife in the murder investigations. It’s not that he was exactly defending her honor—it was that he didn’t want their open marriage becoming full-blown knowledge. “I can’t believe I didn’t put two and two together. How did you find out?”

      Piper scoffed. “I think I heard the rumor on my first day in IT at the county. I’m surprised you didn’t.”

      “So,” Fenway said, “does that mean you don’t think Catherine Klein is a good suspect?”

      “I didn’t say that. Barry was worth a lot of money, for one thing. And they might have been on the outs—just because that, uh, arrangement has worked for them for a few years doesn’t mean it was working well now. Maybe she found someone she wanted as her new primary.”

      “Can you dig up the details on Barry’s will?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Rustling on the other end. “Hold on a second, Fenway—McVie walked in.”

      Bumps and low murmurs.

      “Fenway?”

      “Craig,” she said, surprised at the relief in her voice.

      “Are you okay?”

      “You mean besides being wanted for a murder I didn’t commit? It’s kind of a lot to handle, frankly.”

      “I can imagine,” McVie said, and his voice was soft, not even acknowledging the snark in her tone. “We can fight this, you know. You can come back home—your dad can get you a great lawyer.”

      Fenway hesitated—it was the opposite of Piper’s advice. “I—I appreciate that.” She shuffled her feet.

      “I don’t hear you agreeing with me.”

      “My dad might be able to get me a good lawyer, but I can’t clear my name sitting in jail.” Fenway set her jaw.

      “Ah—Piper’s given you her opinion, I see.”

      “So far, all the evidence is against me. Sounds like most of it is circumstantial, but then there’s that bloody knife in my apartment.”

      “I spoke to—” McVie coughed. “I found out the handle of the knife was wiped clean of prints.”

      “But it was still in my apartment.” She closed her eyes. “Maybe I’d turn myself in if it were a level playing field, but so far, it’s not feeling like it is.”

      “Maybe that’s just because you’re looking at it⁠—”

      “From the perspective of the suspect?” Fenway interrupted. “Yeah, maybe. Not that I don’t trust you, Craig, but I think I’ll follow my gut. At least for another day.”

      McVie was silent for a moment. Then finally: “You have somewhere you can lay low for a while?”

      “I’m huddled against the side of a building in a New Orleans-themed strip mall right now, but it’s probably not a permanent solution.”

      McVie didn’t laugh—not even a polite chuckle—which meant he thought Fenway’s situation was serious. “Find a hotel, one where you can pay cash for a room, and hole up for a few days. And disguise yourself. Maybe buy a cheap wig or something. You don’t want the police finding you before we figure out what they have against you—or at least get a feel for who could be setting you up.”

      “I’ve got a little over two hundred dollars. That won’t last me more than a couple of days. Not with L.A. hotel prices, even for the shitty places.”

      “I’ll have Piper contact your dad, try to work out getting you some money.”

      “Okay.”

      “Take care of yourself, Fenway,” McVie said. “I don’t want you getting hurt because you’re trying to clear your name instead of turning yourself in.”

      “You’re not fighting me very hard on this, Mr. Boy Scout,” Fenway pointed out. “I expected you to insist.”

      “As if that would do any good,” McVie said—and finally there was a note of levity in his words. “I—I don’t know. I guess I don’t feel as confident about you getting a fair shake out of this as I thought I was.”

      “Yeah.” Fenway blinked and looked out at the street. “I—I wish you were here. I wish you could be with me.”

      “I’m almost positive they’ve put a tail on me,” McVie said. “It’s what I’d do if I were still sheriff.”

      “Yeah.”

      “If I can figure something out, I will,” McVie said. He cleared his throat. “Okay—I’ll give you back to Piper. She’s already working on your cash situation.”

      The phone bumped and jostled once more.

      “Hello again,” Piper said, sounding distant. Fenway heard the sound of rapid keyboard clicks. “Okay, I think I can find a hotel room somewhere in the Ladera Heights area where I can pay with an anonymized credit card. Same way I got you the phone. Give me a couple of hours and I’ll see what I can come up with. In the meantime, maybe you can figure out a way to change your appearance. Start with a change of clothes, maybe a ball cap and sunglasses.”

      “Thanks, Piper.” She paused. “Does my dad already know about this?”

      “Who do you think is bankrolling this little adventure? It ain’t McVie.”

      “Of course.”

      “Keep this phone charged if you can. I’ll send messages to you. I’ll only call if I have to.”

      “Does, uh—does McVie have a burner too?”

      “Not yet. Maybe he was hoping you’d give yourself up. We’ll get him one soon.”

      “Thanks, Piper. You—you’re literally saving my life.”

      “Oh, this isn’t for you,” Piper said mischievously. “Your dad agreed to give me his Porsche if I get you home safe. See ya.”

      The call disconnected.

      Fenway put the phone in her purse and thought about what the police would be looking for: a thirtyish light-skinned Black woman, five-ten, in a black dress and heels, curly shoulder-length black hair with auburn highlights.

      Dammit. Fenway liked this dress. She looked at her purse. It wasn’t big enough to hold the dress without removing a lot of stuff. She took out her wallet and counted the cash. She was glad she’d gone to the ATM the night before—she’d heard a couple of the best hole-in-the-wall restaurants in the area didn’t take plastic, and she wasn’t sure if she’d be treating any of her grandmother’s relatives or any of the staff members of the facility. Eight twenties, four tens, and six ones. Two hundred six dollars to last her until she could clear her name.

      The first thing she had to do was look like someone else. Maybe there was a thrift shop or a cheap clothing store in the area.

      She walked to the corner and looked across Overhill Drive. A hot dog place, a convenience store, a barbershop, and a greasy spoon. She turned to look across Slauson. Jasmine Pharmacy was catercorner to her. It was a pretty big building, too, and they sometimes had clothes. Nothing even approaching fancy, mostly T-shirts and sweats, but that would do. Might even have a cheap backpack so she wouldn’t have to throw away her dress.

      It seemed to take forever for the pedestrian light to change to the walk sign, and every noise made Fenway jump. She walked across the boulevard quickly, keeping her eyes down. A man passed her in the crosswalk.

      “Hey, smile, pretty lady! Who died?”

      Fenway felt a surge of rage boil inside of her, but she kept her eyes forward and her mind on her goal. She heard the man’s voice again, now drowned out by a motorcycle revving its engine, and she made it to the other side of the street. She strode across the parking lot and went into the pharmacy.

      She was immediately hit by the smell of vanilla, artificial and cloying, as she walked past the registers. Glancing up, Fenway counted four other customers. Angled mirrors along the top edges of the walls might have discouraged shoplifters, but Fenway got a queasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. Grabbing a handheld shopping basket, she made a beeline for the aisle across the store with a dangling sign reading Clothing, and the vanilla faded the farther from the entry she went.

      She rounded the corner and entered the aisle. Half of the left-hand shelves were full of clothing, but the pickings were slim. Lots of men’s socks and underwear, and plenty of nylons. In the bins below the bottom shelf were rudimentary black flip-flops. Oh—Fenway would need to get out of these heels, too. She’d need a case or backpack of some kind. She couldn’t toss her lucky heels. But the flip-flops were a no-go—not for January, even in California.

      Lots of men’s undershirts, which would only do as a very last resort. Okay, sweatpants. There were at least some options here. One pair of burgundy sweats for $10.99 looked like they’d fit. But there was a real lack of options for ladies’ tops. She looked up and saw a sports area two aisles over.

      Bingo. She didn’t know which sport the Los Angeles Rhinos played, but the T-shirt was only $2.50. The mint green didn’t go great with the burgundy sweats. Maybe she’d go back and check the sweats for something neutral-colored. She walked along the aisle and found a matching Rhinos cap for $1.99. Why so cheap? Maybe the Rhinos had moved or the league had gone out of business. Whatever it was, the Rhinos were on clearance. That was fine with her.

      The hairs on the back of Fenway’s neck stood on end. She looked up at the angled mirrors but only saw people minding their own business. So why did she feel like she was being watched?

      There were cameras in the store—that she was sure of—but unless the police suspected her visiting here, there would be no reason for them to review footage.

      She walked around the end of the aisle to go back to the clothing and passed a rack of hooded sweatshirts. A heather-gray one that zipped up the front was a penny shy of twenty bucks, but it was January, and it would be cold when the sun went down.

      Next to the rack was a barrel full of low-rise canvas sneakers. They looked kind of hideous, and they felt rough and like they’d fall apart after a week, but they were on sale for seven dollars. She grabbed a pack of women’s athletic socks—they cost more than the shoes—and she was good. A whole new outfit for fifty bucks.

      Her stomach growled.

      She could get something to eat here. She headed for the refrigerator case. Again, not much to choose from. Yogurt, packs of cold cuts, energy drinks. There was a shelf of chips, nuts, and crackers behind her. Quarts of milk.

      And still, the nagging sense that she was being watched.

      Maybe she’d have to find a cheap restaurant to hide out in for a while. She ran her hand through her thick, curly hair and caught a glimpse of herself in the angled mirror above her.

      Oh no. Her hair.

      She could dress like the biggest Rhinos fan in Los Angeles and still be recognized, even with the ball cap.

      She imagined the police coming to the front desk of the cheap motel and holding out Fenway’s picture, and the clerk saying, “Oh, right, she’s in room 306.”

      Would her hair give her away?

      She stared up at the mirror and held the cap up to her head.

      She still looked like Fenway Stevenson.

      Fenway set the basket down, putting the cap back in, and pulled her hair away from her face. Even though it was only shoulder-length, her hair was thick and curly. She wondered if she could put it back enough to look like someone different.

      Maybe it would work.

      Maybe she could get some hair dye. Her hair was dark, and it might not take the color too well, but the motel sink and a cheap bottle of blonde color would⁠—

      Make her look ridiculous.

      And it probably wouldn’t even take.

      She hadn’t done anything to her face either. Maybe a pair of cheap sunglasses. She picked up the basket and walked down the center aisle.

      And that’s when she saw the kit with the electric clippers.

      Her stomach dropped. She loved her hair. McVie loved her hair. She’d spent quite a long time on it the day before with the shea butter treatment.

      But she valued her freedom more than her hair.

      The clippers were twenty percent off, which made it a little easier to stomach, but her hands still shook as she took the box off the shelf.

      Forget food. She needed a drink.

      She found a pair of red-framed sunglasses that she wouldn’t normally be caught dead in. Ha. Caught dead in.

      The basket weighed heavily on Fenway’s arm as she approached the cashiers. She spied the self-service checkout line, but then backed away as she saw the sign reading cards only.

      She tried not to make eye contact with the cashier, a young Black woman with spiky hair and lines around her eyes that made her look older than she was.

      Crap. She’d forgotten to look for a backpack.

      “You want a bag?” the woman said.

      Fenway looked at the large white plastic bag and nodded.

      “Ten cents.”

      “Sure.” That could hold a dress and heels. And it was a lot cheaper than a backpack.

      “Eighty-seven sixty,” the woman said flatly. Fenway grimaced as she handed over four twenties and a ten. That was a good chunk of her money. She hoped she wouldn’t need to pay cash for a room tonight.

      “Bathroom?” Fenway asked gruffly, lowering her voice an octave.

      “Down the hallway past the makeup counter.” She handed Fenway her change. “Thank you for shopping at Jasmine Pharmacy.”

      “You too,” Fenway said distractedly, and briskly walked past the makeup counter. The entry to the hallway was in shadow, but once she took a few steps, dim lights led the way to an Employees Only door, then about ten feet later, three all-gender restrooms.

      Fenway opened the door to the first restroom and immediately rocked backward at the stench of feces and raw garlic. She closed the door quickly and tried the one next to it.

      She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw it was more or less clean—it looked like no one had used it that morning. Pine cleaner tickled her nose, but compared to the toxic waste site next door, this bathroom was heaven.

      Setting the bag and her purse on the counter, she assessed the floor. It looked clean enough for bare feet, though she was loath to chance it. She dug through the bag and took out the sneakers, then set them on the counter and laced them through all the eyes. She kicked her heels off, stood on top of the shoes and removed her pantyhose. She put on the new sweats, then leaned against the counter as she pulled on a pair of the new athletic socks and slipped her feet into the sneakers.

      She tasted bile in her mouth. She was too grown-up to be changing in a public restroom. In a Jasmine Pharmacy, of all places. Fenway unzipped the back of the dress, and it crinkled as she pulled it over her head.

      She felt around for the T-shirt in the bag, but instead her hand bumped the box for the shaver kit.

      Fenway sighed and spit into the sink, wishing she had purchased a bottle of water with everything else she’d gotten. She looked in the mirror—it was finally a good hair day. Not too humid, not too dry—and her hair looked healthy and vibrant and ready for shaking back and forth in a hair care commercial. There was an outlet next to the counter and a trash can directly under it.

      Clearly, the universe was telling her she had to cut it off.

      She plugged in the shaver and turned it on, and the first buzz next to her scalp was almost shocking. She pulled the shaver away quickly, but a large curl lay on the counter. She looked in the mirror, a visible chunk out of her hair.

      Fenway swallowed hard. There was no turning back.

      Every lock of her thick black curls took twice as long to shave off as she expected—and she had to do two passes: once with a guard, and once without, and after the first few locks, she didn’t look in the mirror. She tried to think about other things—the new N.K. Jemisin book she’d started that past weekend; convincing Charlotte to take the Porsche back after her father woke up; visiting him in the rehabilitation center as he worked his atrophied muscles and tried to take a few steps every day, even if he had to do it assisted; McVie’s fingertips lightly brushing her neck before he kissed her. She did it by feel, running her left hand over where the shaver had been, touching the bumps and indentations on her head, trying not to think about what she’d look like bald.

      Her mother had worn wigs the last few months, which Fenway had joked about after the cancer diagnosis. She wasn’t able to afford them before that, as her hair thinned during Fenway’s high school years. She hadn’t seen her mother often without a head covering or a wig after the first spring break when she came back from Western Washington. Joanne Stevenson might have hidden her vanity from Fenway most of her life.

      Her mother had hidden a lot of things from Fenway most of her life.

      Another curl landed on the counter.

      Fenway hadn’t known her mother’s real name until last week. She wondered if Lyric Godwin had any memories or pictures of Joanne Stevenson—Samara Godwin—around.

      Her mother had also hidden that she’d written a large personal check to Darren Ellsworth, the private investigator in Estancia—at least, Fenway assumed it was the same Darren Ellsworth.

      She blinked, another line on her scalp bare.

      Even though it was supposed to be part of the punishment for punching Klein in the face, the forced administrative leave had been a godsend for Fenway. She spent Monday filling out the forms to begin a recall petition for Mayor Barry Klein, and she was surprised at how many people rushed to sign it that first day.

      She wanted to take today off for her grandmother’s funeral and figured she’d be back at it on Wednesday. Now, that petition was moot—and even if Fenway could stay out of jail, a coroner accused of murder didn’t sit well with voters.

      The last curl fell, and she rubbed the smooth skin on her scalp. Her head felt odd, cold, foreign. She chanced a look in the mirror and flinched.

      That wasn’t her. That wasn’t Fenway Stevenson.

      She looked at her face in the mirror: how her eyebrows were unashamedly prominent without her hair, how her eyes looked both wiser and more tired, how her ears looked oddly flat against the side of her face, how her jawline squared as it turned from her chin toward her earlobe.

      She fumbled with the sunglasses and put them on.

      The Rhinos T-shirt went on next, catching on the sunglasses and digging them into the bridge of her nose before she wrangled them out.

      The cap was next.

      Was the cap too much? No. With her hair, she looked like Fenway wearing a ball cap. Without hair, she looked like someone else.

      Then the gray hoodie.

      She pulled three paper towels out of the dispenser, wet them, and put some hand soap on. Harsh, no moisturizer like she had at home, but it would do the job. She scrubbed her face with the paper towels, and her makeup came off.

      She didn’t wear a lot of makeup as a general rule, and sometimes none at all, but without her hair, her makeup-free face looked out of place, odd. She pushed all the hair off the counter and into the trash.

      Fenway looked in the mirror again and slouched her shoulders. Maybe the hat backward?

      No, that looked silly, like she was trying too hard. She turned the cap back around.

      Hmm.

      She turned the cap backward again.

      With the idea of Fenway in her head, it looked like she was trying too hard. But the person in the mirror no longer looked like Fenway. Maybe she could become someone who did try too hard. She frowned, then pushed her bottom lip out slightly, as if she had an underbite. Then she walked around the small restroom, deliberately turning her feet out slightly.

      No. That was awful. She looked like an injured duck.

      Maybe a slouch would be enough. Fenway was always the tallest in her class, and she’d gotten to high school before she started standing up straight. She could unlearn that.

      To her surprise, a slouch made her gait different. She wondered if anyone would recognize her.

      She picked up her heels and put them in the bottom of the bag, carefully rolled her dress and placed it on top, then after a moment put her purse in there too. She stuck her remaining cash in the pocket of her sweats with her burner phone.

      The sunglasses went on last. They mostly hid Fenway’s large eyes.

      The person staring back at her in the mirror looked nothing like the woman who’d walked into the restroom. With her bald pate, hunched shoulders, and loose-fitting athletic wear, she doubted anyone would recognize her.

      She took a last look in the mirror, grabbed the plastic bag, took a deep breath, and opened the door.

      A Black woman stood in front of her, arms folded, glaring.

      Lyric Godwin.
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      Fenway stared at Lyric a moment, wondering if her cousin would even pick up that it was her.

      “I think you better tell me what’s going on, Fenway,” Lyric said.

      Fenway blinked and opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      “First,” Lyric continued, “you show up at the funeral, claiming to be Samara’s daughter—Samara, who’s like some legendary figure in Aunt Nell’s past. Then I hear from Julia that you’ve been trying to schedule time to see Aunt Nell before she died. And then the cops show up—at a damn funeral—guns drawn, asking for your whereabouts. I follow you here, and now you look—well, I don’t know if this is supposed to be some sort of costume, or if that was.” She looked Fenway up and down. “I hope to God this is your costume because you look ridiculous.”

      “I—” Fenway started.

      “Yes?”

      Fenway hesitated. “I’d say that I could explain, but you wouldn’t believe me. I don’t think I believe it myself.”

      “Try me,” Lyric said. “I’ve been learning all about you on my phone while you were in the bathroom for a half hour. You’ve been in the news.”

      “I didn’t do it,” Fenway said. “I was already on the road to L.A. when the mayor was killed.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Lyric said, narrowing her eyes. “And I suppose you’ll tell me that you didn’t punch him in the face either.”

      Fenway squeezed her eyes shut. “Of course that’s in the news story.”

      “Interview with the HR woman who took your statement.”

      “That’s not good.” Fenway looked down the hallway. “Look, I swear to you that I didn’t kill the guy. I need to get somewhere safe so I can work on clearing my name.”

      “Did he deserve it?”

      “Who? The mayor?” Fenway shook her head. “No—he didn’t deserve to be killed.” She set her jaw, picturing his smug face the first day they met, when he called her by her father’s last name and sneered at her master’s degree. “He deserved a punch in the face, though.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Insisted that I arrest someone who was innocent. Spat in my face. Insulted my friend.”

      Lyric hooked her thumb underneath the strap of her purse. “Are you sure he didn’t deserve getting murdered? People don’t have very nice things to say about him.”

      Fenway’s curiosity was piqued so much she almost asked for Lyric’s phone to see what awful things people were saying about Barry Klein, but she held back. Instead, her mind turned to her costume—and her newly shaved head. “You recognized me right away? I thought this would disguise me pretty well.”

      “I saw you grab all that stuff. I’ve been ducking behind counters and around aisles for ten minutes while you decided what to buy.” Lyric sized up Fenway’s outfit again. “You don’t look like the same woman I sat next to at the funeral, that’s for sure. When I saw you go into the bathroom with all those clothes and the shaver, I knew you’d look different when you came out.”

      Fenway hesitated. “What are you doing following me? Especially after you knew I was wanted for murder? I could be dangerous!”

      “After the cops showed up, I went in the direction you walked,” Lyric said. “I don’t know, I thought maybe you were one of those con artists who tries to get money out of people by pretending to be a long-lost relative.”

      “In my experience, cops don’t go after people with sirens blaring for those types of crimes.”

      “Yeah, that occurred to me as I was trying to figure out which way you went down Slauson,” said Lyric. “I saw the New Orleans shopping center, and I thought maybe you’d be there.”

      “Why there?”

      “Because—I don’t know, because you said ‘the Admiral’ and I thought of a ship on the Gulf of Mexico. And I never got lunch, and I’m hungry. Maybe I wanted an excuse to get jambalaya. It doesn’t matter. The point is, I saw you walk out of the phone store, talk on the phone for a while, then walk to the pharmacy. And now here I am.”

      “Stalking me.”

      Lyric smirked. Fenway had seen that mischievous smile on her mother’s face, too. “Maybe I’ll make a citizen’s arrest. You think I’ll get a reward?”

      Fenway was silent.

      “I’m only kidding,” Lyric said quickly. “In fact, the way Aunt Nell talked about the detectives assigned to Samara’s missing person case, I’m not keen on bringing a whole lot of anything to the attention of the police.”

      “We’re not all bad,” said Fenway. But they certainly tolerated quite a bit of bad behavior in their ranks—and with Barry Klein as mayor, the Estancia city government had been rotten at the top.

      Lyric tilted her head and tapped her foot. “So you’re trying to clear your name. A fugitive from justice.”

      “I was already fifty or sixty miles away at the time of death. I need to find a traffic camera or something that can put me somewhere else at the time of the murder.”

      “This might not be the most responsible decision I’ve ever made,” said Lyric, “but I’ve got the day off work because of the funeral, so I might as well help you out.”

      “Help me out?”

      Lyric nodded. “You ever been on the run from the law before?”

      Fenway frowned. “Uh—no.”

      Lyric waved her hand. “Yeah, yeah, I know it’s a weird question, but—” She glanced up the hallway toward the main part of the pharmacy. “You know what? Let’s get out of here. We should go somewhere we can blend in. And speaking of jambalaya, I know a good place.”
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        * * *

      

      Gumbo Town was in the same shopping center as the cell phone store.

      The restaurant was full of mismatched chairs and faded red-and-white vinyl booths, but it was clean—and as soon as Fenway walked in with Lyric, the smells of andouille and cayenne caressed her nose, whispering sweet nothings to her taste buds. Six people were in front of them in line.

      “Take your cap off,” Lyric whispered.

      “What?”

      “Your cap. It’s disrespectful, and I don’t want to get an earful from Wadine about my rude guest. Plus, no one’s looking for a bald woman. You’re less recognizable without it.”

      Fenway took off the cap and put it in her plastic bag. She tilted her head and craned her neck to try to catch a glimpse of the chef in the kitchen.

      “I haven’t had good Cajun food since I moved from Seattle,” Fenway said. “I didn’t realize how much I missed it.”

      “Good thing we’re too late for the lunch rush,” Lyric mused. “We’ll even get a seat.”

      “I can sit if you⁠—”

      “Nuh uh,” Lyric admonished. “You don’t sit until you’ve ordered. If you sit first, they’ll yell at you to get out.” Lyric shook her head. “My family’s all from Louisiana, and this is the best place in California. I’m not getting us kicked out because of you.”

      “Sorry,” Fenway said.

      They stepped forward with the line. Fenway looked
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