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ABOUT THE BOOK
From New York Times bestselling and multi-award winning authors Rebecca Cantrell and Sean Black comes the third book in a new series that’s perfect for fans of Janet Evanovich, and anyone who likes their mysteries served with a side of laughter.
Former child star Sofia Salgado is finally finding her feet as a trainee investigator at Maloney Investigations when she’s drafted in to help thirteen-year-old Daniel find his birth father. But there’s one snag.
According to Daniel’s mom, former Los Angeles party girl Candice Collins, there’s more than one candidate.
A lot more!




CHAPTER 1
Sofia Salgado had never felt quite so nervous on a stakeout. Which was saying something. Already in her short career as a trainee investigator with Maloney Investigations, she had been photographed dropping her drawers to take a leak, while conducting surveillance outside a Malibu rehab clinic, and with the bottom ripped out of her pajamas while escaping another rehab clinic with a rock star.
This morning’s operation was a whole other level of difficulty. Next to her, Aidan Maloney, senior investigator and son of the agency’s owner, Brendan, shifted uncomfortably in the driver’s seat of the car they’d hired specially for the morning’s operation. She knew something was high stakes when Aidan was antsy too.
No doubt covering his own unease, Aidan asked, “How’s your bladder holding up?”
Aidan could be a real ass sometimes. For several days after her public humiliation had gone internet viral, Sofia had come into work to find a package of adult diapers on her office chair.
“My bladder’s fine,” she replied. “How’s yours? The genito-urinary department here is pretty good if you’re having a problem.” She nodded toward the rear entrance of the UCLA Medical Center.
Aidan smirked. “Problem peeing is the urology department, Salgado. Genito-urinary would be if I had the clap or crabs. Anyway, it’s good to know you rate their services so highly.”
Damn it! Aidan was right. She’d meant to say “urology”. But she wasn’t about to concede defeat. “I knew that.”
Aidan’s smile widened. “Sure you did.”
With Aidan, the best form of defense was often attack. “So?” she asked him. “Still hitting Tinder?”
“Don’t try to change the subject,” said Aidan, scanning the parking-lot entrance for signs of their target. They knew his vehicle really well, so hopefully he wouldn’t prove too hard to spot. “For your information I deleted my Tinder account last week.”
“You mean you got banned for too much swiping?”
“Weird you’d know that would get you banned from Tinder but, no, for your information, I deleted it because I’m officially seeing someone.”
That stopped Sofia in her tracks. Not only was Aidan a serial dater, employing every dating website and app known to man, he also kept a rigorous checklist he used to dismiss women as potential partners on the flimsiest of pretexts. One potential girlfriend had been kicked to the curb because of how she held a fork.
Aidan had also ruled out a relationship with women he’d dated because:
1. THEY’D WORN the same color outfit on two consecutive dates. Not the same outfit. The same color outfit. “Laziness. If a woman can’t make the effort to change things up on the second date, the relationship’s already doomed.”
2. Her mom’s BMI. Not the woman’s body mass index. Her mom’s. “The apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree,” had been his explanation. “I usually check out how Grandma looks too.”
3. For cutting her hair the week after he’d said how much he liked the style she had. “Totally passive aggressive.”
So the fact that he’d quit Tinder and was seeing someone came to Sofia as fairly major news. “Whoa, back up there, A-dog. You’ve quit Tinder?”
Sofia had picked up the A-dog thing from her niece, Violet, who had taken to calling pretty much everyone Dog (pronounced Dawg, like the rappers). Her first-grade teacher had not been amused and Sofia’s sister, Emily, and brother-in-law, Ray, had been called into the school to discuss it after Violet had asked her teacher, Miss Grace, “What’s up with all dis crazy class work, G-dawg? It’s da first grade, we should be stone-cold chillin’.”
Aidan shrugged, like his bombshell was no big deal. “Yeah. So? And stop calling me A-dog. You’re from Indiana, not Compton.”
He might have been playing it off like it was nothing, but Aidan had had a serious Tinder habit. At one point Sofia was sure he was risking a repetitive-strain injury to his index finger from all the left swiping. Left swipe meant he’d dismissed the person from further consideration. A right swipe indicated he was interested.
Aidan’s left-to-right-swipe ratio must have been about a hundred to one and was usually accompanied by comments like:
“Vain!”
“Duck Face alert. Why do women do that?”
“SIF!” Which Sofia knew from a previous discussion with Aidan stood for Secret Internet Fatty.
She guessed it was better than the type of repetitive-strain injury usually associated with men spending too much time alone on the internet (that one was more wrist-based) but, still, Aidan ditching Tinder merited further inquiry.
Now he was staring at her, the familiar annoying smirk playing at the corner of his lips. “I just told you. I’m seeing someone.”
“That’s never stopped you before.” It was true that, even while Aidan was dating, he kept trawling Tinder, just in case someone who fit his checklist better than the person he was seeing happened along. He was like the Great White Shark of the dating world, needing to keep moving constantly or risk drowning.
Aidan shifted in his seat, Mr. Nonchalance. “What can I tell you?”
“So, it’s serious?”
“Guess so.”
“Huh,” said Sofia, still trying to process the news.
Aidan looked back at her. “What does ‘huh’ mean?”
“It doesn’t mean anything.”
“Then why say it?” said Aidan, not about to give up. He was a master at taking things off on a tangent, and directing the conversation away from what he didn’t want to discuss.
Sofia shifted round in her seat so she was more side-on to him. “Okay, I guess it’s surprising, A-dog.”
Now that she knew being called A-dog bugged him, it had gained extra appeal.
He rolled his eyes, an adult not about to rise to childish bait. “Why is it surprising?” he asked.
“I thought you were on a mission to bang every available female under the age of thirty in the 310 area code. You can’t be through ten percent of them yet.”
“That just proves how little you really know me. And bang? Really? Is that what the kids are calling it these days, S-dawg?” Aidan had suddenly assumed the moral high ground.
“In any case,” he went on, “can we just focus on what we’re here for rather than my personal life?”
Sofia was going to say something about being able to use her mouth and eyes at the same time, but she wasn’t sure she had the energy to keep arguing, and Aidan would only make some kind of crude joke of it. That was why he was impossible to argue with. He constantly shifted the terms. He’d chide her for having a potty mouth, and the next moment he’d be spitting out double-entendres like they were going to be outlawed. It was infuriating.
“Maybe he’s not going to show,” Sofia said, moving the discussion back to why they were there. “You’re sure this is where he’s been coming the past few days?”
Aidan answered, with a world-weary “Yes. I followed him here yesterday. And the day before.”
“You know, it’s probably nothing that exciting.”
“Easy for you to say,” Aidan shot back.
“Oh, come on, that’s not fair. I care about this just about as much as you do. I wouldn’t be here on my day off otherwise.”
“Hold up! That’s the car.”
Sofia got the briefest glimpse of the target vehicle. They both ducked as it drove toward them. Her head clashed against Aidan’s. Hard.
“Ow.”
“You have a head like a rock. Anyone ever tell you that?” said Aidan, rubbing his scalp where Sofia had inadvertently butted him.
“Yours isn’t exactly made out of fluffy clouds and marshmallows. Well, not on the outside, anyway.”
They peeked up over the edge of the dashboard. Their target had already parked and exited his vehicle, and was walking toward one of the many entrances to the UCLA Medical Center in Westwood.
“It’s him all right,” said Sofia.
Aidan didn’t say anything. He just stared straight ahead for a moment, then gave a little nod. She could tell he was upset. Sofia was too.
Someone secretly visiting a hospital without telling their family was rarely a good thing. They watched as the double doors closed behind Brendan Maloney.




CHAPTER 2
“T  here could be a perfectly simple explanation.”
Sofia was clutching at straws. For her own sake as much as Aidan’s. Brendan was Aidan’s father, not hers, but he was also more than just her boss. A lot more.
Although she was close to her stepdad, Tim had come onto the scene when she was practically grown-up. Brendan had been like a surrogate father to her when she was a kid. He had served as the main technical advisor on Half Pint Detective, the kids’ TV show she had starred in. Exactly why a show whose storylines mostly involved the goofier end of the crime spectrum (a giraffe stolen from the Los Angeles Zoo formed the centerpiece plot of one two-episode Christmas special) needed a former LAPD homicide detective’s advice was anyone’s guess. But Brendan had also kept an eye on her and her family when they were fresh off the boat from Indiana and adjusting to life in Los Angeles. He had looked out for them because he was like that. Always concerned about other people. Often to his own detriment.
“What kind of simple explanation?” Aidan asked.
She tried to choose her next words carefully. “Well, like we were discussing. There are lots of clinics here so maybe it’s nothing serious.”
“Oh, great. So now you’re telling me my old man has the clap?”
“What I’m saying is it might be something we don’t need to worry about. I mean, it would explain why he’s been so secretive. I’m not saying he’s visiting the genito-urinary clinic, but maybe it’s something that’s nothing for us to worry about, just something he doesn’t want to share.” She inwardly grimaced at her choice of the word ‘share’.
Aidan took a deep breath, puffed out his cheeks, and exhaled loudly. It was a gesture Sofia recognized. He was probably counting slowly to ten. She waited for him to gather himself.
A few more moments passed and Aidan reached past her, grabbed the handle and opened the passenger door. “Go see where he went.”
“Can’t you? What if he sees me?” Sofia protested. She wasn’t sure how she’d explain to Brendan what she was doing there. Maybe she could tell him she was visiting the genito-urinary clinic. It might actually be less embarrassing than giving him the real reason. That she and Aidan were surveilling him.
“What if he sees me?” said Aidan.
“You’re his son. You can tell him you were worried.”
“So could you,” Aidan spat back.
“It’s not the same. I’m an employee. What if he fires me?” Sofia wasn’t sure Brendan would, but maybe if he was angry enough . . . He had that Irish temper.
“I’m an employee too. And, anyway, he thinks the sun shines out of your backside.”
“He does?”
“Oh, come on,” Aidan said. “Of course he does.”
Huh. Sofia was kind of flattered by the idea.
“Look, right now, I’m your immediate superior and I’m telling you to go inside and try to see where he went.”
Aidan pulling rank like this meant he had run out of arguments.
“You still haven’t told me what I do if he spots me.” Now all Sofia could do was stall for time. An order was an order. Maybe if they argued long enough Brendan would come out before she had to go in after him.
A sigh escaped Aidan’s lips. “Covert surveillance is about making sure the target doesn’t see you, dummy.”
“And counter-surveillance, which Brendan is an expert in, is all about making sure you spot someone if they’re following you. I’m still a trainee,” Sofia argued.
“Which is why you need the practice more than I do.” Aidan wasn’t giving an inch. He seemed determined that Sofia would go inside.
“Okay, okay.” Sofia gave up and got out of the car. “But if he asks whether anyone’s with me, I’m not going to lie for you.”
“Fine,” said Aidan.
“Fine!” said Sofia, slamming the car door and heading for the entrance Brendan had walked through a few minutes before. An entrance he could just as easily walk back out of at any second.




CHAPTER 3
Sofia’s idea of hospitals was based on watching TV medical dramas, so the interior of the UCLA Medical Center came as a shock. In places, especially near the main reception areas, it looked more like an upmarket spaceship, or a movie set, than a hospital, although looking at the walls, Sofia doubted that spaceships would have such expensive artwork.
Before wandering the corridors in the hope of catching a glimpse of Brendan, she headed straight to a reception desk where a team of smartly dressed young women, who could have easily been models, were fielding calls and directing visitors.
“I wonder if you can help me,” she said, when it was her turn. “I dropped off my father a few minutes ago, but I lost sight of him while I was parking. Could you help me locate him? His name is Brendan Maloney.”
During her brief time with the agency, Sofia had learned that the best cover story was one that was close to the truth, if not the exact truth. She tended to get the details less muddled and it was easier to remember.
She was half expecting a follow-up question or to be treated with some degree of suspicion. Instead the receptionist tapped at a keyboard, and frowned. “I’m afraid I can’t see anyone with that name on our patient lists. Could you perhaps tell me what particular clinic or doctor he was attending?”
There it was. The question that would trip her up.
“I’m sorry. I always forget the name of the doctor.” Sofia furrowed her brow, faking someone trying to dredge up a name and coming up short. “Nope, sorry, it’s gone.”
The receptionist smiled sympathetically. “You don’t remember which clinic or unit he’s attending?”
If she had been dropping someone off, she would have known. But, of course, she had no idea. Now the receptionist was looking at her, waiting for an answer. Any moment now Sofia was expecting her to summon security.
“I’m having one of those days. Tell you what,” Sofia plucked her phone from her handbag, “I’ll see if he still has his turned on. Sorry to bother you.”
She backed away from the desk, and pretended to make the call. The receptionist looked at her, puzzled. Sofia darted down a corridor. She would have to find Brendan the old-fashioned way, using shoe leather. Now she was cursing the time she’d spent arguing with Aidan about who would try to track Brendan down.
At the end of the corridor, she was met by a bank of elevators with a sign next to them. She decided to start on the top floor and work her way down. She hit the call button, stepped into the first available elevator with a couple of white-coat-clad medical personnel, and hit the button to take her to the top floor.
In the elevator, it hit her what a lousy job they were making of what was a basic surveillance operation. Tails like this were usually a piece of cake, especially when all you needed to know was precisely where someone was headed. The only thing that could explain the mess they’d made was that it was more difficult to remain professional when the tail was someone close to you.
There was no sign of Brendan when she reached the top floor. She asked a couple of nurses but neither had seen a man matching Brendan’s description. There was only so long she could hang around asking people so she cut her losses and headed down a floor.
She had no luck there either. She stopped in the stairwell to check in with Aidan, but Brendan hadn’t returned to his car. Sofia kept going.
On the fifth floor, she walked out of the stairwell, and right there, at the end of the corridor, she caught the briefest glimpse of him. He turned the corner and disappeared from view.
Sofia felt a surge of adrenalin. Not only had she found him, but he hadn’t seen her. Okay, that was luck more than anything, but as the saying went, it was better to be lucky than good.
She punched the air. A passing hospital orderly pushing an elderly man in a wheelchair shot her a puzzled look. Sofia pretended to be reaching up to scratch a particularly bad itch at the back of her head.
Now that she had found Brendan without him seeing her, she really didn’t want to screw up. She approached the corner slowly. She ducked her head round and took a quick peek.
Brendan was nowhere to be seen. But he couldn’t have gone far. If he was on this particular floor of the building, there had to be a reason.
Taking her time, Sofia headed for a sign that directed people toward various clinics and departments.
In one direction was audiology and speech pathology, in the other the kidney transplant center, a head and neck consultation clinic, and another for diabetics. Brendan had headed in the second direction, toward the kidney transplant and diabetes clinics.
Suddenly it all made sense. Brendan had been drinking a lot of water lately. Like, gallons of the stuff. And he’d been a lot more careful about his diet, turning down ice cream and cookies, which he never used to do.
Since Sofia had met him, Brendan had packed a few extra pounds. And diabetes was pretty much an epidemic. She’d read some article recently that said one in four Americans would get Type 2 diabetes by the time they were sixty. Or something like that. Some crazy number.
But why hadn’t he told them? It wasn’t like diabetes carried any great stigma. Then again, Brendan had always been a very private man. He rarely discussed his personal life, never mind his feelings, or problems outside work. He was old school.
She followed the arrow down toward the Gonda Goldschmied Diabetes Center, to give the place its full name. She would make sure Brendan had checked in there, then head back to the car to break the news to Aidan. It wasn’t great, but it wasn’t the worst. Millions of people lived with diabetes. It could be managed and treated. It wasn’t fatal. Not if you had good care.
Pushing through a set of double doors, she came to a complete stop as she saw Brendan standing at a long wooden reception desk, his elbows on it. An attractive middle-aged blonde woman came up behind him. She put her arm round his shoulders. He turned and they hugged. She pecked him on the cheek.
Sofia ducked back behind the doors before Brendan could see her. She flattened herself against the wall, her heart pounding. She had no idea who the woman was. She had never seen her before. But she had read the sign behind the reception desk.
It wasn’t the diabetes center that Brendan was visiting. It was the Connie Frank Kidney Transplant Center.




CHAPTER 4
Sofia ducked into the ladies’ restroom. She took out her phone to call Aidan. Her finger hovered over the screen.
She couldn’t do it. Not just yet. If she told him what she’d seen, he’d start asking questions she didn’t have answers to. He’d start jumping to conclusions. Just like she was doing.
She turned on the cold tap and splashed her face with water. As she grabbed a paper towel, she caught her reflection in the mirror. She looked like she felt. Freaked out.
This whole thing had been a bad idea. They should have let Brendan tell them what was going on when he was ready, rather than spying on him. If he found out, he’d go absolutely ballistic, and that wouldn’t be good for his health.
The whole thing seemed completely surreal. Diabetes, she’d understood. Lots of people succumbed to it, and Brendan, who was a little overweight and under a lot of stress, would be pretty vulnerable. But a kidney transplant? That didn’t seem like something that came out of a clear blue sky. Not that she knew much about kidney problems. But a transplant didn’t seem like something you just woke up needing one day.
She heard Brendan’s voice in the corridor. She couldn’t make out the words, only that it was him, and that he sounded pretty somber. She moved closer to the door, trying to catch the words.
He was talking to another man. Pressing her ear to the door Sofia could hear the conversation.
Brendan: ‘So it’s bad, Doc?’
Man: ‘Good and bad aren’t really useful clinical terms, Mr. Maloney. But the prognosis is less than ideal. In the short term we should be able to keep things stable, but in the long, and even medium term we need to find a solution beyond dialysis. For quality-of-life reasons if nothing else.’
Brendan: ‘Well, thanks for your time, and everything you’re doing. I really appreciate it.’
Man: ‘You’re very welcome. If there’s anything else you need to ask me before our next appointment, just give me a call. Okay?’
Brendan: ‘I will. Thanks.’
Sofia almost leaped out of her skin as someone pushed open the door from the other side. She stumbled, losing her balance and tripping backward over her feet. She managed to gather herself as a glamorous blonde walked into the restroom and headed for one of the stalls. The woman looked like she’d been crying. Sofia was fairly sure she was the one she’d seen with Brendan a minute or two before.
She gave it a few more moments, then pushed open the door and peeked out. Brendan was walking down the corridor, his back to her. Shoulders rounded, and stooped, he was heading toward the elevators. He walked like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders.
She couldn’t believe she was seeing him like that. Brendan was always so . . . so . . . She searched for the word. Vital? Stoic? Strong? He was all of those and more. If your car broke down in a bad neighborhood at three in the morning, Brendan would be the person you’d call. Not only would he come and get you, he’d know exactly what you should do while you waited for him to arrive, and what to say to keep you calm. A Yiddish word perfectly described the type of man he was. Mensch. Brendan was a mensch.
Her cell phone rang. She startled. It was Aidan. She hit the green answer button.
“He’s on his way out.”
“Okay.” Sofia didn’t know what else to say. She was still so busy processing what she had seen – and heard. And what it might mean.
“Did you see where he’d been? Which department?” Aidan asked.
“I’ll be right down,” Sofia told him, ending the call before he could ask her anything else.
This was something she had to tell Aidan face to face.




CHAPTER 5
A idan leaned over and opened the passenger door. Sofia took a deep breath before she got in. The sick feeling in the pit of her stomach that she’d had since she’d overheard Brendan’s conversation showed no signs of disappearing. She felt more nauseous now than she had before, like she might throw up all over Aidan’s spotless interior.
“Well?” said Aidan.
If Sofia had worried about following Brendan, that went double now.
“Sofia? You okay? What’s wrong?”
“I don’t think we should have done this.”
Aidan eye-rolled her. “Isn’t it a little late for that?”
Brendan’s Crown Vic had already left the parking lot. He’d be driving back to Malibu now, and wondering where the hell they both were when he got back to the office and found it empty. Aidan had a point. It was too late. She couldn’t forget what she’d seen and heard. What was done was done.
“Are you sure you want to know?” Sofia asked.
Aidan slammed his hands against the steering wheel. “Okay, before we got here, I was worried. Now I’m freaking out. So, yes, I’d really like to know.”
Sofia told him exactly what she’d seen, where Brendan had been, and about the conversation she’d heard him having with the doctor. By the time she’d finished Aidan was staring straight ahead, eyes focused into the distance. He didn’t say anything. He swallowed hard. Sofia was pretty sure he wasn’t saying anything because if he did he’d start to cry, and he was a tough Irish-American male so, like his dad, he’d rather keep his feelings bottled up than share them publicly.
Partly to fill the silence, and partly because she actually believed it, Sofia said, “We can’t tell Brendan we know about this. If we do, he’ll ask how we know, and he’ll never forgive us for sneaking around behind his back.”
Aidan gave a little nod, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like crazy. He was holding himself together, but only just.
He cleared his throat. “Agreed.” His voice cracked as he said it, but he didn’t break down.
Sofia reached out and placed her hand on top of Aidan’s. He was gripping the steering wheel for dear life, his knuckles white. “I’m really sorry.”
“I can’t believe he hasn’t told me,” Aidan said, his voice falling away to a whisper. “He’s always told me everything. That was the promise he made to me after Mom died. That we wouldn’t have any secrets.”
Tears formed in Sofia’s eyes. She couldn’t help it. She had never seen Aidan like this before. He was usually cracking jokes, making sexist comments, or being just plain obnoxious. If it came to a game of word association, the one word she would not match with Aidan was ‘vulnerable’.
She hadn’t even thought about him having lost his mom when he was a kid, and how it would affect his reaction to discovering his dad was ill. Sofia’s father had split from her mom, and they hadn’t had any contact since, but that was different from him being dead. She’d always had her mom and her sister. Aidan was an only child who’d had just Brendan.
“Maybe he didn’t want to worry you,” she said. It sounded lame, but it was the best she could do right now.
Aidan gave another little nod. “Yeah,” he said, still sounding like someone had sandpapered his throat. “That’ll be it.” He started the engine, and put the car into drive. “We should get back to the office.”
“You sure?” Sofia asked. “You don’t want to go grab a coffee? Talk this over? It’s kind of a big shock.”
“What’s there to talk about?” said Aidan, pulling out of the space.
Sofia could think of quite a lot of things. There was now a giant elephant in the corner of the Maloney Investigations office, and it wasn’t about to go away any time soon. “You’re sure?”
Aidan shrugged his shoulders as they edged into a line of exiting vehicles waiting to go through the ticket barrier. “If he wants to tell me, he’ll tell me.”
One car ahead of them, a guy in a red Honda was putzing around at the ticket machine. He’d pressed the call button to speak to someone and was leaning out of his window, arguing loudly about the parking charge.
“I was only twenty minutes, but you want me to pay for an hour? What am I? Some kind of a moron?”
Sofia could see Aidan getting more and more irritated as the guy held up the cars behind him over a few dollars. Aidan leaned on the horn. The guy turned his head to locate the source of the sound.
This was going to end badly.
Thinking quickly, Sofia got out of their car. “Sir,” she called to Honda Man. “We’re kind of in a hurry. Maybe you could go through, then register your complaint.”
“Who the hell asked you, Princess?” Honda Man shouted back at her. “Why don’t you mind your own goddamn business?”
Before Sofia could stop him, Aidan put the rental into park, opened his door and marched toward the Honda. She called after him, but he had already reached the Honda, grabbed the driver by his shirt, and was in the process of pulling him out through the open window. The only problem being that the guy still had his seatbelt on, and it had now ridden up so it was around his neck. His face had already turned red, and even if he had wanted to apologize for holding everyone up he probably didn’t have the air supply to do it.
It didn’t take a genius to work out why Aidan had gone from zero to ballistic so fast, but Sofia doubted it would help his defense in court if it ever came to that. She walked across to the Honda and, using all the extra strength she’d picked up from her time at Jack’s boxing gym in Venice, managed to pull Aidan off the guy and propel him slowly back to their car.
“I’m really sorry,” she said to Honda Man. “He just had some bad news.”
Honda Man nodded as he wrenched the seatbelt from around his neck. It had left a nasty red mark. Sofia dug in her bag, pulled out her credit card and fed it into the slot. Taking care of Honda Man’s ticket was the least they could do under the circumstances. She retrieved her card as the barrier lifted.
“You’re all set,” Sofia told Honda Man, trying to sound extra chirpy and normal, as if the man hadn’t almost been strangled to death.
The Honda drove slowly through the barrier and took a left. Sofia walked back to the rental car.
“Sorry about that,” said Aidan. “Think I might have overreacted.”




CHAPTER 6
Brendan was at his desk, office door wide open, when Sofia and Aidan walked back into the Maloney Investigations office a little over an hour later.
“Where the hell have you two been?” Brendan asked, glancing up from some papers.
“Checking in on the Kaspersen case,” said Aidan.
“Talking to a witness in that new divorce case,” said Sofia, at exactly the same time.
Aidan and Sofia stopped and looked at each other. They had just made another rookie error. They should have got their alibi straight before they stepped back into the office rather than each making something up on the fly.
“We talked to Mr Kaspersen this morning, then interviewed the new witness in the Palisades on the way back,” said Sofia, drawing on her actor’s improvisation skills and hoping Brendan wouldn’t ask any more questions.
Brendan got up from his desk and paced through into the main office. “So?” he said, eyeing them both in turn. “Everything good?”
“Sure,” said Aidan.
“Great,” said Sofia. “How about you?”
Brendan looked at her like she was nuts. She had never asked Brendan how he was. He was her boss. She always assumed he was fine, unless informed otherwise.
The question went unanswered. He looked from her to Aidan. “You two are acting really weird.”
Aidan mumbled something Sofia didn’t quite catch. It sounded like “Takes one to know one.”
“What was that?” Brendan said. He had what Sofia had come to think of as his dad face on when he said it.
“Nothing,” said Aidan.
“Okay, then,” said Brendan. “So what are we all standing around here for? There’s work to do.” He walked back to his office and closed the door.
“You think we should have said something to him?” she asked Aidan.
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Maybe tell him we know he’s sick and we’re worried.”
“He’d want to know how we know,” Aidan said.
“So we tell him.”
“Tell him we followed him to the UCLA Medical Center?” Aidan sounded incredulous at the idea.
“Yeah. I know I said before that we shouldn’t, but he’s right, this is really weird.”
“Are you nuts? He’d probably fire you and I shudder to think what he’d do to me.”
“You really think he’d fire me?” Sofia asked. She could imagine Brendan firing her for making boneheaded mistakes, but not for being worried about him.
“I dunno. Maybe. Look, can we not talk about this now?” There was a hint of pleading in the way Aidan said it.
“Sure,” said Sofia, filling a cup with water from the cooler and dropping the contents into the plant in the corner of the room. Its leaves were shedding onto the floor and it didn’t look to be in the best of health. She hoped it wasn’t some kind of omen.




CHAPTER 7
I t was almost five thirty before Brendan’s office door opened again. He’d spent the entire afternoon holed up in there, apart from one brief bathroom break. Sofia had asked him if he wanted to join her and Aidan for lunch at the Marmalade Café in Cross Creek (an invitation he rarely declined) but he had told her he had too much work to get through. He hadn’t even asked them to bring him something back.
He was definitely out of sorts. Not that the regular Brendan was cracking jokes every minute. He took his job, and their clients’ problems, way too seriously for that. But unless they were working on a big case, he wasn’t normally so short-tempered and brusque. It seemed like his mind was elsewhere, which, given what they’d discovered that morning, was hardly surprising.
Brendan pulled on his jacket as he headed for the door. He hadn’t said anything to either Sofia or Aidan, who were both still at their desks. That was weird too. Even if he forgot to say goodnight, which was rare, Brendan normally asked someone to remember to set the alarm if they were going to be the last person to leave. He didn’t just stalk out, like a bear with a sore head.
“Goodnight, Brendan,” Sofia called after him.
Brendan stopped and turned back to her, like he’d totally forgotten there was anyone else in the office. “Goodnight.”
“You okay?” Sofia ventured. She could feel Aidan studying his dad while pretending to be engrossed in a spreadsheet on his computer.
“Fine,” Brendan said. “You?”
“Great,” said Sofia.
“Great,” said Brendan, giving her the same ‘Are you completely nuts?’ look he’d shot her earlier. “Everyone’s fine. Well, goodnight. Last one out, don’t forget to set the alarm and check the gun safe.”
The outer office door closed. Sofia and Aidan glanced at each other. What was up with that?
Neither of them said anything. Sofia wasn’t sure she knew what to say.
Finally, Aidan reached down and opened the bottom drawer of the cabinet under his desk. He came up with a bottle of Jameson’s Irish whiskey. He took off the cap, emptied the pencils and pens occupying an LAPD mug next to his computer and poured in a measure of whiskey, not that he seemed to be doing any measuring. He held up the bottle and shook it in Sofia’s direction. “Want some?”
Sofia shook her head. “Little early for me.”
“I forgot. You’re more of a wine snob.”
“Wine, yes. Snobbish about it? Not so much.”
“Oh, well,” said Aidan, bending his elbow and taking a swig before slamming the mug back onto his desk. “Here’s to the old country.”
Sofia studied him. He caught her doing it. Not that she was hiding it.
“What?” he asked her.
“Is that how you’re going to deal with this? Not talk about it and drink yourself to sleep?”
Aidan seemed to give the question some consideration. “Pretty much,” he said.
It was a typical response, and on the plus side, he had quickly rebounded to the Aidan she knew – a complete smartass who never acknowledged any real emotions beyond animal urges. She glared at him.
“Hey, don’t sit there and judge me, Salgado,” he said.
“I’m not judging.”
“You’re totally judging. You may be the most judgy broad I’ve ever met and I’ve met some doozies.”
Sofia got up from her desk and walked over to him. “Okay. First of all, the word ‘broad’ went out in 1954, and second, I’m not judging anyone.” As if to illustrate how non-judgy she was, she reached over him, grabbed the whiskey, opened it and took a swig. It tasted disgusting. There was a reason she stuck to white wine.
She managed to choke down a cough, then put the top back on the bottle and placed it on the desk.
Aidan took a more measured sip from his mug. “I’m Irish. We don’t talk about our feelings. We drink whiskey and punch each other.”
“Doesn’t sound very psychologically healthy to me.”
“I never said it was healthy. I said it’s what we do,” Aidan countered.
“I’m worried about Brendan too. He’s been like a father to me.”
Aidan’s hand shot up in the air. His open palm stopped about three inches from her face. “Whoa. Hold it right there, lady. That’s gross.”
“What’s gross about it?” She was indignant. She’d said ‘like a father’ not ‘a father’, and it was true.
“My dad is not your dad. Like I said, gross.”
“I don’t see why.” This was making her mad, but she tried not to show it because Aidan was upset.
“Okay, it’s not gross. Can we please change the subject?”
He looked so uncomfortable that she figured it out. “Because it would make us brother and sister? Is that why?”
“Like I just said, change the subject, Salgado,” Aidan said, through gritted teeth.
They changed the subject. Then Aidan left and Sofia set the alarm, checked the gun safe and followed.




CHAPTER 8
Rather than head home where, despite her lecturing Aidan about using alcohol as a crutch, she would inevitably glug down a half-bottle of wine, Sofia got into her red Tesla Roadster and headed down the coast toward Venice. When she hit Pacific Coast Highway she put the windows down and let the cool air rush in, hoping it would clear her head.
She arrived at Jack’s Gym thirty minutes after leaving the office. Jack had long since retired and the place was now run by Luis Cordabre, a former prize fighter turned boxing trainer. It was a good place to decompress. Nothing beat pummeling a heavy bag when she felt overwhelmed by life, and it was certainly a lot healthier than the wine option. Jack’s was a rarity in West LA, a gym without too many meatheads, where people came to train rather than pose or pick someone up.
Sofia parked in the alleyway behind the gym, grabbed the bag she usually kept in the trunk, and walked round to the front door. Parking in a dark alleyway in the middle of Venice at night would usually be a bad idea, but the local criminal fraternity knew what Luis would do to them if they hassled any of his clientele, so they tended to avoid the place.
Inside, she got changed into her workout clothes, did some warm-up stretches, then walked over to the heavy bag. She prowled round it as if it were an opponent, then threw punches and parried imaginary counters. Less than ten minutes later she was soaked in sweat and could feel the endorphin rush begin to kick in. She took off her gloves, skipped rope, and worked through some core exercises.
Luis came in about halfway through her workout, but left her to her own devices. He had a rare ability to know exactly when people did and didn’t want to talk. He must have sensed that she wasn’t ready to talk just yet.
After she’d showered and changed into her regular street clothes, she wandered over to where he was busy giving pointers to a young Hispanic kid, who seemed to spend half his life at Jack’s. Sofia guessed the kid had his eyes on a career as a prize fighter. Luis had been a decent fighter before he’d retired to run the gym, so the kid was in good hands.
Sofia stood and watched him spar with Luis for a few minutes. He was good. He had better than average footwork, fast hands, and a powerful jab. Just as important, he had good defense. He kept his chin tucked in, his elbows likewise, and it seemed like he could take a punch.
When Luis had taught her boxing for a movie that had never gone into production, Sofia had soon realized that the key to being a good boxer was the ability to take a punch as much as deliver one. In that respect it was a sound metaphor for life, although some of life’s punches weren’t as easily absorbed, or as quickly recovered from, as others.
Luis finished up with the kid. He climbed through the ropes, threw down the pads and wandered over to Sofia. “Don’t usually see you this late on a school night,” he said. This was his way of letting her know he was aware something was up, while giving her the room to talk about it if she wanted to.
“Between us?” she said.
“Between us.”
She told him about following Brendan to the hospital, because she knew Luis could keep a secret. He listened in silence, taking in everything she said. It was a great skill to have. Most people were incapable of really listening to someone else. And in Los Angeles, those who did were called therapists and charged two hundred bucks an hour for the privilege.
Luis waited until she had finished. “So, what are you going to do?” he asked.
“I don’t know.” She really didn’t. She wasn’t even sure if it was her call to do anything. If anyone had to make a decision, it was Aidan.
“Well,” said Luis, “I guess if Brendan wants to tell you what’s going on, he will.”
It didn’t make her feel better, but maybe Luis was right. Aidan had said the same thing. Perhaps it was as simple as that. When Brendan was ready to share, he would.
“Thanks, Luis.”
“Any time.”
Before she left to drive home to Nirvana Cove, Luis called her back. “You ever hear what the Greek Seneca said about bad shit happening?”
“No. What did he say?”
“‘There is nothing so wretched or foolish as to anticipate misfortunes. What madness it is in your expecting evil before it arrives.’”
Luis gave her a moment to absorb Seneca’s wise words. “In other words, there ain’t no point losing your mind over something that may not even be that bad. Or not as bad as you think it’ll be.”




CHAPTER 9
N ext morning, Sofia watched Aidan shuffle into the office, eyes shielded by Aviator sunglasses. He walked straight over to the water cooler and filled a plastic cup, then dug in his jacket pocket, produced a bottle of painkillers, palmed two tablets, tossed them into his mouth and chased them down with the water. He made a sound like a dog about to throw up, pounded his chest with his fist, and took a deep breath.
Sofia watched all of this unfold, grateful that last night she had decided to go to the gym rather than drink a bottle of white wine with only Fred the seagull for company. Aidan must have noticed her watching him. He peered over his sunglasses at her, eyes bloodshot and narrow. “What?” he said.
“Nothing,” Sofia said innocently.
“I didn’t sleep well,” he said, as if that would explain his hangover.
“Nothing to do with that bottle of Jameson,” said Sofia, swiveling her chair round and pretending to go back to work on a billing spreadsheet Brendan had asked her to help out with.
“I’m trying to save the world from the dangers of booze by limiting the supply to others,” said Aidan.
Sofia swiveled back. She was worried that if Aidan didn’t resolve things with his father, or that it was bad news, he might start to lose it completely. “If you want to talk about your dad, I’m here.”
“Ugh. The California transplants are worse than the natives when it comes to this kind of stuff.”
“What’s that supposed to mean? What kind of stuff?”
“It means that men were designed to go out, hunt and fish, then drink beer. Not talk about their feelings.” He practically spat the last word.
“What’s wrong with talking about how you feel?” She was genuinely curious. She’d always regarded talking things over as a good thing, certainly healthier than pounding whiskey and repressing your emotions.
Aidan rolled his bloodshot eyes. “Where do I start?” He sounded like he was gearing up for one of his pre-prepared rants on modern life and how much it sucked compared to the ‘good old days’, whatever they were. Sofia was always amazed by how someone who was pretty much of her generation could have such a rose-tinted view of the past. A past he hadn’t even been around to see.
“Just give me the headlines.”
“Okay, my main objection is that talking about how I’m feeling isn’t going to change anything. If my dad is sick or dying, my pissing and moaning won’t make it any better,” said Aidan.
“Who’s dying?”
They spun round. Brendan was standing in the office doorway. He was dressed in his usual attire of dark grey suit, white shirt and tie, and clutching his briefcase.
“Uh.” Aidan was caught completely flat-footed. “Uh,” he said again.
“We were talking about Dr. Phil,” said Sofia, drawing on her quick-fire improvisational skills. “There was an episode that just aired about losing a parent, and we were talking about that.”
Sofia was hoping that maybe if she mentioned the topic it might prompt Brendan to tell them what was going on. Instead he stared at them like they had antennas growing out of the top of their heads.
“You watch Dr. Phil now?” Brendan said to Aidan. He spat the name like Aidan had spat ‘feelings’.
“Uh,” said Aidan, unhelpfully.
He would get kicked right out of any improv class. Even beginning improv.
“I hate Dr. Phil,” said Brendan, marching past them toward his office. “Thinks guys should talk about their feelings. What a loser. Oprah’s got a lot to answer for, introducing that moron to the general public.”
Brendan’s door shut. Sofia and Aidan looked at each other.
“Great. Now he thinks I watch Dr. Phil,” said Aidan.
“One of us had to say something other than uh.”
“Yeah, but Dr. Phil?”
Sofia didn’t think Dr. Phil was that bad. Before she could fire back, Brendan came back out of his office.
“Where you going?” said Aidan, as his father headed out of the office.
Brendan looked at him, puzzled. No one usually asked Brendan where he was going unless they had a meeting lined up at the office and were worried that it had slipped his mind, which almost never happened anyway.
“I have a meeting,” said Brendan, as he pushed through the door. It slammed behind him.
Sofia grabbed her bag, Aidan his jacket, and they headed for the door, ready to follow him.
This time Sofia was determined they’d get some answers. One way or another. Even if it meant that someone might have to talk accidentally about his feelings.




CHAPTER 10
T  hey circled the same UCLA Medical Center parking lot they’d been in the previous day without spotting Brendan’s Crown Vic. They’d lost him in traffic about five minutes short of the hospital, but both Aidan and Sofia were fairly certain he’d had to be headed there. They didn’t have any current clients in this part of town, and it wasn’t somewhere Brendan would drive to from Malibu unless he had a good reason.
“Maybe he stopped off somewhere first,” Sofia suggested.
“Maybe.”
“You want me to go inside and see if I can find him?” she asked.
“No,” Aidan answered. “If his car’s not here then he’s not either. Let’s just sit tight for a while and see if he appears.”
Aidan reversed into an empty space and turned off the engine. “So, what did you do last night?” he asked Sofia.
“Hit the gym.”
“Jack’s?”
“Yeah.”
“How’s Luis?” Aidan asked.
“Okay.”
Now that Aidan had shut down the possibility of them discussing what was going on with Brendan, they were left with small-talk. It made for a surveillance operation that was going to drag. Hopefully Brendan would show up soon and put them out of their misery.
Five more minutes passed. They had run out of small-talk and lapsed into bored silence. Anyone who thought being a private detective was somehow glamorous should have tagged along on surveillance. It was unbelievably dull.
Hours of waiting for someone to leave their home or a motel room. For boredom, it even edged out being on a movie set. That was one of the reasons why Sofia had stuck with television for as long as she had. She’d been the lead in Half Pint Detective so she was in almost every scene, which meant she was kept busy. When she wasn’t actually walking something, she was shooting, or in Make-up, or learning her lines in her trailer. There was almost no down-time.
That was what she was thinking when someone tapped at her window. They looked up to see Brendan making a ‘lower the window so I can talk to you’ motion with his hand.
Sofia hit the button. Brendan crouched down so he was eye to eye with them. Aidan didn’t want to meet his father’s gaze. He wasn’t the only one. Sofia had seen Brendan’s wrath up close. Although it hadn’t been directed at her, it was still a pretty scary sight.
“What a couple of chumps! You know I spotted you when you were tailing me down here. We weren’t even past Moonshadows before I made you.”
It was a popular Malibu beach bar and restaurant a few miles south of the Maloney Investigations office.
Aidan seemed to perk up. “We’ve been following you since yesterday.”
“I was talking about yesterday!” Brendan said. “I’m sending you both on a surveillance refresher course and taking the money out of your salary.”
Sofia knew better than to argue.
Aidan didn’t. “Maybe if you weren’t creeping around behind our backs, we wouldn’t have had to follow you.”
Brendan’s nostrils flared and his lips went so thin they almost disappeared. He seemed to have reached a state of rage Sofia had never witnessed before.
“Creeping?” he said.
Aidan shrugged. “Leaving the office without telling us where you’re going. Coming here. Not mentioning it to anyone.”
“Did you ever think maybe I would tell you when I wanted to tell you?”
Sofia saw a chance to pour oil on troubled waters. Maybe calm the situation down a little. This could not be good for Brendan’s health. His blood pressure must be through the roof right about now. “Brendan, we only did this because we were worried about you.” She glanced across at Aidan, hoping for back-up. Aidan looked away. “Isn’t that right, Aidan?”
Aidan remained silent. This was obviously veering toward expressing-feelings territory. Eventually he muttered, “Yes.”
Sensing Brendan softening, if only marginally, Sofia kept talking. “You have to admit you’ve been a little off recently. Like you’ve had something on your mind, but maybe didn’t know how to talk about. And, like I said, we were worried. Then I heard you talking to a doctor in the kidney-transplant unit.”
Brendan closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger, like he was trying to staunch a nosebleed. “Sofia, please stop talking,” he said.
Seconds passed. Brendan kept his eyes closed. Sofia kept her mouth shut.
Brendan opened his eyes. “Follow me,” he told them.
“I’m good,” said Aidan. “You can just tell me what’s going on. I don’t need to go inside.”
Brendan shot Aidan a look that said if he didn’t get out of the car and follow him he might never walk anywhere again.
Trailing after Brendan, like a couple of school kids being escorted to the principal’s office, Aidan and Sofia went inside the UCLA Medical Center and walked toward the elevators. Brendan hit the call button. An elevator arrived. The doors opened. They got in, and stood facing the doors.
“How many times have I told both of you that one of the most important habits to develop in this job is not to draw conclusions until you have enough evidence? Two plus two does not necessarily equal four. Not even close.”
“So, you’re not sick?” said Aidan.
“No,” said Brendan. “I’m not sick.”
Sofia couldn’t stop herself grinning. This was great news. A smile flickered across Aidan’s face, but he smashed that right down. “So what are we doing here?” he asked.
“All will be revealed,” said Brendan, now clearly enjoying their confusion.
Aidan looked around the inside of the elevator, like they were going to be trapped. “Can’t you just tell us now?” he snapped.
What was his problem? Rather than admitting that he was relieved his father wasn’t ill, he just wanted to get back to the office as quickly as possible.
“No, we can’t,” said Brendan, firmly.
The elevator doors opened. They followed Brendan out and down the corridor to the reception desk for the kidney-transplant center where Sofia had spotted him yesterday.
Brendan said hello to the people on Reception. He seemed to be on first-name terms with all of them. He walked past the desk, and kept going to a door, knocked and pushed it open. He gestured them to follow him inside.
Gingerly, Sofia and Aidan stepped into the room behind him. It was bright, freshly painted, with larger windows than Sofia usually associated with a hospital room. There was a bed and a locker, a couple of chairs for visitors, and a TV mounted on the wall. Pretty standard stuff.
Lying on top of the bed in sweatpants and a T-shirt was a boy with bushy black hair and large brown eyes. He had a games controller in his hand and his attention was fixed on the TV screen, where he was busy massacring zombies on the streets of a post-apocalyptic landscape Sofia recognized as downtown Los Angeles.
“Sofia. Aidan. Say hello to Daniel.”
Daniel lifted one hand off the controller long enough to give them a wave. Sofia wasn’t sure if it was greeting or dismissal. He lifted his head just long enough to say, “Sorry, never got to this level before,” and switched his attention back to the screen where the zombie hordes were coming at him from every angle.
“Daniel here needs a kidney transplant, and Maloney Investigations are going to help him find a donor,” said Brendan, slotting in the last piece of the puzzle.
Well, perhaps not the last piece. Just as Brendan had finished introducing Daniel to Sofia and Aidan, an older, attractive blonde woman with high cheekbones walked in, beamed at Brendan and said, “I thought it was you.” Sofia had seen Brendan with her the previous day.
The woman walked straight over to him, looped an arm around his waist and gave him a squeeze. Then she stood on tiptoes, and kissed him on the cheek, leaving a smear of lipstick. Finally, she seemed to remember there were other people in the room. She dropped her hand from Brendan’s side and turned toward Sofia and Aidan. “This must be your son. My goodness, Aidan, you’re as handsome as your father.” She glanced back at Brendan with an expression that, had it been on a teenager’s face, would have been described as moony. “Okay, almost as handsome.”
From Aidan’s face, Sofia figured finding out his father was waiting for a kidney transplant might have been less shocking than what they’d just witnessed.




CHAPTER 11
“Daniel, will you put down that game doodad and say hello to our guests!”
“But, Mom! It’s a new level,” Daniel protested. “And it’s a controller, not a doodad. I mean, duh!”
Aidan had inched nearer to Daniel, his eyes glued to the zombie apocalypse on the screen. “Watch your back there, buddy,” he warned the boy, as a cop-zombie ran out from behind a doorway, arms outstretched and teeth bared.
“Daniel!” It was delivered in a mom’s final-warning tone and suggested real punishment if ignored. Though how she could punish a boy who needed a kidney transplant Sofia wasn’t sure. But, she guessed, that was part of being a mom. Rules were still rules.
“Okay, okay,” said Daniel, dropping the games controller onto the bed. Aidan immediately snatched it up and kept playing, whirling Daniel’s character in the game round a hundred and eighty degrees, and taking out the cop-zombie with a single shotgun blast.
“I have you covered,” Aidan told Daniel.
“Thanks,” said Daniel.
“You got it, buddy.”
Well, thought Sofia, at least Daniel had bonded with one of them. That had to help.
“So, Daniel,” said Brendan, “this is my son, Aidan.”
Aidan gave a quick nod, then turned back to slaying zombies.
“And,” Brendan continued, “this is Sofia. They’re going to help me try to find you a donor who matches so you can have your transplant. How does that sound?”
Daniel’s face suggested it wasn’t as exciting as slaying zombies. He stared at Sofia. “Are you the actress?”
“I was,” said Sofia. She was already thinking that maybe her experience of being a child star and having to be around adults most of the time might help her bond with Daniel. Maybe the two situations had similarities: being the center of attention, even when you just wanted to be a regular kid, getting cut off from school life and your peers, having to keep to a crazy schedule . . .
“I thought so,” said Daniel. He leaned toward Sofia and cupped his hand round his mouth so he could whisper in her ear.
Sofia crouched, eager to hear what he had to say, to connect with him.
“I saw some of your pics on Celebrity Skin. Hot stuff,” he smirked.
Sofia’s eyes widened. She straightened up. Were you allowed to slap a kid who was waiting for a kidney transplant?
The internet was a treasure trove of revealing personal photographs, either snapped by the paparazzi, frame grabs from movies, or more personal stuff, shared by ex-boyfriends or, in the most extreme cases, hackers. And if the websites that posted this stuff couldn’t find anything, they pasted your head onto some porn star’s body. There was no way around it. Like almost every female celebrity in Hollywood, Sofia had pictures up there.
“I can see you two are really going to get along.” Daniel’s mom beamed. She and Brendan had obviously missed what her son had said. At least, Sofia hoped her boss had.
“Yeah, we will!” Thirteen-year-old Daniel winked at Sofia.
No one seemed to pick up on that either. Daniel’s mom was too fixated on Brendan. Aidan was wrapped up in the video game, and Brendan appeared to be doing his best to keep as much personal space between himself and the mom as possible.
“Sorry,” Brendan said eventually. “As you both probably guessed, this is Daniel’s mom, Candice.”
“You can call me Candy,” she said cheerfully. “Everyone does.”
I bet they do, Sofia thought, then wondered if she was being unfair. Just because Candice had draped herself over Brendan, and her son was some kind of tweeny sex pest, she shouldn’t leap to conclusions. Maybe Candice was just touchy-feely, and overly familiar. And perhaps Daniel was acting out because he was scared.
“Nice to meet you, Candy,” said Sofia, shaking her hand, which jangled with expensive jewelry. Candice wasn’t rocking an engagement or wedding band, but she did have two pretty large diamond rings. Sofia had been lent so much expensive jewelry for movie premieres and parties that she knew the real stuff from the fake. She could tell a lot about quality from the way a stone reflected light.
“Aidan!” Brendan barked.
Aidan had become totally absorbed in the video game he’d taken over from Daniel. His fingers flew over the buttons and toggles of the games controller even faster than he left-swiped on Tinder. “Good to meet you. We’ll do everything we can to help,” he said, without glancing up from the screen.
“Aidan, can you put that thing down?” said Brendan.
“But he’s almost finished the level,” Daniel piped up.
“Yeah, I’m almost finished,” said Aidan.
Brendan shot him the Maloney Senior death stare.
“Here,” said Aidan, palming the controller back to Daniel. He shook Candice’s hand.
Sofia noticed that Candice kept hold of it longer than she had Sofia’s and she made some fairly strong eye contact too. On the screen, Daniel was overwhelmed by zombies. He threw the controller down in disgust.
A nurse appeared in the doorway. “Daniel, it’s almost time to start your dialysis.”
“We should get going,” said Brendan.
Candice was still holding Aidan’s hand. She let go, suddenly aware that everyone was looking at her. “It was great to meet you all. And I know that if anyone can help us it’s you.”
“Tell you what, Candy, I’ll get these two properly up to speed. If you can drop by the office later, we’ll get all the details we need from you,” said Brendan.
“That sounds great, Brendan. Three o’clock work?” said Candy, leaning in to give him another kiss on the cheek.
“Sure,” said Brendan, a little bashfully.
Bashful? Brendan?
As Sofia headed out into the corridor, Daniel called after her, “Nice to meet you, Sofia.” She turned back to him and he blew her a kiss. No one else seemed to catch it.




CHAPTER 12
T  hey rode down in the elevator. “Mystery solved?” Brendan asked. He still seemed more than a little annoyed with them.
“Yeah. Sorry, Brendan,” said Sofia.
“Sorry, Dad,” Aidan added. He didn’t sound it, but Brendan let that slide.
Instead he said, “Next time, just ask me. Okay?”
They nodded.
“Good. And you’re still going on that surveillance refresher course.”
Brendan walked with them over to their rental car. Aidan had dug a bottle of sanitizer from his pocket and was busy rubbing copious quantities across his hands. He caught Sofia staring at him. “What? It was a hospital. They’re giant petri dishes for disease.”
“Aidan doesn’t like hospitals,” said Brendan.
“So what’s the story with Daniel?” Sofia asked, shifting the conversation to firmer territory.
Brendan leaned against the door of the rental car. “There’s no story as such. He’s a very sick young man. If he gets a kidney transplant, he’ll be able to live a perfectly normal life. If he doesn’t, he’ll have to spend a lot of time in the hospital receiving dialysis. Best-case scenario.”
“Mom’s not a match, then?” Sofia asked. She knew the most likely match for a transplant was a close family member.
“No,” said Brendan. “Which is where we come in.”
Rather than the specifics, Aidan seemed more interested in taking another angle. “How did we land this case?” he asked.
Brendan took a breath. He seemed to be steeling himself for their reaction to what he was about to say. “Candice is an old friend. She heard I set up the agency after I retired from the force and thought I might be able to help.”
“An old friend?” Aidan queried.
“Yes,” said Brendan. “A friend. You have a problem with that?”
Aidan feigned innocence. “No. Not at all. Always happy for us to help out an old friend.”
“Good,” said Brendan, closing down the conversation as he pushed off the rental car, and started across the parking lot toward the Crown Vic. “I’ll see you both back at the office.”

AS SOFIA and Aidan pulled out of the UCLA Medical Center parking lot, Aidan kept his eyes firmly on the road. “Don’t say it. Okay?”
“Say what?” Sofia asked.
“You know what.”
“How could I possibly know if you won’t let me say it?” Sofia had a fair idea that he was referring to Candice and her relationship with Brendan, whatever that was. For a serial-dater, Aidan was remarkably prudish when it came to his father’s love life. Not that anyone was particularly comfortable with the idea of a parent’s love life, but Aidan was especially touchy about it.
“Then don’t say anything and there won’t be a problem,” said Aidan.
“What if it’s related to work?”
Aidan side-eyed her suspiciously. “If it’s work-related, then I guess . . .”
“You’re sure?” Sofia asked him.
“As long as it’s really about work.”
That was the green light, as far as Sofia was concerned. “Okay. Do you think Brendan is sleeping with our new client?”
Aidan slammed on the brakes, and the BMW driving behind them on Wilshire almost rear-ended them. Car horns blared. The BMW whipped round them, and the driver lowered his window to flip them the bird, with an accompanying “Jackass!” He caught a glimpse of Aidan glaring back at him, evidently thought better of issuing any further abuse, and sped off.
In the passenger seat, Sofia shrugged. “What? You said work-related.”
“You’re on thin ice, lady!”
Sofia eye-rolled him. “Oh, no. Not thin ice. And don’t tell me you weren’t thinking the same thing the whole time she was draping herself over him.”
“Can we change the subject?”
“To something work- or non-work-related?”
“Any subject but this.”
“I kind of expected you to be more relieved,” Sofia told him. “I mean, a few hours ago we both thought Brendan was sick.”
“I am relieved.”
“You sure didn’t look it back there.”
“I don’t like hospitals,” Aidan reminded her.
Yeah, what was up with that? As soon as Brendan had asked them to follow him inside it was like someone had shoved a stick up Aidan’s butt. At first Sofia had thought it was because Brendan was about to confirm their worst suspicions, but even after they’d found out that his health was fine, Aidan had been on edge. He’d gripped that games controller like his life depended on it. And what was up with all the hand sanitizer?
“How come?” Sofia asked.
“I just don’t like ’em. That’s all.”
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
“Too bad. It’s the best answer you’re going to get,” said Aidan, breezing through a red light and almost getting them side-swiped by a truck.
“Do you want me to drive?” Sofia said.
“No. Why?”
“Never mind. You don’t like hospitals because . . .?” Sofia was determined.
Aidan glared at her. “Right, that’s it,” he said, spinning the wheel and pulling over to the side of Wilshire Boulevard. “Get out of the car.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Sofia, taken aback by Aidan’s reaction. He could get mad when she teased him about stuff, but not like this.
Aidan leaned across her and opened the passenger door. “I mean it. I don’t want to have to sit next to you the whole way back to the office.”
“And what am I supposed to do?”
“Get a bus. Look,” he said, pointing down the street. “There’s a stop right there.”
Sofia grabbed the door handle and pulled the passenger door closed again. “I am not getting the bus.”
“Fine,” said Aidan, reaching down and putting the car into ‘park’. “I’ll sit here until you get out.”
“What are you? Twelve years old?”
As soon as the words were out of her mouth she knew why he was overreacting, not just at having to go inside the hospital but to her asking him about it. She should have realized. Now she felt bad. Aidan probably didn’t like hospitals because he had watched his mom die in one. He would have been around the same age as Daniel when it had happened.
“Aidan, I’m sorry. I won’t mention it again unless you bring it up.”
He was still glaring, his knuckles white as he gripped the steering wheel. Directly behind them, someone sounded their horn. They looked at the same time to see the Crown Vic pulling up and Brendan getting out.
“Great!” said Aidan. “Now see what you did!”
“Me?” Sofia protested. “You’re the one who stopped.”
For the second time that morning, Brendan had appeared out of nowhere. He tapped on the window. Aidan hit the button to lower it.
“What the hell is going on?” he said to his son.
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve been behind you the whole time and you’ve almost caused two accidents driving ten blocks.”
Aidan gave Sofia a dirty look. “I was distracted.”
“So why are you parked?” said Brendan.
Sofia wasn’t about to tell Brendan why. She wasn’t a snitch. And she had been goading Aidan. Deliberately. She pointed at a nearby drug store. “I asked Aidan to stop so I could get some feminine hygiene products.”
She knew of no better way of shutting down a conversation with a man than by mentioning, or even hinting at, buying tampons.
“Oh, right,” said Brendan. “That’s okay, then. Watch your driving. A PI needs his license.”
“Sure. I’ll be more careful,” said Aidan.
They watched Brendan walk back to his car.
“Thanks,” said Aidan.
“No problem. You still want me to catch the bus?”
“No more hospital talk?”
“Girl Scout’s honor,” said Sofia.
That seemed good enough for Aidan. They waited for Brendan to pull around them before they drove away. The rest of the trip back to Malibu passed peacefully.




CHAPTER 13
Brendan took them to lunch at Marmalade Café. For great food, and lots of it, Marmalade was hard to beat. It attracted a mixed crowd of locals and tourists, and it being Malibu, it was hard to tell which group was which. Everyone dressed casually. A tanned guy in board shorts, flip-flops, and a T-shirt could just as easily be an attorney or movie producer as someone on vacation. Usually the only way of telling was by the depth of their tan.
Sofia, Aidan, and Brendan took a table in back, where it was a little quieter and there was more space than up front. They ordered water all round, a club sandwich for Aidan, a classic Hollywood cobb salad for Brendan, and Sofia, who had skipped breakfast and was now starving, got the BLTA (A for Avocado).
When they were all settled with their food – there was enough to choke a horse – Brendan dropped another bombshell. “Just so you all know, we’re doing this case on a pro bono basis.”
Pro bono meant for free. It was something attorneys did occasionally, when it was a good cause and the client didn’t have the money to pay the usual fees. Maloney Investigations had done pro bono work in the past, but it was rare. Malibu overheads were expensive.
“We’re taking expenses, though, right?” said Aidan, recovering from the choking fit that had started with a mouthful of turkey and Brendan’s statement.
“No,” said Brendan. “We’re not. The well’s dry. Even with insurance, the family is already tapped out from all the medical bills.”
Sofia guessed if any case was deserving of pro bono status it was probably a kid who needed to find a donor match for a kidney transplant. Even if he had spent the entire hospital visit being grossly inappropriate toward her.
“Speaking of family,” said Sofia, before Aidan started in on how they couldn’t afford to take on a big case like this for free, “do we have any other possible family matches? Brothers? Sisters? Dad?”
Brendan took a sip of water. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about before we meet with Candice this afternoon. The father issue is a little sensitive.”
“Sensitive how?” Aidan asked.
“Candice isn’t exactly sure who Daniel’s father is. That’s what she wants us to help her with.”
Sofia and Aidan traded a look. Doesn’t know who the father is? Sofia tried to think it through before blundering in with a question that might upset Brendan. Under what circumstances would a woman not know who the father of her child might be? Sofia got it. Of course. It was kind of obvious. Because of the legal implications, it would make their task harder.
“Sperm donor?” she asked Brendan.
Brendan’s expression showed his discomfort.
Aidan grimaced. “Should have told them to hold the mayo,” he mumbled, putting down his sandwich.
“I know there can be heavy-duty privacy laws around women who use a sperm bank to conceive,” Sofia added, trying to be helpful.
“Can you stop saying ‘sperm’?” said Aidan. “Some of us are trying to eat.”
“Daniel wasn’t conceived using artificial insemination. We’re not facing any privacy or data-protection issues,” said Brendan.
In a way, that was good news. Data-protection laws were like a crucifix to a vampire for a private investigator. One had to tread extremely carefully, and the legal implications of mistakes could be pretty scary.
“So what’s the issue?” said Aidan.
Brendan cleared his throat. “Let’s just say there are a number of possible candidates.”
“A number?” said Sofia.
“Like how many?” Aidan followed up.
“That’s what Candice is coming in this afternoon to discuss.”




CHAPTER 14
T  his was one time when Sofia was grateful for all the years she’d spent as an actress. It had been a superficial, vapid occupation that didn’t make much of a contribution to humanity or the greater good, but the ability to keep a straight face was really handy as she sat in Brendan’s office with Aidan and Candice.
“Now, let me see . . . Mo. I don’t think I actually slept with him until after – no, wait, it was just before I fell pregnant with Daniel.”
Sofia wasn’t sure Candice had fallen pregnant. ‘Falling’ suggested some kind of an accident she hadn’t seen coming, which it might have been. But from what she had already told them about her social life around the time she conceived Daniel, ‘leap’ or ‘somersault’ would have been a more accurate verb.
“Yeah, he’s definitely a contender,” Candice added cheerily.
“What’s his surname, Candice?” Brendan asked.
“Please, Brendan, will you call me Candy? ‘Candice’ makes me sound like an old lady.”
“Sorry,” said Brendan. “Now, can you remember Mo’s surname?”
Candice dug in her purse to check an incoming text message. “Of course I can. His name was Busch. Like the beer company. B-U-S-C-H.”
Aidan let out a loud snort. He tried to cover it by pretending he’d sneezed as Brendan glared at him from behind his desk.
“Sorry,” said Aidan. “Sinuses.”
“Okay,” said Brendan, jotting down the name on a piece of paper. “Thank you.”
Sofia was keeping a list of her own, using the Notes app on her cell phone. She counted nine names, ten if she included Mo Busch. And Candice was still going.
“Mo Busch,” repeated Brendan, as he jotted it down.
Aidan coughed loudly. “Sorry.” His eyes were watering from the effort of suppressing his laughter. When it came to what he found funny, Sofia was fairly confident that thirteen-year-old Daniel had a more sophisticated sense of humor.
“How many is that?” Candice asked.
Brendan counted down. “So far we have . . .” he paused “. . . erm . . . That’s nine names.”
“Ten, with Mo,” said Sofia.
“Oh, my,” said Candice. “That sounds like a lot.”
“It was a different time,” said Brendan, apparently trying for magnanimity.
Not that different, thought Sofia. It was 2001. They might have been called the noughties but, compared to the sixties and seventies, never mind the Tinder-crazy teenies, Sofia didn’t recall 2001 being noted as a time of sexual promiscuity.
Then again it was Los Angeles, and for anyone who was young, willing and able, sex probably wasn’t hard to come by, no matter the era. That probably went treble, maybe even quadruple, for a busty blonde, with baby blue eyes and a squeaky voice, who didn’t seem to have been overly choosy. Or maybe Sofia was just being prudish.
“Do you have Harvey down on that list, Brendy?” said Candice.
“No, I don’t think so,” said Brendan, running a finger down it.
Then again.
An incoming text popped up on Sofia’s phone. It was from Aidan: Brendy? WTH?
Sofia texted back: Told you so.
“Harvey’s last name?” prompted Brendan.
“Lemon,” said Candice.
“And do you have any idea where Harvey might be now?” Brendan asked.
“No clue. We haven’t been in touch in years.”
“What about after you became pregnant?” Sofia asked. “Did you speak to anyone back then?”
Sofia sure as hell would have. Her first call if she became pregnant would be to whomever she’d been sleeping with. Then again, it would be an infinitely shorter list – like maybe one person, two tops. Still, it wasn’t that unusual for women who became pregnant not to tell the father, even when they knew who he was. Sofia didn’t necessarily agree with cutting a baby’s father out, but she hadn’t been in that situation. Who knew what she’d do? Sofia could kid herself that she’d do the right thing, but the reality was often something else entirely. Especially if the father was some guy, or some ten guys, she barely knew.
“No,” said Candice. “There were one or two I tried to speak to about it, but as soon as they heard I was pregnant they disappeared off the radar.”
Sofia guessed that was the flip side of the coin. A lot of men heard the word ‘pregnant’ and headed straight for the hills.
“Okay,” said Brendan. “You can leave that part to us. We’ll speak to everyone we can locate. We can ask them to do a DNA test to establish paternity. I’m sure, once we explain the circumstances, at least some of them will be amenable. If they match that’s great, and if they don’t, we can eliminate them and concentrate on the others.”
Sofia wasn’t so sure that was the case. She thought Brendan wasn’t either, but he had to tell Candice something. She, and Daniel, needed whatever encouragement they could get right now.
“Sound like a plan?” Brendan asked.
“Oh,” said Candice. “I just thought of someone else. I mean we only fooled around, but those little swimmers can really travel a distance sometimes. Know what I mean?”
Aidan developed another fit of sinus-related sneezing while Sofia had to focus extra hard to maintain her poker face. They were only going back a couple of months from the probable date of conception and now they were up to eleven possible fathers. The very early noughties really had been way naughty in Los Angeles. At least for Candice.
A fresh Aidan text popped up: Swimmers? That was one crowded pool.
Sofia shot back: Now who’s being gross, Mayo Man?
“Can you recall the name, Candy?” said Brendan.
“Let me see . . . let me see . . . He played for the Lakers. I remember that much. Hmm, maybe we did do more than fool around, now that I come to think of it. He was out injured when I ran into him. Lot of time on his hands.”
Sofia was staring at Candice. She couldn’t believe the woman was telling them all this. Who was that honest with a bunch of people they didn’t know? Especially about their sex life. Then again, people tended to view private investigators a bit like shrinks or priests. They probably figured that, like the latter, a private investigator had seen and heard it all, and was therefore unshockable. Usually Sofia would have agreed, but Candice was definitely challenging that idea. But they had to have the facts to help Daniel.
Brendan tapped at his computer keyboard. Sofia guessed he was busy Googling the Los Angeles Lakers roster of players from the 2001 season. He tapped another key and his printer whirred into life. He got up from behind his desk and walked round to collect the printout.
Candice looked around the room. “You all must really think I’m some kind of floozy.”
Everyone shook their head.
“Not at all,” said Brendan.
“You were young, free and single,” said Sofia.
“No way.” Aidan managed just two syllables.
His next text popped onto Sofia’s screen: What’s the mating call of a blonde?
Before Sofia could respond, the answer appeared: Do you guys all play on the same team?
She texted back: Stop!
Brendan handed Candice a couple of pieces of paper. “See if there’s anyone you recognize.”
Another text from Aidan: The mating call of a brunette?
Sofia didn’t answer. He sent it to her anyway: Has that blonde bitch left yet?
Stop! she replied.
Mating call of a redhead? There was a pause, then the answer: Next!
Sofia turned off her cell phone.
Candice ran her finger down the list of names. Wow. Just wow. Although for any proud LA party girl, bagging – or, more accurately, banging – an LA Laker was a pretty big achievement. Basketball players didn’t really do it for Sofia, but she could see the appeal. They were all in great shape, had lots of money (not to mention stamina), and she wouldn’t ever have to worry about wearing heels on a night out.
“Oh, he was a lot of fun,” said Candice, an immaculately manicured fingernail hovering over a name near the top. “But before Daniel.” She caught Sofia’s eye and shielded her mouth with her hand, so only Sofia could see what she was saying, then mouthed, “Huge!”
It was Sofia’s turn to fight back a laugh. Though at least she was laughing with Candice, not at her, like Aidan had been. A part of Sofia was kind of warming to the woman.
“Anyone else?” said Brendan, a hint of weariness seeping into his voice.
“Oh!” Candice squeaked excitedly. “Here he is. Wes Adams.”
“You dated Wes Adams?” Aidan’s voice was higher than usual. He sounded ten years old.
Wes Adams was a Lakers legend, not only an All Star, but also the best-looking NBA player of the time. Candice must have been rocking it even to have a brief fling with Wes. He had dated some of the biggest female movie stars in the world and a lot of supermodels. In his prime, Wes Adams was reported to have said that his one hundred percent infallible pick-up line, guaranteed to make panties hit the carpet, was “Hi, I’m Wes Adams.”
“Okay,” said Brendan. “We’ll talk to him.”
Aidan’s hand shot up, like that of a third-grader who needed permission to go to the little boys’ room. “I can take that one.”
From the look on his face it seemed Candice wasn’t the only one who’d had a crush on Wes. Aidan was usually not so enthusiastic about door-stepping people. He preferred to do most of his work from behind his three computer monitors in the outer office.
“Sure,” said Brendan.
“And that really is everyone,” Candice said. “All on your list.”
An even dozen. Like a carton of eggs, except the opposite.
“Candice, how about I walk you out to your car?” said Brendan.
“There’s nothing else I can help you with?” said Candice, sounding a little disappointed.
“I think we have enough to be going on with for now. I’ll keep you informed at all times.”
“Okay, then,” said Candice.
Brendan escorted her out of the office.
Aidan grinned at Sofia. “There goes your theory about my old man.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Come on! Wes Adams to my old man? That would be like going from the Lakers to play in Europe. Too much of a trade-down all at once.”
“What about the other guys?” Sofia said. “They weren’t Wes Adams.”
Aidan mulled it over. That seemed to take the wind out of his sails. “You really think Brendan and Candy?”
“Why don’t we ask Brendy?”
That got a laugh. “We?” said Aidan. “I don’t think so. Why don’t you ask him? I dare you.”
“You dare me? What are you? Twelve?”
“You chicken?”
“No.”
“Well, then!”
“Maybe I will. But because I’m curious, not because you dared me.”
“Dared you to do what?” said Brendan, who was standing in the doorway, dabbing away the lipstick from his cheek with a damp tissue.
Sofia could feel Aidan staring at her. If she didn’t ask, she’d never hear the end of it. “There’s something I wanted to ask you about our new client.”
“Good. Step into my office. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about in any case.”
Brendan disappeared. Aidan grinned at her as he sat down at his desk. “Want me to start packing your stuff for you?”




CHAPTER 15
Brendan still had a little smudge of Candice’s lipstick on his cheek. Sofia pointed out where it was and he rubbed it away with the tissue. “Gone?” he asked.
“Yup.” Now she was sitting across from him, she wasn’t so sure she wanted to ask him about Candice. For one thing, it really wasn’t any of her business. And, it was hardly likely to impact the case, unless of course . . .
If Brendan and Candice had been intimate, they’d need a DNA test from Brendan. Now that would be an awkward conversation. But it was practically her duty to find out.
She thought of Aidan back in the main office, ready to call her on it if she didn’t ask.
“What did you want to ask me about?” said Brendan.
“It can wait.”
“If it saves me from being followed – badly, I might add – by the two of you, I’d rather you just asked me.”
Sofia took a deep breath. Time to bite the bullet. “Did you and Candice ever?”
“Ever what?”
“Did you guys ever . . . you know?”
This was tougher than she’d anticipated. And Brendan wasn’t about to make it easier for her.
“No, I don’t know. I need you to tell me.”
“Did you ever have sex?” Sofia blurted.
“No, I did not have sex with Candice. For one thing, I was married when I knew her, and I never cheated on Aidan’s mom. And for another, even if I’d been unfaithful, which I wasn’t, sleeping with a CI would have gotten me fired.”
“CI?”
“Confidential informant,” Brendan explained. “Candice, as you probably guessed, knew a lot of people on the party scene. That made her an excellent source of information about all manner of things the LAPD was interested in.”
For the second time that day Sofia felt really dumb. Of course Brendan hadn’t been sleeping around. “Are you annoyed I asked you?” she said, tentative.
“I’d have been annoyed if you hadn’t. That’s what this case is about, so we all have to jump in with both feet,” said Brendan. “So? Mystery solved?”
“Yes, thanks. You wanted to talk to me about something as well?”
It was Brendan’s turn to look uncomfortable. “Yes, I . . . I don’t know if . . .” He cracked his knuckles.
“Brendan, whatever it is, I promise not to be offended.” It was the least she could do after her own question.
“It’s not a matter of being offended.” Brendan stopped again.
“And?” she prompted.
“Okay, here’s the thing. Some cases can become personal. It’s almost inevitable that this one will, just like your question to me.”
Sofia was sure that she hadn’t slept with Candice, so she didn’t see how this could get personal. “All right.”
“And,” said Brendan. “We’re going to be trying to find Daniel’s biological father.”
Suddenly Sofia knew where this was going. Brendan was worried the case would stir up old feelings about her own absent father. Or that she would get too personally involved and it would disrupt her ability to work the case. “Brendan, it’s fine.”
“I just thought it might touch a nerve,” said Brendan.
“I doubt it,” said Sofia. “I know who my father is. At least, I know his name. But after he abandoned my mom, sister and me, I decided I didn’t want anything more to do with him. I won’t have a problem with this case.”
Brendan nodded slowly. “Sometimes things you thought you were okay with have a funny habit of resurfacing.”
“If they do, I’ll tell you. But I’ll be fine. If acting taught me one thing, it was the importance of keeping my personal and work life separate.”
Even as she said it, she wasn’t entirely convinced. The truth was complicated. Ever since she had met Daniel and been told they had to find his father, she had thought about her own situation. It would have been strange if she hadn’t. But she hadn’t been lying to Brendan when she’d told him she thought she could separate the two things. If they were going to find Daniel’s father, she would have to put any personal feelings to one side.
She could do that.
Sure she could.




CHAPTER 16
A idan was hunched over his desk, complete with its three monitors, fingers tapping at his ergonomic keyboard. Sofia watched him work the public databases, trying to gather information on the names Candice had provided. He took off his headphones, and glanced over his shoulder at her. “What’s up?” he asked.
“I spoke to your dad. He didn’t have a fling with Candice. She was one of his CIs. Just thought I’d let you know.”
Aidan gave a little nod of relief. “Hey, I’m sorry I tried to kick you out of the car on Wilshire.”
“Is that an apology?” said Sofia. Aidan wasn’t big on admitting he was wrong.
“It included the word ‘sorry’ so what do you think?”
That was more like the Aidan she knew and had grown to tolerate. “Shall we just forget today happened?”
“Sounds like a plan,” said Aidan.
To be fair to both Aidan and Brendan, one of their good qualities was that they rarely held a grudge. They could get angry and blow up, but once it was done it was done.
“So how’s the search going?” Sofia asked.
They had split the list of names into two, with Aidan, who was way more experienced at locating people, taking the majority. Whatever his failings as a human being, he was really good at stuff like that.
“You want the good news or the bad?” said Aidan.
“Good,” said Sofia, figuring it might help maintain the new spirit of reconciliation and positivity in the office.
Aidan ran his finger down the list on his desk. “At least one guy is dead so we can put a line through his name.”
“How is that good news? If he was the father, that means he can’t help Daniel even if he was a match. Unless he died today and we can get his kidney on ice.”
“Oh, yeah, I guess that isn’t good news,” said Aidan. “He’s been dead for a while. Suspected cocaine overdose seven years ago.”
Wow, thought Sofia. Candice really had moved with a fast crowd. Despite what everyone imagined about Hollywood, drug use among people in the business wasn’t nearly as prevalent as the outside world assumed. At least, it wasn’t among people who were being paid to act or direct. Apart from anything else, it was close to impossible to insure an actor on a TV show or a movie if they were using drugs.
“So what’s the bad news?”
“Well,” said Aidan, “as far as I can tell, two have moved out of state. One’s in Europe and the other’s in Boston, which is going to make getting that DNA sample a lot harder, unless they’re really, really cooperative and eager to help.”
“So how many do we have contact details for now?”
“Four,” said Aidan.
“And I have two out of my three. That’s half of all the names. I guess we at least have enough to start. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”
“Maybe.”
“Do you want me to start calling them?” Sofia asked.
Aidan unhooked his headphones from around his neck and tossed them onto his desk. “Are you nuts? We don’t call them.”
“Why not?”
Aidan sighed. Sofia was sure she was about to be subjected to what was now called ‘mansplaining’ but used to be called simply ‘being patronized’.
“You really don’t understand very much about men, do you?” said Aidan.
“Just as well I have one here to set my pretty head straight, then, isn’t it?”
Aidan bulldozed right past her sarcasm. “Listen, we call a guy and tell him he may have a long-lost son. What’s the first thing that’ll go through his mind?”
“Curiosity?” She knew that was probably the wrong answer, but she didn’t know the right one.
“I’ll tell you what. He’s going to pick up his calculator and start figuring out how much thirteen years of child support is going to be. Then he’ll lawyer up, and do his damnedest to make sure we can’t contact him again, never mind get a DNA test to try to prove paternity. No, we need the element of surprise with these guys. And that means doing this face to face.”
What Aidan was saying made sense. He clearly had much more insight into the devious mind of the typical Californian male than Sofia did. And maybe a degree of his cynicism was what they needed if they were going to help Daniel find his dad, and maybe get a new kidney out of it. Perhaps they could even do a deal in which Candice waived child-support payments in return for medical assistance. Kind of a cash-for-kidney arrangement. It would be a weird way to resolve things but, hey, they were in the world capital of weird. A couple of months back Sofia had actually driven past a place advertising drive-thru colonic irrigation. It didn’t get weirder than that. Until it did.
“When do we start?” Sofia said.
“Tomorrow. Meet here first.”

ON THE SHORT DRIVE HOME, Sofia found her mind wandering to her own biological father. She tried not to think about him, but it was impossible not to with this case. Brendan had been right. It did hit close to home.
She wondered if he had walked out on her mom, Emily and herself because he wasn’t prepared to make the sacrifices to support them. After all he and Sofia’s mom had been young when they’d met. Maybe once he’d had a family he’d had second thoughts. But what kind of a man walked out on his kids like that? Her mom must have struggled to raise two little girls all by herself.
Apart from making day-to-day life hard, there was the emotional damage. Sofia had been too young to remember what had happened, but it still stung to know that her father hadn’t wanted to stick around to see her grow up.
Probably the worst part, at least until her mom had met her stepfather, was all the little things she and Emily had missed out on. Like having a dad to teach her how to throw a baseball, or play soccer. Her mom had covered most of that stuff, but it wasn’t quite the same. When Sofia had gone to a sleepover at a friend’s house and they had a mom and a dad, it had hurt, although single-parent families were common. She’d felt like she was missing out, that part of her was absent. And it was. That was what hurt the most: the feeling that she was somehow incomplete.
But now, in helping Daniel, she could make him complete. Quite literally, if his father turned out to be a match, and was prepared to make it up to him.
As she drove down Pacific Coast Highway to her little blue trailer in Nirvana Cove, the thought made her smile. This was why she had given up an acting career many people would have killed for: so that she could help people who really needed help. To make a difference. To do something real. To save a life.
Even after a fairly disastrous start to the day, she had to admit it was a great feeling.




CHAPTER 17
O n evenings like this one Nirvana Cove, the ultra-upmarket trailer park in northern Malibu where Sofia owned a double-wide mobile home, was well named. An amber-orange sun was getting set to sink into the Pacific as she pulled the Tesla into a parking spot in the upper-level lot (no cars allowed on the rest of the property). She grabbed her bag from the front seat, plugged the Roadster into a charging unit, and walked down the path toward her trailer, enjoying the cooling breeze and the view of the ocean as the sun set.
Fred the seagull was waiting for her. He let out a loud squawk as she got to the front porch, dove down, and settled himself on the handrail. He tilted his head to look at her.
“Okay, okay,” said Sofia. “Dinner’s coming right up.”
“And what about me, Sofes?”
She turned to see Gray Cole standing on the path, arms folded, head cocked inquiringly.
“Shit! Sorry! I forgot I was supposed to be making you dinner. It totally slipped my mind.”
Gray was her neighbor, and since she’d moved in, he’d become possibly her closest friend and confidant. He also happened to be a genuine, honest-to-goodness A-list movie star, and all-round heartthrob. He bestowed on her the dazzling, twinkly-eyed gaze beloved of magazine editors, and gave her that little-bit-naughty smile that had moistened a million movie-theater seats. “Don’t worry about making anything. You look like you’ve had a long day. Should I call Nobu and order us some takeout?”
Nobu was the famous, and famously expensive, Japanese restaurant.
“Gray, I hate to burst your bubble, but Nobu doesn’t have a takeout service.”
“They don’t?” said Gray, puzzled. “Are you sure about that? I order from them all the time. They even send my favorite waiter to set the table.” He flashed his wicked smile, the one the general public didn’t get to see. “Sometimes he stays over. I don’t even have to tip him. Or maybe that is the tip.”
“You’re bad,” Sofia chided him. Fred the seagull let out another squawk, though Sofia suspected it was more a reminder that he still hadn’t been fed, rather than agreement that Gray was a bad boy.
Like a lot of A-listers in LA, Gray lived by a different set of rules. What he wanted, he usually got. The downside was that, in his case, he lived a double life. To the public at large he was a serial womanizing vagabond, who had dated and dumped some of the world’s most attractive women. In reality he was a serial womanizing vagabond who had dated and dumped some of the world’s most attractive gay men. He kept telling Sofia that one day he was going to ‘stop living a lie’, find himself a nice boy, and settle down. Sofia wasn’t so sure. Although keeping his private life private was a strain, Sofia suspected that, at least on some level, Gray enjoyed the secrecy, and getting one over on the media.
“Okay, call Nobu, but tell them to hold the cute waiter,” Sofia told him.
“Want me to see if they have a cute waiter who plays for the other team?”
“No, thanks. No more waiters or bartenders for me.”
“Things not work out with José?” asked Gray.
José was a good-looking waiter at another Malibu restaurant, Moonshadows. He’d been Sofia’s regular no-strings-attached booty call.
“It wasn’t going anywhere,” said Sofia, hoping Gray wouldn’t pursue it.
He followed her inside the trailer. She flipped on the lights, threw her bag onto the couch, and went into the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator, pulled out a chilled bottle of white wine, grabbed two glasses from a cabinet, and poured them one each.
She found some lunch meat for Fred, and laid it on a paper plate, then took it to the porch to give to her pseudo-pet while Gray called Nobu and ordered dinner.
He joined her as Fred wolfed his meal. “Food’ll be a half-hour. I ordered you the shrimp tempura with the spicy sauce, and I also asked them to send us a bunch of sushi and sashimi. Oh, and a couple of daily dessert selections.”
“How did you know the shrimp tempura at Nobu was my all-time favorite?”
Gray put his hands on his hips. “How could I forget? You took me there the day after I lost out to McConaughey at the Oscars. All you could talk about for, like, a week was how good their tempura was.”
“Oh, yeah.” That had been over two years ago. She remembered taking Gray out to dinner at Nobu to try to lift his spirits, but how had he remembered what she ordered? She didn’t know any other guy who would. If he hadn’t been gay, he’d have been the world’s most perfect boyfriend. Not only was he drop-dead gorgeous with washboard abs, he gave great fashion advice (“That top with that skirt? No! Just no! Now go change immediately, if not sooner”), he really cared about the people around him, he was generous to a fault, giving more money to charity than almost anyone else in Hollywood, and she could talk to him about anything. He was also pee-your-pants funny when he wanted to be. But, sadly, Gray loved men.
He helped Sofia set a table outside on the porch. They sat and drank wine, talked and listened to the waves breaking on the beach below. Sofia brought out her iPod dock, and put Ryan Adams’s version of Taylor Swift’s 1989 on shuffle. Fred hung out for a little while. When he realized no more lunch meat was forthcoming, he took off from the railings, with a loud squawk, in search of a less stingy Nirvana Cove inhabitant.
Sofia didn’t take Fred’s departure personally. He’d be back when the sushi from Nobu arrived. If he didn’t ambush the delivery man before he got to them.
“What’s new at work?” Gray asked, opening a much nicer bottle of wine he’d insisted on fetching from his trailer. He might live in Nirvana Cove because he liked the privacy it offered and the sense of community (a hard combination to find in Los Angeles), but his tastes still ran to three-hundred-dollar bottles of wine and Nobu takeout. Things Sofia couldn’t afford to indulge in any more. Private detectives didn’t earn like movie stars did.
Sofia took a sip. Holy guacamole! That was some nectar of the gods.
She gave him a quick rundown of the past few days. She skimmed following Brendan, because she didn’t want to sound like a complete doofus, and saved the detail for Daniel, Candice and the twelve possible fathers.
Gray’s two main observations were:
 
	Regarding thirteen-year-old Daniel making a pass at Sofia while in his hospital bed: “Hey, give the kid some credit. You never score a shot you don’t take!”
	On Candice’s promiscuity: “Sounds like a gay man trapped in a blonde woman’s body to me.”

Sofia wasn’t sure she agreed with either point. A thirteen-year-old should not have been saying the kind of things Daniel did, whether he was sick or not, and she wasn’t sure all gay men were as flighty as Gray. She’d met lots in long-term committed relationships.
The delivery man arrived from Nobu. He was drop-dead gorgeous, too, and, from the way he started flirting with Gray immediately upon arrival, either gay or completely dazzled by the power of movie-star celebrity. Gray took his number, Sofia dealt with the tip, the delivery man went on his way, a little disappointed, and a few minutes later Fred was back in his usual spot on the railing, begging for sushi.
“Oh, my God!” said Sofia, popping a mouthful of the delicious shrimp tempura into her mouth. She was not sharing this with Fred. Let him catch his own.
“Better than sex?” Gray asked her, popping a piece of sushi into his mouth with a wolfish smirk.
Sofia thought about it. “Depends on the sex. Better than average sex? No question.”
“You must be having some pretty shitty average sex, girlfriend.”
“Right now I’m not having any, average or otherwise,” Sofia confessed.
Gray put down his fork. “Whoa. Back up, Sofes. You dumped booty call José without a replacement lined up? What’s up with that?”
“Maybe I want something more.” She didn’t know if she did or not. It had only just occurred to her. She had been so busy with her new career that dating had taken a back seat.
“What? Like a relationship?” asked Gray. He sounded slightly horrified by the idea.
“It might be nice,” she mused.
“I’m not enough for you?”
“You’re gay.”
“So, have me for the friend stuff, and José or his replacement to keep your pipes tuned,” said Gray.
“I’m not sure I can divide things up into neat little compartments. That was the problem with seeing José. There wasn’t any romance, or feelings. It was like we were just using each other to masturbate or something.”
Gray looked genuinely puzzled, which made Sofia a little sad.
“Have you never wanted something than a casual hook-up?” she asked him.
“Serious answer?”
“Serious answer,” said Sofia.
“Okay, hang on a sec. This is going to take more wine.” He reached over, picked up the three-hundred-dollar bottle, and freshened their glasses. He took a long sip, leaned back in his chair and let out a sigh. “I have. I do. Sometimes. I mean, I love my life. How could I not? I’ve been completely blessed. But, yes, sometimes I wonder what it would be like to settle down with someone and have a family. Y’know, like your sister and her husband with Van and Violet.”
Gray absolutely adored Sofia’s nephew and niece, and the feeling was mutual. He was pretty much an unofficial uncle. He asked Sofia about them constantly, played with them for hours on the beach when they visited, had taught Violet some serious fencing skills he’d picked up on a movie, and even happily tolerated Van’s habit of taking to pieces every single thing he could lay his hands on to see how it worked.
“You’d make a great dad,” Sofia said.
Gray looked up and held her gaze. “Thanks, Sofes. You’ll be a great mom one day too. And if you ever, you know, get to a stage where you want to go for it but you haven’t settled down with anyone . . .”
Whoa. Had Gray Cole just said he’d have a baby with her? It was something he’d talked about before. Having a child. He was pretty keen on the idea. But he’d always spoken about doing a Brad and Angelina and adopting. He’d never said anything about using his own little guys. Though it made sense. After all, he was one of the most handsome, charismatic and charming men in the world.
“This wine must be really good,” said Sofia, picking up the bottle and studying the label.
“What do you mean?”
“Last time I checked, we played on different teams. Even if you do wear the regular uniform.”
Gray contorted his face. “Ugh. I wasn’t talking about us . . .” Gray formed a circle with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand and jabbed the index finger of the right through the hole.
Sofia held up an open palm. It was her turn to be grossed out. “Can’t you just say it, rather than doing that thing with your finger?”
Gray looked down at his hands as if they were foreign bodies that had been accidentally attached to his body. “Sorry. But, the whole hetero thing kind of freaks me out. I was thinking more along the lines of us using a surrogate. I mean, you don’t want to do the whole pregnancy thing, do you? Throwing up and hemorrhoids.”
“I hadn’t given it much thought.” She really hadn’t. Kids were still way down her list of things to do. She wasn’t even sure they had their own entry yet.
“All I’m saying is . . . the offer’s there.”
“Thanks,” said Sofia.

AFTER GRAY HAD GONE, Sofia cleared up the last of the takeout food. She went back out onto the porch, wiped down the table and finished the last of the expensive wine in her glass.
Fred swooped down and settled in close to her. He ruffled his feathers in the breeze and eyed her, tilting his head from side to side.
“What about you, Fred? Did you get to know your dad before you flew the nest?”
Flew the nest? She cracked herself up.
Fred squawked a reply. She wasn’t sure if it was a yes or a no. She knew some bird fathers stuck around when chicks were hatched. She couldn’t remember whether seagulls were included in that group or not.
Her eyes fell to the bottle Gray had brought and left behind. Genetically speaking she could do a lot worse. That was kind of an understatement. Genetically no one could do much better. And she wasn’t exactly chopped liver herself. Not in the looks department anyway. She wasn’t a supermodel, but she had to be a solid seven (to borrow Aidan’s scoring system). Maybe an eight with make-up and good lighting. So at least the kid would probably have looks, which, in the superficial world they inhabited, was definitely a help. And money, because Gray was loaded. So why did she still find the idea weird?
It couldn’t be because she was opposed to the idea of a gay man having a child. Or to the idea of using modern science to create a baby. Or, for that matter, of hiring a surrogate. She wasn’t opposed to any of it in principle. But . . .
Children to Sofia meant family. She wasn’t sure that agreeing to share her eggs with Gray’s swimmers was the same thing. Family meant more. Being a mom, or a dad, was about a lot more than producing a baby. It was what they did after that was the part that counted.
Sofia startled as a neon-yellow Lycra outfit flashed past her porch. It was Tex, her elderly neighbor, out for one of her late-night runs.
“Honey,” said Tex, as she breezed past. “If the sun’s gone down, your wine bottle is empty, and you’re talking to a seagull, it’s probably time to hit the hay.”
As always, Tex was correct. “Thanks, Tex.”
“You’re welcome, honey. Good night.”
“Good night, Tex.”
Sofia lifted the last of the debris from the table and headed back inside. She watched from the door as Fred hopped down onto the deck and began to search for scraps of discarded gourmet sushi. Sofia guessed wherever he had started his life, it hadn’t turned out too badly. Neither, for that matter, had hers.




CHAPTER 18
T  he next morning, Sofia drove down Pacific Coast Highway, sipping gingerly at her water until she turned off at Cross Creek. Before she faced the office, and Aidan, she had to get some breakfast and she knew just the place. When her tummy was a little delicate and she had to get some really healthy food, SunLife Organics was the answer.
She ordered the Dragon Bowl and a Malibu Sunrise juice. As she waited, a cute blond surfer dude came in with an Old English Sheepdog. Sofia bent down to pet it.
“I think he likes you,” said Surfer Dude, as the dog shoved its nose into her crotch.
“Um, yeah,” said Sofia, gently pushing the animal away. “Is he always this friendly?”
Surfer Dude took his time answering. He mulled it over like it was one of the great philosophical questions, on the same level as ‘Do we really have free will or is our path pre-determined?” and whether morality was absolute or relative.
“Not all the time,” he said at last. “He just really likes to sniff the puss.”
At first Sofia wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. “Excuse me?”
“He really likes to get his nose all up in ladies’ junk.”
“Dragon Bowl and a Malibu Sunrise!”
Saved by the server. Sofia raced to the counter, grabbed her order, and headed outside to one of the benches far away from the dog. She sat down and forced herself to eat as Aidan pulled his yellow Porsche into a spot in front and got out. He was looking pretty sharp in a charcoal grey pinstripe Hugo Boss suit, white shirt with a blue tie, and black oxfords.
He headed over to where she was. “You look like shit,” he said, as he blew past her, yanked the door open and shouted, “Bulletproof Coffee to go, please, Samantha.”
“Good morning to you too,” said Sofia. She guessed Samantha was the perky blonde girl jockeying the register.
Aidan headed back to Sofia’s bench and sat opposite her. “Aren’t mornings like this why women invented make-up?”
“Why are you being such an asshat?”
“Oh, like you don’t break my balls when I tie one on,” Aidan countered. “And at least I have an excuse.”
“And what would that be?”
Aidan shrugged. “I’m Irish.”
Sofia suppressed an eye-roll. “You grew up in Woodland Hills.”
“Irish blood.”
The door opened and Samantha walked over with Aidan’s Bulletproof Coffee. “Thanks, sweetie,” said Aidan, taking it. “Put it on my tab.”
“No problem, Aidan. Say hi to your dad for me.”
Sofia watched Samantha totter back inside. For reasons that weren’t clear, she was wearing high heels and cut-off denim Daisy Duke shorts while the rest of the staff were in sneakers and a uniform.
“You’re not hitting that, are you?” Sofia asked.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Aidan. “She’s like nineteen or something.”
“Didn’t think that’d stop you.”
It was Aidan’s turn to roll his eyes.
“So what’s in that stuff?” Sofia pointed to Aidan’s special order of coffee.
“Coffee, MCT oil, and grass-fed butter.”
It sounded disgusting. “Butter? In coffee? That’s just wrong.”
“No one’s asking you to drink it.” Aidan sounded predictably huffy at having his choice criticized. “So, this morning, I want you to head down to UCLA. Daniel’s in for more treatment and Candy will be there. I want you to speak to her, find out if there are any penises she forgot to mention.”
“Penises? Really?”
Aidan took a sip of his weird-ass coffee and gave an unapologetic shrug. “Hey, we got twelve possibles from her and that took some prompting. When a woman gets to that number of bangs they’re understandably reticent about revealing any more guys that may have slipped their mind.”
Classic Aidan. Sofia could already feel her hackles rise and it wasn’t even nine o’clock. “Yeah, because of attitudes like yours.”
“Like mine? What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Oh, come off it, Aidan. Guys like you want women to be sexually available, but when they are, they’re sluts.”
“When did I ever say that I think women should be sexually available?”
“You don’t have to,” Sofia said.
“So if I don’t say it, how come you know that’s what I think?”
“You really want me to spell it out for you?”
Aidan leaned back and ran a hand through his thick dark curls. He grinned. “Go ahead. This should be good.”
“Okay, how many women have you slept with in the past six months?”
“The last six months?”
That seemed to stop him in his tracks. Now it was Sofia’s turn to lean back. She watched him squirm. He must be having trouble counting that high so early in the day.
“Hmm, let me see.” He took another sip. Clearly buying himself some time.
That coffee had better be bulletproof, she thought.
“Six months?” Aidan asked again.
“That’s what I said.”
“And what are we counting as sex?”
“You really need me to spell it out?”
“Please do.”
He was definitely stalling.
“Sexual intercourse. You know, when a man puts his―”
Aidan cut her off. “Okay, okay, I get it.”
“So what’s your number?”
“Six months?”
Sofia nodded.
“One,” said Aidan.
Sofia’s mouth dropped open. She was fairly sure her jaw was resting on her chest. “One?”
Aidan folded his arms, with a self-satisfied smirk. “Yup. One.”
“You’re lying,” Sofia protested.
“Want me to take a polygraph? I’d be happy to. I can call our guy Alejandro and get him to come over to the office.”
Alejandro was one of a couple of people the agency used to administer polygraph tests.
“One? Really?” said Sofia. “How is that possible? You have, like, three dates a week. At least.”
“Sofia, I know it’s hard for people to understand, but I date so I can find someone special. If they’re not that special, and I don’t see it leading to anything, why would I sleep with them?”
“Because you’re a guy?” Sofia said.
“Yeah, but I’m not one of those guys,” said Aidan.

SOFIA DROVE the short distance back to the office in a bit of a daze. Finding out that Aidan had slept with only one woman in the past six months had been a shock. That must have been what it was like for people when Galileo showed up to tell them the Earth wasn’t flat. Pretty much everything she had assumed about the world had just been proved totally wrong.
She sat in the Tesla and repeated the same word over and over: “One?”

WHEN SHE GOT into the office, Aidan was hunched over the gun safe in Brendan’s room. He had taken off his jacket and was wearing a shoulder holster, which explained the suit.
“I thought you were going to speak with some of the potential fathers?” Sofia asked him.
“I am,” Aidan said, placing his gun in the holster and putting his jacket back on.
“So what’s with the gun?”
“You ever told some guy he might have a kid he didn’t know about? No way of knowing how the dude is going to react.”
“Okay, but just make sure that if you shoot them you don’t aim anywhere near their kidneys.”
“Head shots only, and I’ll pack a cooler with extra ice just in case.”




CHAPTER 19
A fter ten minutes at the UCLA Medical Center, Sofia was starting to wonder whether there was a gene for hitting on anything with a pulse. If there was, Daniel had a good excuse for greeting her with “Hey, gorgeous,” and a leer that looked all wrong on his teenaged face. Sofia knew kids grew up fast these days, but that was over the top.
She had passed Candice in the corridor on the way in. Daniel’s mother had been busy asking a young doctor whether he got time to date, and whether he liked more mature women. She had acknowledged Sofia with a wave and gone right back to flirting with the young resident, whom she had practically pinned against the wall. Like mother, like son.
Daniel pulled the sheets back over himself. His head sank into the pillows with a moan as his mom walked back into the room. Candice rushed over to him. “Are you okay, sweetie?”
“Just a little tired, Mom,” said Daniel, who seemed to have suddenly transformed into a character in a Disease of the Week made-for-TV movie in a matter of seconds.
“Can I get you anything?” Candice asked him.
“Maybe some water,” Daniel croaked.
“Sofia, honey, would you mind getting Danny some water? There’s a sweetheart.”
“No problem,” said Sofia.
There was a jug of water and a glass on his bedside locker, easily within his reach. But Sofia could hardly tell the kid to get it himself as he lay there moaning. Still, she was suspicious.
She walked round to the side of the bed, poured some water into the glass, and tried to hand it to him. Daniel’s hands stayed under the covers.
“I don’t have the strength. Could you?” he asked, struggling to raise his head from the pillow. “Would you mind?”
He sounded truly pathetic. Maybe since his kidneys weren’t working he could actually take a funny turn that rendered him weak.
Sofia stepped in closer and raised the glass to Daniel’s lips. His lifted his head and took a sip of water, looking straight down her top.
She let the glass full of water slip from her hand. It fell onto the sheets, soaking them. “Whoops!” she said.
“Oh, my goodness, you’re drenched, Danny,” said Candice. “Here, let me take those sheets and get them changed before you catch a cold.”
“No, it’s okay, Mom,” said Daniel, grasping at the sheets for dear life.
“Your mom’s right. We should change them,” said Sofia.
“It’s okay. I’ll do it myself,” said Daniel.
Sofia grabbed a fistful of sheet and yanked. Daniel scrambled to cover his boxer shorts with his hands, and blushed furiously.
“It’s really no trouble,” Sofia told him.
“Everything okay in here?”
Sofia turned to see a good-looking guy in his late twenties wearing a white coat standing in the doorway. His name badge identified him as Dr. Mark Sitzen. He had piercing blue eyes, thick black hair, and was wearing glasses that would normally make someone look like a dweeb but in his case made him even hotter, like Clark Kent.
“We just had a little accident. Only water, so it’s not like the sheets will be stained or anything,” Sofia said, with a glare at Daniel. Perhaps shame would put a stop to the harassment.
Daniel grabbed a corner of the sheet from Sofia’s hand and pulled it back over himself.
Dr. Mark walked to the end of the bed. “How are you feeling today, Daniel?”
“Okay, I guess. A little tired.”
“That’s to be expected.”
Dr. Mark lasered his baby blues on Sofia. She definitely felt a disturbance in the force. She wondered if he was single. Guys like him were usually taken or gay. Her gaydar wasn’t going off, but that didn’t mean Dr. Mark wasn’t batting for Gray Cole’s team.
“Sorry, I don’t think we’ve met,” Dr. Mark said to her.
Before Sofia could introduce herself, Candice walked over to him, slid an arm around his waist, just like she’d done with Brendan, and asked, “How are you, Doctor? You look kind of tired. All work and no play, maybe.”
“I’m fine, thanks,” he said, gently extricating himself from her grasp, and putting his hand out to Sofia. “Mark Sitzen. I’m Daniel’s nephrologist.”
Sofia was grateful she had done some reading so she had a vague idea of what a nephrologist did. Unsurprisingly, they specialized in kidney function. “Sofia Salgado. I’m with Maloney Investigations in Malibu. We’re trying to locate some of Daniel’s other family members to see if they might be a match for a possible transplant.”
She thought she’d skirted the dozen-possible-fathers issue pretty well.
“Welcome aboard, Sofia. Don’t think we’ve had a private investigator on the transplant team before but whatever helps us get a match has to be a good thing,” said Dr. Mark.
Sofia smiled. “That reminds me. Candice, could I speak with you privately?”
“Oh, sure, honey,” said Candice, a little nonplussed that Dr. Mark seemed to be more interested in Sofia than in her. She obviously wasn’t used to the all-over-him-like-a-rash approach failing.
“Great,” said Dr. Mark. “I need to check Daniel out anyway. Good to meet you, Sofia. Oh . . . before I forget.” He dug into his coat pocket and handed her a business card. “In case you or your colleagues have any questions, or you need to contact me about anything.”
She took his card. His eyes lingered on her a second longer than seemed normal. Damn! He was cute.
Stay professional, Sofia.
“Great. Thanks.” She dug in her purse, then handed him her card.
Dr. Mark took it and turned it over in his hand, like a Vegas card dealer. He looked confused. “Erm, this is for a dog groomer.”
Oh, yeah, real smooth Sofia. The card was from a previous investigation. She really had to remember to clean out her handbag more often than once every six months, whether it needed it or not.
“Sorry. Wrong card.” She snatched it back and continued hunting in the dark bowels of her bag.
“What kind of dog do you have?” Dr. Mark said, filling the awkward silence.
Damn. She had found pretty much everything apart from a business card. Pen. Tampon. Gum. Totally distracted by the search, she blurted out, “Seagull.”
“That’s a weird kind of dog,” said Dr. Mark.
“Sorry, I meant I have a pet seagull, not a dog. I mean, he’s not a pet so much as someone who hangs out at my place. Mostly for the food.”
“Like a teenager,” said Candice.
Finally! She had found a card. It looked like it had a smear of ketchup on the corner, but it was better than nothing. She scribbled her cell number on the back and handed it over.
“Here you go,” she said, handing it to him. “Call us if there’s anything you think we need to know.”

“HE’S PRETTY MUCH the most fuckable man I’ve met this year.”
Sofia and Candice were sitting in one of the UCLA Medical Center’s many dining rooms, sipping coffee. Candice had just offered her blunt assessment of Dr. Mark. Sofia found it hard to disagree.
“I think he liked you,” Candice offered.
“You think?”
That was not what Sofia had planned on saying. She was there for work, not to chase hot young doctors. The ‘You think?’ had just slipped out. Maybe no longer having José as a booty call had had more of an effect on her than she’d suspected.
“Totally,” said Candice. “When a guy looks at you like that it means just one thing.”
That was pretty encouraging news. And, if anyone would know, it was Candice. She was as close to an expert in these matters as anyone could find.
“So, what did you want to talk to me about?” Candice asked.
Sofia took a deep breath. Candice had already shared more than anyone should with strangers about her love life. Even though she hadn’t seemed at all embarrassed, surely that point had to come.
“Well,” said Sofia, figuring she’d ease into it by bringing Candice up to speed on what they were doing, “we’ve had some good results tracking the men you gave us. In fact, Aidan’s out right now meeting with the first few we have definite addresses for.”
She decided not to mention the conversation about Aidan packing his gun and a cooler with ice.
“That’s great,” said Candice. “Daniel and I really appreciate everything you’re doing for us. Especially when we don’t have the money to pay for your services, and you could be doing something that pays the bills.”
“We’re happy to help. Daniel’s a great kid,” Sofia lied. Daniel was a tweeny sex pest, but that was a conversation for another time. First they needed to find the kid a matching kidney. Then they could tackle his behavior. Maybe they had him on some weird drug that had turbo-charged his puberty – not that puberty required much turbo-charging for most boys from what Sofia recalled – or perhaps spending all his time in hospital and around grown-ups, rather than with kids his own age, was making him act out. Or maybe he was just growing up to be a raging asshat, and these were the first signs. There was nothing that said a kid who was sick and needed a kidney transplant had to be angelic, or even nice.
Candice seemed to be studying her. “That wasn’t why you came over, was it? To tell me that Aidan’s tracked down some of the men I slept with before Daniel was born?”
“No, it wasn’t,” said Sofia. “I came to ask if there was anyone else you might have remembered from back in the day.”
Candice blew a stray strand of blonde hair out of her eyes. “Is that all? I thought it was something serious. Actually, I did think of someone just last night. I was going to call you today and let you know.”
Sofia got out her cell phone and opened the notepad application so she could jot down the name. “Great. What was the guy’s name?”
Suddenly Candice came over all coy. “It wasn’t a someone as such.”
Sofia looked up from her phone. Not a someone? She shuddered to think what that might mean. Should she point out to Candice that sex with animal, mineral or vegetable didn’t count in this context? Or if Candice had hooked up with a woman. All they were concerned with was a possible father, not a sexual partner.
“What do you mean exactly?” said Sofia, a hint of wariness creeping into her voice in spite of her efforts to prevent it.
Candice cupped her hand to her mouth. Presumably this was to stop anyone at a nearby table lip-reading what she was about to say. It seemed she had finally reached a state approaching embarrassment.
“You ever hear of the Bakersfield Broncos?” Candice whispered.
Sofia’s mouth fell open. She hadn’t, but she was already starting to suspect where this might be going. “The Bakersfield Broncos? Can’t say that I have.”
“They were a minor-league baseball team. Some car dealer in Bakersfield brought them in. They were mostly Cuban guys from Miami. Anyway, I was out in Bakersfield doing some promotional work for this guy and, well, I ended up back at the hotel with them. We’d all had a lot to drink, and they were really cute, and . . .”
Candice was actually blushing. So that was what it took for her to be embarrassed by her past escapades. Sleeping with a baseball team.
“The whole team?” Sofia whispered.
“Oh, no. That would have been gross. I’m not a complete slut.”
Sofia’s eyebrows shot so far up they were in danger of leaving her face entirely and disappearing into her hairline, possibly never to reappear. “So?”
“No,” said Candice. “There was the pitcher, and the relief pitcher, the center fielder. Oh, and the third baseman.”
Sofia tapped frantically at her cell-phone screen. She guessed that someone, somewhere, no doubt living in their mom’s basement, would have collected a whole bunch of information about the Bakersfield Broncos and who played those positions during that season. Hopefully they hadn’t gone back to Cuba. “And did all they hit a home run? Or did some only get to second base?” she asked. Although it may have come off jokey it was the most delicate way she could think of asking the question.
“Sorry. That night is kind of a blur. Like I said, we’d all had a lot to drink.”
Aidan’s joke about the mating call of a blonde had ended up being more accurate than either of them could have imagined. So had another joke Sofia had heard before about the mating call of a blonde: “I’m so drunk!”




CHAPTER 20
Sofia stepped into an empty side room in the hospital to call Aidan. His response was predictable. Laughter. Followed by a coughing fit. Then more laughter.
When he had regained the ability to speak, which took a full five minutes, he said, “Holy smoke. Imagine finding out your father was the relief pitcher in a gangbang. Not even the pitcher. The relief.”
“Could be worse,” said Sofia.
“How? How could it be worse?”
“Could have been the short stop. I found a team picture on Google. The pitchers were both pretty cute. The short stop looked like Shrek after he’d climbed out of a swamp bath. Anyway, whatever the circumstances, we need to try to take this seriously.”
“Okay, so when you were Googling did you find any names?”
“Yeah. I’ll email them to you now.”
“Cool. Thanks. I’ll start running checks when I get back to the office. But that won’t be until later.”
“How are the interviews going?” Sofia asked.
“First guy, Wes Adams, wasn’t home and the place looked deserted. Just heading over to see the second now. Nate Kaufmann. In fact, he’s not too far from where you are now.”
“I don’t have anything left to do here, unless Candice calls me back because she’s suddenly remembered sleeping with another sports team, so I could head over to the address and join you.”
Sofia was expecting Aidan to make some excuse as to why that wasn’t a good idea. Even though he was supposed to be training her in the ways of private investigation, he could be pretty territorial about certain tasks.
“Sure, why not? If I can’t focus his mind, maybe you can flutter your eyelashes at him or something, throw him off balance while I move in for the kill.”
“Yeah, because that’s all I can offer. The fact I’m a woman and can flash my legs.”
“I didn’t say flash your legs. I said flutter your eyelashes.”
“Maybe I should wear a low-cut top too. Let him get an eyeful of the girls.”
“Now you’re thinking like a PI.”
Unbelievable. Just when Aidan seemed to be a normal human being he reverted to being a disgusting sexist pig. “So what you’re telling me is that the only thing I have to offer is that a guy might want to sleep with me?”
“Pretty much.” Before she could protest, he gave her Nate Kaufmann’s address in Bel Air, told her to meet him out front of the place in twenty, and ended the call before she could get any more details.
Steaming, Sofia ducked out into the hall and walked back to Daniel’s room. A cute nurse with jet-black hair was helping Candice change the sheets.
Daniel saw Sofia walk in and arched his eyebrows. His embarrassment seemed to have gone and he was back to his usual obnoxious self. “Hey, gorgeous,” he whispered to Sofia. “I’m getting a sponge bath soon.” Then he winked.
“Daniel!” said Candice. “That’s inappropriate.” She glanced over her shoulder at Sofia. “Sorry. I don’t know where he gets it from.”
Sofia had a fair idea. “Thanks for your help. I have to go meet Aidan now, but if you need anything just call one of us.”
Before Daniel could make another smutty comment, Sofia got out of there. She was almost to the elevator when she heard someone calling her name and turned to see Dr. Mark bounding down the corridor toward her, his white coat billowing. He looked like some insanely hot superhero. She wondered what his superpower would be. The ability to give a woman an orgasm just by looking at her? Had to be something along those lines.
“Ms. Salgado,” he called.
“Please, call me Sofia.” Hell, he could call her whatever he wanted, but Sofia was a good start, and definitely a step up from Ms. Salgado.
“Sorry, I know you’re probably in a rush, but could I speak with you for a moment?”
“Sure.” She wanted to suggest he could speak with her over dinner or cocktails, but that might have seemed a little unprofessional.
Dr. Mark reached out, took her sleeve and guided her away from the elevator. His arms were amazing. He had biceps he could have used to crack walnuts. When he wasn’t saving the lives of sick children, he obviously spent a lot of time in the gym. She had already checked his hands for a ring and they were clear.
“I haven’t spoken to Daniel or his mom yet, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to them.”
“Of course,” said Sofia, so transfixed by Dr. Mark’s blue eyes that she was having to focus hard on what he was actually saying.
He lowered his voice to a whisper. Sofia had to lean in to hear him, which was fine with her. “The things is, finding a kidney donor for Daniel may be a little more time-critical than we first thought.”
That broke the spell. It didn’t matter how hot Dr. Mark was. He’d just told her they had to find Daniel a kidney donor sooner rather than later.
Sofia stopped staring into his eyes and straightened. “How time critical?” she asked.
Dr. Mark bit his luscious bottom lip. “We don’t know for sure, but it could be months rather than years, let’s put it like that.”
“Or he’ll die?”
“His condition will deteriorate, and dialysis may not be as effective in managing it. So, yes, without a more dramatic intervention, Daniel will die. Our best chance now is to find a donor. The sooner the better.”




CHAPTER 21
“How did you say this guy made his money?” Sofia was staring up at a huge mansion overlooking the lush fairways of the Bel Air Country Club, which might have been designed by Walt Disney.
Sofia’s Tesla was parked on the mansion’s circular driveway, just behind Aidan’s canary-yellow Porsche. The other spaces were taken up with a dazzling array of mostly Italian sports cars.
“Electronic billboards,” said Aidan. “Kaufmann got into them before anyone even knew they were going to be a thing.”
Who knew there was so much money in electronic billboards? Then again, Sofia was always surprised by how people assembled vast fortunes from selling or inventing things or offering services to which most people probably never gave a second thought. That was one of the great things about America. You needed just one good idea, as long as you had it before everyone else did. And nobody stole it.
They walked up to the front door and Aidan rang the bell. A camera mounted above the door swiveled to check them out.
“I thought you were gonna slut it up,” Aidan said, side-glancing at Sofia.
“No, that was your idea. I never agreed to it.”
“Hey, we have a dying kid on our hands here. The least you could do is flash a little cleavage.”
“You’re disgusting. Did anyone ever tell you that?”
“What’s disgusting about wanting to save a little boy’s life?”
“You’re using it to try to force me to make a pass at this guy so he’ll cooperate. It’s emotional blackmail, not to mention gross.”
Aidan side-glanced at her again as they heard someone walking toward the door to answer it. “If I had tatas like yours, and I thought putting them on display would help us, I’d do it in a heartbeat. It’s called taking one for the team.”
“Tatas like mine?”
“Yeah. Firm. Perky,” said Aidan, making a cupping motion in front of his pecs to illustrate his point.
“I assume you think your hand gesture is a compliment.”
The door opened. Hurriedly, Aidan dropped his hands to his sides.
A geeky white guy wearing shorts and a T-shirt peered at them through a pair of thin-framed black glasses. “Can I help you?”
“Mr. Kaufmann?” Sofia asked.
“Yes.”
“I’m Sofia Salgado and this is Aidan Maloney. We’re from Maloney Investigations in Malibu. We’d like to speak with you for a moment, if we may.”
Nate Kaufmann looked startled. “What about?”
“It’s a rather private matter, not to mention personal,” said Aidan. “If we could come in?”
“You can come in after you’ve told me what this is about,” said Nate, holding his ground.
“Nate, honey, who are you speaking to?” A woman’s voice echoed through the marble foyer.
Sofia saw her chance. The woman was probably Mrs. Kaufmann: they might either be granted an audience or get the door slammed in their faces. But at least they’d know if he was going to talk to them or not. “Does the name Candice Collins ring any bells? Because she remembers you.”
The color drained from Nate Kaufmann’s face. He stepped outside and closed the front door. He wasn’t wearing any shoes. “Candy Collins? What about her?”
“She has a thirteen-year-old son, Daniel,” Aidan told him. “You would have known Candy around fourteen years ago, give or take a few months. Is that correct?”
From the lines etched onto Nate’s forehead he had already started doing the math for himself.
“You don’t have to answer that,” said Sofia. She had decided to play good cop, since Aidan wasn’t leaving her much room.
Nate looked relieved. It lasted only a second.
“We know you did,” pressed Aidan. “And we know you were intimate.”
“Hey,” Nate whispered. “I always used protection. Always.”
“Condoms break sometimes,” said Sofia. “But we have some good news too. It’s not all bad.”
“What could possibly be good about this?” Nate asked.
“Well,” said Aidan, “you’re not the only potential father of Candy’s son. In fact, chances are, if what you said is correct, it’s not you. But we need to make sure so we can eliminate you from our inquiries.”
“Isn’t my word good enough?” Nate asked, a drowning man reaching for a piece of wood to cling to.
“Not really, no,” said Sofia. “It’s not that we don’t believe you because we totally do.” She turned to Aidan. “Don’t we?”
“Absolutely,” said Aidan, slipping out of the good-cop-bad-cop groove. “If a man says he rubbers up then I believe him.”
“But the thing is,” said Sofia, “the only way to settle this definitively is to get a DNA sample from you. It’ll only take a few seconds.”
“And what if I don’t agree to that?” said Nate.
Aidan and Sofia traded a what-a-naïve-question glance. “Then she goes to court, asks a judge for it. The whole thing’s out in public. No one wants that,” said Aidan.
Nate glanced nervously at the front door. “I really can’t help you. I’m sorry.”
“That’s too bad,” said Sofia.
“We understand,” said Aidan. “Hey, do you mind if I use your bathroom?”
Nate practically flattened himself against the door to block Aidan’s passage. “No, you may not.”
The front door opened anyway, and Nate almost fell backward. A woman stood there. She was a good ten years younger than Nate. Blonde. With what Aidan would call tatas that were way perkier than Sofia’s, not to mention bigger. Her hair and make-up were immaculate. She looked like a Victoria’s Secret model. In fact, Sofia was pretty sure she was a Victoria’s Secret model. She was also sure Nate had landed a woman like her simply because of his electronic billboard fortune, the house in Bel Air and the Italian sports car.
“Nate, honey, what’s going on?” she asked, in a sing-song baby voice that would have put Marilyn Monroe to shame.
“Uh . . . uh . . .” said Nate. He looked like a rabbit caught in headlights.
Sofia decided that the best defense was a good offense. “Mrs. Kaufmann?”
“Yes,” said Victoria’s Secret, staring at Sofia with undisguised hostility. Sofia guessed from the way she was looking at her that the first pre-nup clause had yet to kick in. Meaning that Victoria’s Secret here wasn’t yet entitled to any real money if things went south all of a sudden.
Sofia stepped past Nate. “I’m Sofia Salgado. This is my partner, Aidan Maloney. We’re from a firm of private investigators based in Malibu.”
Now Aidan was giving Sofia a what-the-hell-are-you-doing look, and it seemed like Nate’s eyes were about to pop out of his head.
“We’re assisting your husband in a matter related to his business. He probably didn’t want you to worry you with the details.”
Mrs. Kaufmann crossed her arms across her perfectly implanted chest. “I guess he didn’t. But if we have people turning up on our doorstep then perhaps he should.” This last comment was accompanied by a death stare toward Nate.
“You see, the thing is . . .” Nate ground to a halt.
One of the rules in the improv game Sofia used to play in acting class was that anyone who hesitated or paused for more than three seconds lost their turn. Right now it seemed like a good time to intervene.
“Your husband’s been having problems with a competitor. At least, we think that’s who’s responsible. That’s why we were called in.”
Mrs. Kaufmann’s toe tapped. She seemed to be deciding whether or not to believe what Sofia was telling her. “That’s funny. Nathaniel’s never mentioned any of this to me.” She said ‘Nathaniel’ the way his mom probably would.
“Like they said, honey, I didn’t want to worry you.” At last Nate seemed to be getting into the swing of things.
“Industrial espionage is a major area of business for firms like ours,” Aidan chimed in. “Mostly it never gets reported but the business world is even dirtier than most people imagine.”
“So what’s been going on with the company?” asked Mrs. Kaufmann. “You have been kind of distracted lately, Nate.”
“I didn’t want to worry you, but some of our billboards have been getting vandalized. I called in . . .”
“Maloney Investigations,” offered Sofia.
“Exactly,” said Nate. “I called in Maloney Investigations to see if it was just regular vandalism or if it was maybe organized by one of the company’s competitors.”
“Or maybe someone trying to shake you down,” Aidan added.
“Oh, my God! You mean like the Mafia?” shrieked Mrs. Kaufmann.
“We haven’t found any evidence of organized crime,” said Sofia, trying to offer some reassurance.
The suspicious look Mrs. Kaufmann had worn when she’d first opened the door had returned. “So why are you visiting Nate at the house rather than at his office?”
It was a good question.
“We were in the neighborhood anyway,” said Aidan.
“Plus,” said Sofia, “as an agency we prefer to do our client liaison face to face whenever possible. Because we’re a small agency we pride ourselves on offering a more personalized service.”
That seemed to dial down Mrs. Kaufmann’s suspicion level. But not all the way. “So, what have you found out that couldn’t wait?”
Aidan gave a gee-shucks shrug. “It’s regular old vandalism. Kids. The LAPD have picked up three of them. No Mafia shakedown. No business competitor up to no good. Just old-fashioned low-level juvenile delinquency. We knew your husband had been worried about it so we wanted to deliver the good news in person. That’s all.”
As stories went, Sofia reflected, it was fairly slick. There was only one problem. Aidan’s wrapping up of the fictional case made it difficult to have any further contact with Nate Kaufmann without his wife getting really suspicious.
Sofia dug into her purse and whipped out a Maloney Investigations business card. She handed it to Nate. “We’ll have to get a report from you that we can pass on to the LAPD. It’ll save you the hassle of dealing with them. We have direct channels that’ll make your involvement go a lot faster.”
“Thanks,” said Nate, puzzled.
Mrs. Kaufmann wasn’t so much puzzled as questioning. “Doesn’t he already have your number?” She would have made a great detective, thought Sofia. Or interrogator. She could pick out the weak point in someone’s story from twenty yards away.
“Never hurts to check. I’m sure your husband gets given dozens of cards a week,” Aidan chipped in.
“If you call us we can wrap this up. You don’t want the LAPD, or anyone else, turning up on your doorstep out of the blue. Can give the neighbors the wrong impression,” said Sofia.
“The LAPD would show up to get a statement about some kids vandalizing billboards?” said Mrs. Kaufmann, always the skeptic. Yeah. She’d definitely be an asset to Maloney Investigations if the trophy-wife thing didn’t pan out. Although from the color of Nate’s face or, rather, the lack of it, it looked like she had her current gig firmly nailed down.
Sofia was counting on his wanting to avoid any further embarrassment to get a DNA sample from him. If he really had been careful and used protection when he’d slept with Candice, he should be in the clear. In every regard. Plus Sofia didn’t see any resemblance to Daniel in Nate’s face. The nose, eyes, lips, hairline, everything was different.
Nate studied the card before tucking it away in the back pocket of his slacks. “Don’t worry, I’ll deal with this today.”
“Didn’t we have plans to play tennis with the Leesons later?” asked Mrs. Kaufmann.
“I’m sure it won’t take long, honey.”
“Not long at all,” said Aidan. “But don’t forget to call us. Okay?”
“Absolutely not.”




CHAPTER 22
A idan and Sofia waited at a donut shop on La Brea for Nate to arrive with his DNA sample. He had called less than ten minutes after they had left to his house to arrange a rendezvous. As Sofia had suspected, he was eager to rule himself out of their paternity investigation and get back to his life before Mrs. Kaufmann started asking any more questions.
While they were waiting for him, Sofia got some juice and Aidan ordered coffee. “Pretty slick back there,” Aidan said, when they had sat down with their drinks.
“Thanks,” said Sofia. “The power of improv.”
“The power of bullshit more like.”
“Improv. Bullshit. Same difference.”
“Anyway,” said Aidan, “we’re going to have to come up with some better cover stories ahead of time, if we’re going to keep turning up unannounced and surprising these guys. A few of the others on our list are married, and a few more are probably shacking up with someone. No point in us causing them unnecessary heartache unless we absolutely have to.”
Aidan was right. It was always better to prepare ahead than try to wing it. If she had to lie it was way better to have a story ready than make it up as she went along.
“So what do you think about Nate?” Sofia asked. “Is he our boy?”
Aidan stirred some half-and-half into his coffee. “Doubt it. Looks nothing like the kid. Sure he was nervous, but I’m guessing that was only because he had his other half standing there with him.”
“Yeah, that was kind of weird. Don’t you think? I mean, he would have been with Candice years ago. Long, long before he met his wife.”
Aidan shot Sofia one of the world-weary looks that always made her feel patronized. “Women always care. They might say they don’t. But they do.”
“I don’t. I couldn’t care less who a guy dated before me.”
Aidan folded his arms. “Oh, really?”
“Yeah. It’s none of my business.”
“You’re lying to yourself.”
“No, I’m not.”
“Yeah, you are. You’re really telling me you’re totally comfortable with dating a guy when you know he’s slept with a ton of women before you?”
Okay, maybe she wasn’t. If she was being totally honest. But she didn’t like backing down in front of Aidan.
“Take your friend José,” said Aidan. “You weren’t dating him seriously. If you’d been dating him, or hoping for a relationship, your attitude would have changed. Plus if you don’t care about a man’s behavior why are you always busting my balls?”
“I do not bust your balls,” Sofia protested. “Me and your balls are two separate things.”
Aidan smirked. Sofia was digging herself a hole and she knew it.
“So, Nate,” she said, quickly changing the subject. “I don’t think he’s our man. I kind of believed him when he said he always wrapped up.”
Aidan nodded toward the door. “Speak of the devil.”
Nate had come into the café and was glancing around furtively. If Mrs. Kaufmann would have made a good cop, her husband would have made a terrible criminal. He just looked guilty. Aidan waved him over. Nate was carrying what looked like a man’s small black leather washbag.
He slid into the booth across from them, and slapped the leather washbag onto the table in front of Sofia. “Here you go. Sample,” said Nate, wiggling his eyebrows. “Go ahead, open it.”
Gingerly, Sofia picked up the bag and unzipped it. She pulled it open. “Eew,” she said, dropping the bag onto the table.
“What’s the problem?” said Nate. He looked injured by her reaction. “It’s in a cup. It’s not like you can get it on your hands or anything. I even put a dry ice pack in there too.”
Aidan reached over and picked up the bag. Sofia had to look away as he pulled out a small plastic lidded cup with about a half-inch of milky-white fluid sitting in a pool at the bottom. “Dude,” said Aidan, “please tell me you didn’t just whack off into this cup.”
It was Nate’s turn to look injured. “You said you wanted a sample.”
Aidan massaged his temples with his fingertips. “It didn’t have to be a sperm sample. It could be some hair. A tiny piece of skin. A swab from the inside of your mouth. Anything that has your DNA. Don’t you watch, like, any crime shows on TV?”
“No, not really. The only time I watch TV is when the Lakers are playing and I can’t get to the game. Anyway, I thought this would be a better way of proving I’m not the kid’s father. Y’know, go right to the source.”
Aidan dropped the cup back into the washbag and zipped it up. He pushed away his freshly creamed coffee cup. “This’ll be great,” he told Nate.

AS THEY WALKED BACK OUTSIDE, Sofia asked, “How do we even know those are Nate’s little guys in that cup?”
The question had only occurred to her after Nate had dashed back out to go play tennis with his wife and their friends. The DNA test would be useful only if Nate’s swimmers were in the cup, not someone else’s.
Aidan didn’t seem overly troubled by her question. “Where’s he going to get some other guy’s sperm at short notice?”
Sofia wasn’t sure. “West Hollywood?”
“What? He drove to Boys Town, got some random dude to jerk off into a plastic cup, then came back to meet us with the sample.”
“It’s possible.”
“Don’t be absurd. That’s, like, a thirty-minute drive each way. Without traffic. He wouldn’t have had the time. You’re overthinking this, Salgado. But we should definitely factor in someone trying to use a ringer to throw us off the scent in future.”
“How are we going to do that?”
“We’ll have to insist on being there when they provide the sample.”
They both looked down at the washbag.
“Mouth swabs,” said Sofia.
“Definitely,” agreed Aidan.
Sofia reached her Tesla. “So who do we have next?”
“Closest guy is Dr. Tom Busch. He’s in Beverly Hills PO.”
The post office might not have been precisely in Beverly Hills but it had the zip code and some of the cachet. The residents of less upmarket parts of Los Angeles were constantly claiming PO status so they could bathe in the reflected glory of their more affluent neighbors.
“Dr. Thomas Busch?” said Sofia.
“With a c. Like the beer company.” Aidan smiled. “Want to ask me what he does?”
“Go on.”
“He’s a plastic surgeon.”
Sofia didn’t get why that was so funny to Aidan. Of course he was. He was a doctor based in Beverly Hills. At least half of the doctors in that part of town were plastic surgeons. If someone needed a tummy tuck or a boob job, they were in the best place in America to find a doctor to do it. If they had something seriously wrong, though, good luck.
“So what?” she asked
Aidan’s grin had gotten even wider. “Wanna know his specialty?”
“I’m guessing from your expression that it’s boobs.”
“Nope.” Aidan laughed. “He specializes in vaginoplasty. You know that’s when they make a woman’s―”
Sofia cut him off. “I know what a vaginoplasty is.” They’d become all the rage in the past ten years. Women who weren’t happy with their vajayjay could get it tightened, molded and sculpted to be more aesthetically pleasing.
“Dr. Busch. Vaginoplasty.” Aidan looked up at the clear blue sky. “Don’t you just love this town?”




CHAPTER 23
When they arrived at his office on Wilshire Boulevard, Dr. Busch’s receptionist asked them to take a seat. Thankfully, apart from them, the waiting area was empty. Aidan leaned over and picked up a black three-ring binder lying next to the magazines on the coffee-table in the middle of the room. He flipped it open, took a quick look, paled and put it back on the table.
Her curiosity well and truly piqued, Sofia picked it up. Aidan refused to make eye contact, and grabbed a copy of Vogue. It took him a moment to realize what he was reading. He put it back down and dug out a lone copy of Sports Illustrated from the magazine pile.
Meanwhile Sofia flicked through a smorgasbord of before and after vajayjay shots. With a couple of the before shots she had to turn the binder sideways to make sure she was seeing the correct angle. Holy guacamole. Not that hers was picture perfect, but some of these ladies really had needed the services of Dr. Busch’s skilled hands. One before picture looked like a lasagna with a hole punched in the middle. The after shot made the same lady garden look like a lush orchid. All perfectly curved petals and neat edges. Okay, there may have been some soft lighting and Photoshopping involved, but the man was still a freaking miracle worker. The Leonardo da Vinci of vaginas. Sofia had walked in completely skeptical and halfway through the folder she had experienced something akin to a religious conversion. St. Paul on the road to vajayjay heaven. She wondered if women who’d had the full Busch treatment actually walked out of his office or whether they floated on a pink cotton-candy cloud.
Sofia passed the open binder to Aidan. “Check it out. Amazing.”
He pushed it away without looking. “Do you mind? I’m reading Sports Illustrated.”
“Yeah, I can see that. I was just trying to broaden your horizons.”
“Believe me, you’ve seen one broad’s horizon, you’ve seen them all.”
“You’d think, right?” Sofia flicked forward a few pages. “But check this out,” she said, trying again to hand him the binder.
He shoved it away so hard that it fell to the floor.
The consultation door opened and a short, bald man with a mustache walked out. “Ms. Salgado?” he said.
This had to be Dr. Busch. He didn’t look at all like she’d imagined a man of his talents would. She’d have guessed Italian, with flowing hair and a rippling chest, a bit like Fabio in his prime. This was definitely not Fabio. Though she noticed that he did have nice hands. Long fingers, neatly manicured and well moisturized. She also noticed he wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, which, given their last visit, had to make their job easier.
Maybe, thought Sofia, if you spent so much time delving around a woman’s most intimate parts it kind of put you off dating. Plus, a lot of plastic surgeons were perfectionists, and even pickier about the opposite sex than Aidan, which was saying something. One of Sofia’s girlfriends had dated a plastic surgeon and he’d spent most of their time together suggesting various procedures she could have to improve on what God had given her. It had been kind of creepy, especially as her friend was already stunning.
Both Sofia and Aidan got up. Dr. Busch walked across to greet them. “Don’t worry, I deal with a lot of celebrity clients,” he said to Sofia. “Discretion is our watchword.”
“Ours too,” said Aidan. “Shall we talk in your office?”
“Certainly,” said Dr. Busch. “Follow me.”
His consulting room looked much like any other, with medical books, journals and framed certificates. There was a desk with three chairs for patients, and, in one corner, an examination table, complete with stirrups.
“What the hell is that thing?” whispered Aidan. The penny dropped before Sofia could explain. “Oh, yeah, right.”
“Maybe I should have taken this one on my own,” she whispered back.
“No way would I leave you alone with a freak like him.”
That was like a tender admission of love from another man.
“Wow,” she whispered back. “You care.”
“Please, take a seat,” said Dr. Busch, waving a hand at the chairs opposite his. “It’s always nice when someone involves their partner in the process. Though, of course, I’m always very keen that the person undergoing the procedure should be front and center when it comes to the decision-making.”
No kidding. So was Sofia. It would be just like a guy to try to pick out the car he would take for occasional weekend spins and leave the woman to use it for commuting Monday to Friday, deal with the servicing and any oil leaks.
“I’m not here to get work done, Dr. Busch,” said Sofia. “Though if I ever consider any adjustments in that area, you’ll be the first person I’ll call.”
“We’re from Maloney Investigations, a private-investigation firm in Malibu,” said Aidan. “We’ve been retained by Candice Collins to find the father of her son.”
“Candice has a son?” said Dr. Busch, completely unfazed by the sudden change of subject.
At least they were past the first possible roadblock. He hadn’t denied any knowledge of Candice. In fact, so far, he seemed relatively relaxed about the whole thing.
“Yes,” said Sofia. “Daniel. He’s thirteen.”
“Candice told us you would have known her around the time he was conceived,” said Aidan.
Dr Busch’s mustache twitched. “Let me see. Yes, that sounds about right. Candice was an incredible woman. The most perfect labia I’d ever seen. Of course, I’ve reconstructed some that one could argue were most aesthetically pleasing, but hers in its natural state was simply joyous. Perfectly symmetrical. Which is a lot rarer than you might think.”
“I’m sure,” said Aidan, shifting in his seat.
“Sorry, I tend to go on a bit too much about my work. I have a habit of waxing lyrical about certain aspects. But, yes, labia like hers might come along once in a lifetime.”
Those labia had come along in a lot of people’s lifetimes.
“No kidding,” muttered Aidan.
Dr. Busch scowled at him. “I hope you’re not someone who finds humor in what I do, Mr. Maloney. I may not work at the fashionable end of the human form, but my procedures have utterly transformed the lives of thousands of women. Given them new-found confidence. Restored their self-esteem. Lifted a weight from their shoulders, psychologically speaking.”
Sofia spoke before Aidan could say anything else to upset Dr. Busch: “I’m no expert, but from looking at the examples in that binder out there, I totally believe it. I’d say you’re more an artist than a doctor.”
Dr. Busch positively beamed at her. “That’s very kind of you to say so. I can see you truly understand what we do here.” He glanced over to the gyno table. “Are you sure you don’t want to hop on up and let me take a look? The initial consultation is free of charge.”
Aidan twitched.
“Maybe another time,” said Sofia. “As Aidan said, this is agency business.”
“Oh, yes, of course. So what can I do for you?”
“All we need is a DNA sample,” said Aidan.
Dr Busch hesitated. “Perhaps I should consult with my attorney first.”
“Unless you think there’s a chance you’re the father, it’s probably not worth the aggravation. And if you are, we’ll just get a court order, which means publicity, and in your business . . .” Aidan trailed off.
“There’s no chance I’m the father,” said Dr. Busch.
“If you don’t mind us asking, how can you be so sure?” Sofia asked him. That was the story the last guy had spun and the jury was still out on Nate Kaufmann.
“May I be frank?” said Dr. Busch.
“Please,” said Aidan. “We’re all adults here.”
Given Aidan’s reaction to the binder full of Dr. Busch’s vajayjays, Sofia wasn’t sure that was completely true. But she’d go along with it for now.
“Candice and I never had penetrative sex. My personal interests are more oral, if you get my meaning.” In case they could miss it, he ran his tongue along the bottom of his mustache. Now it was Sofia’s turn to feel a little queasy.
“In which case,” she said, “you’ve got nothing to worry about. But we’ll still need a mouth swab.”
Ugh. She hoped the doctor or Aidan could take care of the swabbing part. There was no way her fingers were going anywhere near that dude’s mouth.




CHAPTER 24
Sofia stood on the sidewalk outside Dr. Busch’s office and rubbed sanitizer into every crevice of her hands. Right now she would have stuck them in bleach if she’d had some.
“That was a little creepy,” said Aidan.
“A little creepy? For you? I had to put my fingers inside the guy’s mouth.”
“What are you complaining about? You got to wear a surgical glove.”
“Yeah, but he kept moving his tongue around.” She shuddered at the thought.
“Okay, but look on the bright side.”
“There’s a bright side?”
Aidan held up the clear plastic baggie with the swab from Dr. Busch’s mouth. The swab he and the plastic surgeon had insisted Sofia take. “So far we’re two for two. If it comes back that they don’t match with Daniel then we can cross them off the list, and if they do, it’s job done.”
Sofia conceded that he had a point. It hadn’t exactly been smooth sailing, but it could have been a lot worse. Both Nate Kaufmann and Tom Busch had been cooperative. That was lucky.
Glancing at his watch, Aidan announced it was getting late and they could probably call it a day, at least as far as house calls went. He’d drop the samples into the lab and they could meet back at the office to update Brendan.
Sofia checked the time. It was still only mid-afternoon. “We could probably squeeze one more potential dad in, couldn’t we? I mean Dr. Mark said Daniel may only have months, not years.”
“Months is plenty to track down twelve guys plus half a baseball team. Anyway, I have something on tonight that I can’t be late for.”
Now Sofia knew why he was so keen to get back to the office and finish for the day. “Hot date?”
“Yeah. Dinner. I was going to take her to Gladstones, but after this afternoon I’m not sure I can face a fish restaurant. Think I might suggest Italian. I should be good as long as I can avoid the calamari.”
“Buying dinner? Must be getting serious.”
“Guess it is,” said Aidan.
“You think this is the one?” Sofia asked. Aidan being quiet about someone he was seeing was a sign he was serious. Usually he had no problem explaining in great detail why a woman he’d dated hadn’t lived up to his exacting standards.
“Who knows? Maybe.”
“The answer of a true commitment-phobe.”
“That’s rich,” said Aidan.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means at least I’m looking for a serious relationship.”
“Who says I’m not?”
“Well, are you?” Aidan asked.
It wasn’t something Sofia had given much thought to. If someone came along whom she really liked, she wouldn’t mind dating them exclusively and seeing where it went. But the only person she knew who had all the qualities she wanted in a man was Gray Cole, and he was gay. There were lots of attractive men in Los Angeles, but most of them weren’t the monogamous kind, never mind interested in getting married and having kids. And, truth be told, she wasn’t either. Sometimes she got jealous of what her sister Emily had, but that didn’t mean she wanted it too. Emily and Ray loved each other, and they loved the kids (so did Sofia), but Emily was exhausted most of the time, and they rarely got time together.
“What’s with all the questions?” Sofia said to Aidan.
“That’s a no.”
“No, it’s not,” Sofia protested.
Aidan held up the washbag containing Nate’s swimmers. “Hey, if you’re getting broody?”
That was the second time in two days that someone had offered her sperm for artificial insemination. Was she wearing a sign on her back?




CHAPTER 25
Sofia was first back to the office. Brendan was in his inner sanctum when she arrived. The door was open so she knocked and he waved her in.
She took a seat as he finished up a call.
“How goes it?” he asked.
She was dreading telling him what Dr. Mark had said about Daniel’s prognosis, not to mention the baseball team, but she hadn’t much choice. He’d find out eventually from Candice, and he’d be annoyed if she hadn’t told him first. Plus she knew how invested he was in helping Daniel, and how personally he was taking the case.
She started by bring him up to speed on Nate Kaufmann and Tom Busch. “Aidan’s at the lab now dropping off the samples. They were both happy to help so we don’t think either of them is his birth father.”
“People lie. You know that, right?” said Brendan. “Sometimes the ones who’re tripping over themselves to help with an inquiry, well, there’s a good reason for it.”
“Yeah, I know, but they both had a good explanation as to why they couldn’t have gotten Candice pregnant.”
“Oh, yeah?” said Brendan.
God, why had she even mentioned that? Now she would have to tell Brendan what those reasons were – Nate always using a condom and Dr. Busch only ever going down on her. This was not a conversation she wanted to have with Brendan. It would be like discussing sex with her stepdad. Just. Plain. Wrong.
“Like I said, they both had good reasons why it couldn’t be them.” Hopefully he would just move on.
Fat chance. “And those reasons were what?”
She clammed up. She was trying to find the words. Brendan didn’t even like the mildest cuss words. This was a minefield. She should have volunteered to drop off Nate’s swimmers and Busch’s saliva and let Aidan take this one.
Brendan leaned over the desk. He was clearly still waiting for an answer. “They didn’t sleep with her?”
“Not exactly.”
“What does that mean? Either they did or they didn’t.”
Sofia decided to just bite the bullet. Talking to Brendan about sex was best handled like taking off a Band Aid. Grip, rip and get the pain out of the way as fast as possible.
“Nate Kaufmann said they had intercourse but he always used a condom, and Tom Busch said they only ever had cunnilingus, never intercourse.”
Brendan’s face flushed a little. “Oh,” he said.
Quick to move the conversation on, Sofia decided to tell Brendan the really bad news. The baseball team could wait. “I also spoke to Daniel’s nephrologist.”
Brendan looked equally relieved to be moving on to a fresh topic. “Oh, yeah?”
“Has Candice called you about this yet?”
“No, what did he have to say?”
“It’s not good news, Brendan. Daniel’s condition is getting worse. It’s no longer a matter of it being desirable for him to have a transplant. It’s critical.”
Brendan chewed on his bottom lip. “I see.”
“I’m sorry, Brendan.”
“Don’t be sorry. That’s not going to help anyone. Let’s just make sure we get out there and find the father. And if we can’t find him, we need to see what else we can do to help out.”
Five minutes later Sofia left the office with a stack of paperwork and printouts Aidan had compiled on where the men Candice had told them about might be. Brendan was right. This wasn’t a regular case. It was way more important than that. She tossed the files into the back of the Tesla, and headed back toward Nirvana Cove. Paperwork and scouring the internet awaited.

A NIGHT in with a bunch of papers for company wasn’t all that different from when she’d been Sofia Salgado, teen star of Half Pint Detective. They shot five days a week, which meant Sunday through Thursday night was usually reserved for going over the sides for the next day’s shooting. Theoretically, they could read the whole script, but most actors only ever read sides, the scenes they were appearing in. Because Sofia was the star and in pretty much every scene, the difference for her was usually academic.
After she’d had a bite to eat and fed Fred, she sat down in the living room and spread out the papers on the floor. She divided them into a pile for each potential dad. She had taken home two they could cover tomorrow, as well as all the information they had so far on the members of the baseball team.
Looking at the piles, and knowing that these were only some of the guys Candice had slept with, Sofia could only admire the woman’s energy. Never mind having sex with them all, Sofia would have been exhausted just dating them within such a short period. Although, if she was having sex with them all, there probably wasn’t a lot of time for romantic dinners, or long walks together on the beach. If she cut out the usual formalities she could probably get through a lot more guys that way. Which, Sofia guessed, had been Candice’s approach.
Not that it was relevant to finding Daniel’s father, but Sofia did wonder about Candice’s promiscuity. Had she had a bad relationship with her father? Had she confused love with sex? Or did she really, really like sex and get bored easily with her partners?
Being young, good-looking and female, Candice would have had no problem sleeping with as many men as she wanted to. If a straight man had the same options, and could sleep with virtually any woman he picked, he’d go crazy. Lots of gay men did. So, maybe it was something that was just there in most people. A bit like having a sweet tooth and being handed the key to the candy store. Only eating too much candy couldn’t get you pregnant. Which Dr Busch at least had been smart enough to realize.
Sofia sat down on the living-room floor. The baseball players could wait until later. First she’d deal with the two other prospective candidates.
Harvey Lemon had been one of Candice’s one-night stands. Or, rather, according to Candice’s hazy recollection, one-night stand against a wall outside the Viper Room on Sunset Boulevard. He was now a twice-married, twice-divorced venture capitalist with an office in Century City.
A quick Google search on him had already turned up a treasure trove of information. From the image search, which brought up a half-dozen pictures, things did not look promising. If he did turn out to be Daniel’s father, Daniel might have to watch his weight and his hairline. Harvey was carrying about a hundred extra pounds for his five feet nine frame, and he was sporting what looked like a hairpiece that would have made Donald Trump blush. At least the Donald had the excuse that he was working with what he had. Harvey had gone out and purchased something that looked like an endangered marsupial on top of his head. He’d also had blond streaks added, perhaps to throw people off the trail. It hadn’t worked.
The other main finding about Harvey Lemon, and this did not bode well, was that he appeared to be incredibly litigious. He’d sued nearly everyone he’d done business with. He’d also sued both his ex-wives and was still working his way through the messy second divorce after that wife had contested the pre-nup agreement.
Bottom line: if Harvey Lemon didn’t want to cooperate and offer a DNA sample, it would be tough to make him. Especially because they were running against the clock. He’d be exactly the kind of guy to drag things through the courts in the hope they’d give up and move on.
Sofia placed Harvey’s file to one side, and moved on to candidate number two. Gary Witter was a British transplant to California who worked as an actuary with an office downtown. His social-media accounts had him claiming to be at least ten years younger than his real age. Even though he had a full head of hair and was fairly trim, there was no way someone would have tagged him as younger than he was. He’d grown up in London and gone to a private school called Harrow. From what Sofia could tell Harrow was pretty fancy and kind of a big deal. He’d gone to college at Cambridge, then done an MBA at Wharton.
She tracked down a talk he’d given to an insurance-industry conference on YouTube. She watched the first five minutes of his presentation, then bookmarked it. She’d guessed that actuaries, who basically spent their life calculating insurance risk and when people would die, weren’t party people. But Gary was on a whole other level of boring. He spoke in a dull, unchanging monotone, never looking up from the lectern. After the first two minutes, Sofia could feel her eyelids getting heavy. It was only Fred, squawking loudly, that stopped her nodding off.
One thing Sofia had to credit Candice for was giving people—well, guys—a shot. She couldn’t imagine any parallel universe where she would give a man like Gary a night of hot loving. She might have invited him over to read her a bedtime story if she was suffering from insomnia, and Ambien wasn’t cutting it, but that was about it.
She put Gary’s file to one side, and went into the kitchen to get a glass of wine. She was going to need it when she started tackling the members of the baseball team. She had just walked back into the living room with it when she heard a knock at the door.
It was Tex. For once she wasn’t wearing her usual Lycra running gear. She was decked out in sneakers, jeans, and a soft green angora sweater. “Howdy, neighbor,” said Tex, walking straight in.
Nirvana Cove was pretty informal. At times the rows of million-dollar double-wide trailers overlooking the beach reminded Sofia of an oversized summer camp for adult-sized adolescents.
“Oooh,” said Tex, spotting her glass. “Wine! Hope you have some for me. I saw your light still on and figured you might want some company. Gray told me you were getting broody. Thought I’d come talk you off the ledge.”
That was the downside of Gray. Sometimes he could be a real gossip. If she told him anything juicy she could expect it to be all over the Cove by the end of the week. Or maybe it was the nature of trailer parks. Even the chi-chi ones. People loved to gossip about their neighbors, and word spread quickly.
Sofia didn’t think she was broody. She couldn’t remember saying that to Gray. But she probably did need a break. She went into the kitchen, poured another glass of wine, then walked back into the living room and handed it to Tex. “I didn’t think you were much of a drinker.”
“I’m not,” said Tex, shot-gunning half the glass in one go. “These days, my body’s pretty much a temple. But I like to tie one on from time to time.” She caught sight of the papers on the floor. “This your new case?”
Sofia started to gather everything up. Brendan could be a stickler for client confidentiality. “Yeah. Paternity. Kind of boring,” Sofia told her, hoping that would shut down any further discussion.
“Yeah, Candy Carlson. Her kid needs a kidney transplant and they need to find the dad. Only Candy was a real slut back in the day so it’s like needle-in-a-haystack time for you guys.”
Sofia stared at Tex. She was going to kill Gray next time she saw him. If Brendan found out that the details of this were being blabbed about all over town, she’d probably get fired. “Tex, can you do me a favor?”
“Sure, hon. What d’you need?’”
“I shouldn’t have mentioned any of this to Gray. And I’d prefer the details not to get around.”
“Oh, Gray didn’t say anything about it. I’ve known Candy since we were both slutting it up back in the day. She was a lot younger than I was, but we kind of moved in the same circles.” Tex took another slug of wine. “Back then, I pretty much put the grrrr in cougar.”
Whoa. Talk about WTMI, the station of Way Too Much Information. “So you know Candy?” said Sofia, relieved that at least she hadn’t broken client confidentiality too much.
“Know her? One night in Bakersfield she and I split a baseball team. I took most of the outfield and the catcher back to my room, and she got the two pitchers and whoever else was left over.”
Sofia had known Tex had been crazy when she’d first moved out to Los Angeles after she’d finished her days as an oil wildcatter in Texas, but she hadn’t thought she’d been this out of control.
“A whole baseball team between the two of you?” was all she could manage to say.
“Hey,” said Tex, pausing only to finish her glass of wine. “Have you ever tried to take a whole baseball team on your lonesome? It’s fine at the top of the batting order, but once you get lower down the lineup it can turn into a real mess.”
Sofia’s head was reeling. “We’re talking about having sex, right?”
“No, playing bridge. Duh. Of course we’re talking about having sex. Can you imagine trying to play bridge with a bunch of baseball players? You’d be up half the night explaining the rules to them. Not that we didn’t have rules for―”
Sofia’s hand shot up. “I get it! I get it!” She tried to refocus. That revelation might have come out of left field, but Tex could be an invaluable asset to the investigation. She had been there at the time. She must have known at least some of the guys. She might remember who had and hadn’t used protection. Or who, like Dr. Busch, wouldn’t have needed a condom but could maybe have used a mouth guard.
That would take more wine.
A lot more.
Sofia plucked Tex’s empty wine glass from her hand. “Refill?”

TWO HOURS and two more bottles of wines later, Sofia had wrung as much information as possible from her neighbor. Not that it had taken much wringing. If Tex had any hang-ups about sex, or discussing sex, Sofia couldn’t tell what they were.
She put her notepad to one side. “Can I ask you a personal question?”
“Sure.”
“Were you always kind of . . .?”
“Slutty?” said Tex.
“I was going to say adventurous, but whatever.”
Sofia knew a bit about Tex’s life, but this was a whole other side to her. As her nickname suggested, Tex had grown up in the Lone Star state. Her parents had been Chinese immigrants and she’d had a pretty conservative upbringing. They’d been horrified when she’d ended up going into the oil industry and working as a wildcatter. She had to be as tough, or probably tougher, than the guys in what was a super-macho environment. She’d made her money, then retired to live in Malibu, which had always been her dream.
“No way,” said Tex. “If I’d slept with a bunch of guys while I was wildcatting, word would have got round and no one would have taken me seriously. But I always had kind of a crazy libido so I had regular boyfriends. I’d wear ’em out after a year, and then I’d have to find myself a fresh one. But I was always a one-man woman. Then I moved out here, where people are a little less judgy about stuff like that than they are back home.” She stopped to take a sip of wine. “I’ve kind of calmed down, but back when I first moved out here I was crazy. Making up for lost time, I guess.”
“Huh.” Sofia wasn’t sure what to say.
“This isn’t going to make things weird, is it?” Tex asked her. “Me telling you all this stuff?”
“No. It was kind of a surprise. That’s all.”
Tex leaned back against the edge of Sofia’s couch. “Women aren’t expected to act like guys when it comes to sex. That goes double for Asian women. We’re supposed to be all sweet and submissive. Not this gal. If I liked a guy, I nailed him. No point living with regrets.”
It was a philosophy that Sofia could admire, while not necessarily agreeing with it. She wasn’t opposed to a no-strings relationship, but she wanted to find someone special. Maybe Dr. Mark would be the guy. She fancied the pants off him, which was a good starting point. And he was a doctor who looked after kids. Kind of a real-life George Clooney, only younger. Not that she’d necessarily have turned down Clooney if she had a shot and he wasn’t married.
“What about marriage and kids?” Sofia asked.
“Never appealed,” said Tex. “Not many guys are going to accept their bride spending weeks drilling for Texas tea with a bunch of roughnecks. I guess kids would have been nice, but I was never home, so it wouldn’t have been fair on them. Kids need their mom around.”
That made sense. Sofia agreed about children needing at least one parent there as they grew up. Having kids was a big commitment. Something to take seriously. Tex not having them because she couldn’t make that commitment seemed pretty responsible.
Tex slugged the last dregs from her glass and slammed it down on the coffee-table. “It was good talking, but I should hit the hay and you have work in the morning.”
As Tex reached the door, Sofia called after her. “Hey, Tex.”
She turned back. Sofia waved her notepad in the air. “Thanks for the intel.”
“I just hope it helps.” Tex grinned. “And that it doesn’t give you nightmares.” With that she was gone.
Sofia sat where she was for a few minutes more. She never really knew people. Not even when she thought she did. Perhaps especially when she thought she did. She arranged her papers, put them into her bag, ready for the morning, locked up, and went to bed.




CHAPTER 26
Sofia decided not to share too much of what Tex had told her with Aidan. She would dish out the information on a need-to-know basis. She walked into the office with a Wolverine shake and a Dragon Bowl from SunLife Organics. She threw her bag onto her desk and sucked up an inch of Wolverine shake. She figured if she could keep it down, she’d be good to go. Aidan and Brendan were already at their desks.
Aidan looked up from his row of screens. “Feeling a little bit sensitive?”
“No. Why?”
“You’re still wearing your sunglasses.”
Damn. She’d thought it was a little dark. She pushed them up onto her head, and winced in the light. “I was up late getting some more information on our prospective candidates.”
Aidan smirked. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yeah.”
“So what’s this new information?” Aidan pressed.
“Just general background.”
“Such as?”
“I got confirmation from another source that what Nate Kaufmann and Tom Busch told us was true. Y’know, in terms of Nate always using a condom and Dr. Busch only ever going south.”
Aidan’s head popped back up. “Another source? Who?”
“Can’t tell you. I promise them confidentiality.”
Aidan took in a sweep of the office with his hands. “Mi casa. Su casa. We work for the same agency.”
“I’m not telling you who it was. But they’re credible.”
“They don’t happen to live at Nirvana Cove by any chance, do they?” Aidan asked.
How the hell did he know
that?
“When I tell someone I’m going to treat anything they say as confidential, I mean it.”
“I knew it!” shouted Aidan.
Brendan wandered through from his office. “What did you know? And why are you shouting?”
“Sofia has an inside track on the new case. A CI who might help us work out who Daniel’s father is.”
“Oh, yeah?” said Brendan.
“I was trying to explain the confidential part of CI to Aidan.”
Brendan folded his arms. “We’re on the same team here, Sofia. No one in this office is going to go blab.”
“I promised this person that their identity would stay between me and them.”
“Of course you did,” Aidan scoffed.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means you’re the CI. Come on, you turn up hung-over, you tell me you spent all last night chasing down leads. That you have intimate knowledge of the sexual habits of the two guys we saw yesterday. It doesn’t take a genius.”
“You are disgusting!” Sofia hollered at Aidan. She didn’t care if Brendan was there or not. His son was a complete pig. The only way he believed she could gather intel was by sleeping with someone.
“Someone in this room is disgusting, but it ain’t me, sister.”
“Enough!”
They both turned to look at Brendan. He glared at Aidan, then at Sofia. “One more word from either of you, and you’re both fired.”
Neither of them made a sound. Brendan didn’t do empty threats. And when he lost his temper, he was pretty scary. Those moments were rare but when they arrived they were something to behold. He didn’t even have to say much. It was all in his voice and body language. He hadn’t worked as an LAPD homicide detective for twenty years without having the ability to scare the living crap out of people.
“May I remind you both that we’re dealing with a young man’s wellbeing, and very possibly his life. Save the bickering and petty point-scoring for another case. Now, Aidan, if Sofia told her CI she wouldn’t divulge their name, she has to abide by that. And, Sofia, in future, that’s not a commitment you should make if it’s going to mean we’re shut out. Like Aidan said, we’re a team. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes.”
“Aidan?”
“Yes.”
“Good.”
Brendan walked back into his office and closed the door. Aidan and Sofia glared at each other.
Aidan stood up, grabbed his jacket and headed for the door. “I’m gonna go talk to Harvey Lemon.”




CHAPTER 27
“So, does Harvey Lemon have any crazy sexual kinks I should know about before we meet him?” Aidan asked Sofia. “He’s not going to try to pee on me or anything?”
Sofia kept her eyes on the traffic. She’d insisted they take her Tesla. This time Aidan could be the one kicked out on Sunset Boulevard. “I dunno. Maybe if you ask him nicely and you’re his type.”
“That what your source told you? You have to ask nice?”
Deep breath. “I don’t have any specific info from the source on Harvey.”
“You still sticking to this source thing, huh?”
“What? You think I got into my time machine, went back to the early noughties and slept with these guys?”
“Who said anything about a time machine?” Aidan smirked.

SOFIA PULLED into the parking garage of Harvey Lemon’s building. Aidan still wouldn’t let up about the identity of her source. He was like a dog with a particularly juicy bone. One he’d pawed out of reach under a couch. If he couldn’t chew it, he would worry it instead. That made for a good detective, but an irritating partner. If she had to, she would wait until they were driving back to the office, along a nice quiet stretch of Pacific Coast Highway, with no bus stops, and kick Aidan onto the curb.
They had already discussed their strategy. From what they did know about him, Lemon wouldn’t be easily intimidated.
They had to check in with security at Reception first. Aidan had already called Lemon’s office with a cover story about possible fraud relating to an investment Lemon had made a few years ago that had gone south. They were playing to Lemon’s vanity―how could he have made an investment that had lost money?―and to his greed by hinting that some funds might have been recovered and were to be disbursed to the original investors. Of course, Aidan had hinted at most of this. They’d left Lemon to fill in the blanks.
They rode up to the seventh floor. “Nervous?” Aidan asked Sofia.
“Should I be?”
“Scary-looking dude.”
The elevator doors opened. They walked down a corridor until they found the door that led into Lemon’s offices.
Inside, a secretary was sitting at a desk facing the door. She seemed to be counting paperclips. It was a moment before she looked up. “Damn, lost count,” she said.
Yup, she was counting paperclips, arranging them in rows of ten. There were a lot of rows laid out on her desk, maybe thirty, so around three hundred paperclips. Now Sofia was counting paperclips, too.
“Aidan Maloney and Sofia Salgado from Maloney Investigations in Malibu,” said Aidan. Sofia had noticed that he always made sure to work in a mention of Malibu when they visited anyone who might be at all status-conscious.
“Please take a seat,” said the secretary.
They sat down. She picked up her phone and announced their arrival. “He’ll be with you in a few minutes.”
She went back to counting paperclips. Maybe she had obsessive compulsive disorder, mused Sofia. Or she’d run out of work and wanted to stay busy, or at least look like she was.
They heard Harvey Lemon before they saw him. He was screaming at someone. “You tell that bastard if the amended contract isn’t here by midday tomorrow then I’m going to fly down to Florida, reach up into his asshole, and rip out his intestines!”
Someone was having a bad day.
The secretary looked up, panicked, and started laying out a fresh row of paperclips. Maybe she used them as a stress reliever.
“Hey, Marcella, send those pricks from Malibu in, would you?” Lemon bellowed.
Sofia guessed he didn’t feel the need to lift his desk phone when he could just shout.
“You may go through,” the secretary said, doubling down on her busy work. “Just follow the . . .”
“Sound of bellowing?” Sofia said.
“Second office on the left,” said the secretary. “He’s actually in a pretty good mood this morning.”
What did the guy sound like when he was in a bad one? If Woody Allen’s joke about all sex being angry sex was right, Sofia could understand Candice’s attraction. She couldn’t have been reeled in by the guy’s personality.
Aidan walked straight into the office. Sofia made sure to be a step behind him.
Lemon was sitting at a huge, completely uncluttered mahogany desk with a view out onto Wilshire Boulevard. “You don’t know to knock?” he said, not bothering to look up.
He reminded Sofia of some of the movie and TV execs and agents she’d met when she was an actress. Alpha-male. Super-aggressive. A big, swinging dick, as they say. From what she’d seen so far, he certainly had the dick part down.
Aidan ignored him. Sometimes being partnered with an asshat alpha-male had its advantages. Sofia guessed this was one of those times.
Aidan pulled up two chairs for them across from Lemon’s desk and they sat.
“Sit down, why don’t you?” said Lemon.
“Thanks,” said Aidan. “We will. And before we get started we’re here to do you a favor, so you do us one, and cut the belligerent crap.”
Whoa. This was not the approach they had planned. Aidan was meeting fire with fire. What was her role in the new scenario?
It seemed to work. Lemon didn’t seem taken aback, but he certainly appeared to calm down a little. “I’m a busy man. What can I do for you?” he asked, reaching up and adjusting his hairpiece.
“Like I just said, it’s a matter of what we can do for you.”
“And that would be?”
For once Sofia didn’t mind being the only female in the room and therefore ignored. Just this once, she was happy for Aidan to be in the firing line. She could come in later and tend the wounded. Or finish them off.
Aidan decided to cut to the chase. “Approximately fourteen years ago you had a brief fling with a woman called Candice Carlson. She has a thirteen-year-old son called Daniel. We’re trying to establish the identity of Daniel’s father. You can do the rest of the math.”
Lemon cleared his throat. He looked like he’d been thrown off balance. “You lied to me about why you wanted this meeting,” he said finally.
“We have strong reason to believe you are not Daniel’s father,” Aidan continued.
“So why are you here?”
“Mr. Lemon, there are three possible candidates. We’re almost certain that one man we have already identified is the father. He refuses to cooperate. We have eliminated the remaining man. We eliminate you, and it makes our job that much easier. You can get back to your life and pretend this never happened. Everyone here is a winner.”
Wow! Aidan was an epic liar. Halfway through his speech, even Sofia had started to believe him―she’d almost asked who the other two candidates were. Or maybe she was still hung-over and reeling from her night with Tex.
“I can get back to my life anytime I like. All I need to do is ask you to leave.”
Aidan smiled. “And we will. But that won’t be the end of it. It’ll get messy. We’ll all waste a bunch of time and money until finally you do what you can do now.”
“Which is?”
“Give us a sample of your DNA. We can officially rule you out, and move on.”
Lemon smiled. “That sounds like a very fair proposition.”
Wow again. Sofia had not expected Lemon to be so easy.
“It’s also a bunch of complete horse shit. The only thing I can do by agreeing to what you’re asking is put myself on line to lose a shit ton of money. Now, do I look the kind of guy who likes losing money?”
Uh-oh. Maybe she’d spoken too soon. Aidan didn’t respond.
“Now get out of my office, both of you. Come back, and I’ll have you arrested.”
Aidan shrugged, like he’d been half expecting this reaction. “Have it your way.”
They got up. Sofia’s heart was pounding. Lemon looked capable of opening his desk drawer and pulling out a pistol.
Aidan stopped at the door. He turned back toward Lemon. “You want to know why we’re sure you can’t be the father?”
“Not really, but go on.”
“Candice said you couldn’t keep it up for long enough. Have a good day, Mr. Lemon.”




CHAPTER 28
A s they stood in the elevator, Aidan took out his ‘master list’ and crossed through Harvey Lemon’s name. They had a lab tech arriving in the next fifteen minutes to take a DNA sample.
“Strike while the iron’s hot,” was how Aidan had explained it.
“Or while the guy’s still too angry to think straight,” said Sofia.
“Precisely.”
“Did you know he’d react like that?”
“It was kind of a Hail Mary, but it worked.” Aidan shrugged. “Anyway, who’s up next?”
“Gary Witter. The English actuary guy.” Sofia could feel herself getting sleepy just saying the word ‘actuary’. Imagine spending your whole life in an office doing a job that revolved around calculating when people would die. Even grave-diggers got to be out in the fresh air.
“Oh, yeah,” said Aidan. “I kind of didn’t get him being on the list.”
Sofia had had the same thought, but she wanted to hear Aidan’s take on why Witter would be an unlikely potential father. “How come?”
“Well,” said Aidan, “English. Actuary. Plus the picture I’ve seen of the guy. Even back in the day he was kind of geeky. Like he’d blow away in a light breeze.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. Perhaps he was really great in the sack.” It seemed unlikely, but it was the only explanation Sofia had come up with.
“Or Candy was hammered and not too picky.”
“Or that,” Sofia agreed. Given the sheer number of men Candice had slept with leading up to Daniel’s conception, it was a hard point to argue. But then again, all the men they’d met so far did seem to have some kind of quality a woman might find attractive. Either looks, or build, or some kind of alpha-male vibe. But Witter? Not so much.
“Maybe he’ll surprise us,” Sofia suggested.

SOFIA WASN’T sure if there was such a thing as a World’s Most Boring Man competition. But if there was, her money would be on the English actuary sitting across from her and Aidan. She really had expected to be surprised. Just not like this. She’d thought that in person Gary Witter might give them some insight into why Candice had found him attractive, however briefly, but so far they had nothing.
He had thinning, greasy hair he combed over at the front in a vain attempt to conceal his rapidly receding hairline. His skin was a deathly greyish-white. His teeth were definitely English―uneven and yellow. It was hard to imagine someone could have lived so long in California while making a good living without at least picking up a tan and some remedial dental work.
Not that any of that made him boring. Just unattractive. What made it difficult to stay awake in his presence was his monotone voice. He placed exactly the same emphasis on every word, as if his voice was somehow computer-generated. Although even a computer-generated voice couldn’t be quite that dull.
On the plus side, he gave them a fair hearing, listening politely to everything they had to say. Then he started asking questions. Mostly about the background to their search for Daniel’s father. Then about Daniel’s condition.
So, thought Sofia, he might be boring, but he seemed more concerned about Daniel than any of the other men they’d spoken to. Maybe that had been what had caught Candice’s eye. Regardless of his appearance and that voice, Gary Witter listened and asked questions, which most men never managed to do.
As they answered, Witter jotted down notes. Then he started tapping away at the keyboard on his desk in front of him. Occasionally he’d stop and ask another question. Then he’d go back to tapping at his keyboard. Sofia had no idea what he was doing. Judging by the look on Aidan’s face, neither did her partner.
“Mr. Witter?” Sofia said finally.
Witter didn’t look up.
“Will you be happy to provide us with a sample of your DNA so we can rule you out?”
Witter stopped tapping. He looked at her and blinked. “That won’t be necessary, Ms. Salgado.”
“Why not?” said Aidan.
“Two reasons,” said Witter. He didn’t elaborate.
“And those would be?” Sofia asked after a full thirty seconds had elapsed.
“From what you’ve told me about the number of men you’re speaking to, the possible number of sexual encounters, and of course Daniel’s physical appearance and other traits, it strikes me or, rather, the data-analysis software I’m using suggests, that there is less than a two per cent chance I’m the father.”
“Okay,” said Sofia. Hey, he was the numbers guy. Maybe they could get him to work out who had the highest chance, which would allow them to focus their efforts.
“And the second reason?” said Aidan.
“Second reason?” Witter repeated.
“Yeah, you said there were two.”
“Oh, yes,” said Witter. “You know part of my work as an actuary is to calculate risk of death, both broadly and, when called upon, more specifically?”
“Yes,” said Aidan.
“From what you’ve told me about Daniel’s medical condition, and particularly the rapid deterioration, I very much doubt that, even if I was the father, then proved to be a match, anything I could provide would be of any real use.”
“What do you mean exactly?” Sofia asked.
“The doctors at UCLA may not have put this bluntly to either you or to Daniel’s mother but from what I can gather, using a piece of state-of-the-art medical modelling software, Daniel could have as little as two weeks left. Hardly enough time to locate his father, ensure he’s a match and perform the surgery. And even if it is, Daniel may not be well enough to be operated on.”
Both Sofia and Aidan stared at him. It might have come off as a horrible thing to say but he’d spoken without a hint of emotion.
“As little as two weeks?” Sofia asked him.
“But it could be longer, right?” said Aidan.
Witter tapped away at a few more keys. “Oh, yes, there are always statistical outliers. He could have six to eight weeks. But that would really be stretching the balance of probability.”
Sofia was stunned. She’d been hoping Dr. Mark had exaggerated to get them moving on finding Daniel’s father. If Witter was to be believed, he hadn’t. If anything, he’d been on the optimistic side. And why would Witter lie?
Witter looked from Sofia to Aidan and back again. “So, you see my position. I likely won’t be the father, and even if I were, and I were a match, which isn’t by any means certain, I’m not sure that, with the time available, I’d be of any use.”

SOFIA STOOD with Aidan on the sidewalk outside Witter’s office. She dug out her sunglasses and put them on. She was still reeling from what they’d just been told. Did Candice know how little time her son had? Did Daniel? And what about Brendan?
Or had Witter just spun them a line to get them out of his office? If so, it had been an incredibly cruel thing to say. On the other hand, Sofia couldn’t imagine someone as boring as Witter being quite so devious.
“Should I call Dr. Mark?” she said to Aidan.
“What good’s that going to do?”
“He’ll be able to tell us if things really are that bad.”
“Didn’t he already?”
“He said Daniel’s condition had taken a turn for the worse. Not that we only had a couple of weeks to find a donor match.”
Aidan rubbed at his face. “Wait here,” he said, striding off.
Sofia ran after him. She didn’t like the look on Aidan’s face. Not one bit. She had a feeling she knew what he was going to do to get a sample. And that it would involve blood.
By the time she was back inside the building, Aidan had disappeared. At least she knew where he was headed. She pushed her way through a small crowd of people waiting for the next elevator.
“Excuse me. Sorry. Emergency.”
People rolled their eyes, and a few muttered under their breath, but they got out of her way. She took up a position next to the elevator door and waited for everyone to get in.
It was some strange law of elevators that whenever Sofia was in a hurry, hers would stop at every floor. She was already having visions of Aidan being marched in handcuffs to a waiting patrol car.
She got out at Witter’s floor and ran through his open door into the waiting area, then on into his office. There was no sign of Witter or Aidan. She glanced about for signs of a struggle―Aidan could do a lot of damage to someone in a very short space of time. Nothing. Not so much as a piece of paper out of place. Everything was as perfectly ordered as it had been when they’d left.
Sofia did a quick run through the rest of the office suite. No one there either. She had noticed when they arrived that Witter didn’t appear to have a secretary. Maybe he was so boring that no one could stand working with him. Having to listen to that British monotone all day would drive most people over the edge.
Where the hell could they be? Aidan hadn’t been that far ahead of her.
Maybe Witter had tried to run and Aidan had gone after him. She left the office and walked toward the stairwell. Passing the men’s room she heard a commotion and definitely Aidan’s voice, though not what he was saying. He was speaking in the low growl he and Brendan used when they were angry.
The men’s room door opened and Aidan walked out. He held up a clear plastic bag containing a mouth swab. “Done,” he said.
“How?” said Sofia.
“Don’t ask, don’t tell, Salgado.”
“You didn’t hurt him, did you?”
“Not physically, no,” said Aidan.
“Aidan?”
“I may have suggested there was a hundred percent probability of him having his head shoved into a toilet bowl if he didn’t help us out with a sample. I think he had a flashback to being at school and it was all plain sailing after that.”
She glared at Aidan. “You can’t go around threatening people.”
Aidan shrugged. “Too late.”




CHAPTER 29
Sofia wrote Witter’s name on the side of the bag with a black marker and placed it inside a lab envelope. They could drop it off on the way back to Malibu. But first they had the last potential dad to visit, the one Sofia had been dreading, even more than Witter.
Even in a town notorious for having sleazier sleazebags than pretty much anywhere else in America, nightclub and restaurant owner Josh Walters stood out. His story was pretty much living proof of the joke about how to make a small fortune in restaurants: start with a big one. He had inherited a vast amount from his father, but rather than follow his old man into banking, he had decided his experience in propping up every bar along the Sunset Strip was the perfect preparation for setting up bars and nightclubs. When he’d realized that ownership of such was a great way to pick up naïve young women, his course in life had been set.
Along the way he’d picked up a pretty serious drug habit, done several stints in rehab, then moved into restaurants. The bars and clubs had lost money, and so did the restaurants, even faster than the previous ventures had. However, the size of the family fortune meant he still had money to burn.
That Candice had hooked up with him was one of her least surprising revelations. Sofia would have been shocked if Walters hadn’t featured on the list of potential fathers. That said, she hoped he wasn’t Daniel’s father: she couldn’t imagine that any of Walters’s major organs were in good enough shape for transplant.
Having called into a few of the places Walters owned, Sofia had finally tracked him down to a supposedly upmarket gentlemen’s club he was opening on Sunset Strip. ‘Gentlemen’s club’ was code for ‘strip joint’. It might have been a club, but Sofia doubted very much that it attracted many gentlemen. Its unique selling point was that it featured transgender dancers. Walters had carefully used the current high profile of transgender people to bat away any accusations of his new venture making money from sexual exploitation. The club’s name was Secret Surprise, presumably because a number of drunken patrons would stumble into the place without realizing what they were letting themselves in for. Walters had said in a recent interview with the LA Times that his dancers would be both pre- and post-operative transgender men transitioning to women. That meant some would still be packing a little extra in their thongs.
Aidan pulled into a parking lot a few doors down from the new club. “You can take this one if you like.”
“Oh, no,” said Sofia. “There’s no way I’m going in to talk to that sleazebag on my own.”
“You’ll be fine. He’s not going to hit on a private investigator,” said Aidan, in a tone that suggested even he wasn’t convinced Walters wouldn’t try something.
“That’s right. That’s why you’re coming in there with me. I’m still a trainee.”
“I have some calls to make. We’ll get double the work done if we split up.”
Sofia looked at him. It had taken her a moment to figure why he was so reluctant to make this particular visit. “What’s the matter? You scared one of the dancers will take a liking to you?” Sofia asked him.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Aidan scoffed. “You work this job, you spend more than your fair share of time in joints like this one.”
“But not exactly like this. This one’s a little different.”
“Oh, yeah, the whole trans thing.”
Aidan was trying to play it like it was no big deal but everything else about his manner suggested that the prospect of going into the club made him really uncomfortable. From what Sofia had observed, Aidan was one of those guys who would never come out and say that gay or transgender people unsettled them, even though they did. It was, thought Sofia, kind of a downside to all the political correctness that went on in LA. Aidan would never pick on someone for their sexuality, or want to deny them their rights, but the whole thing creeped him out.
“Yeah,” said Sofia. “The whole trans thing doesn’t bother you?”
“Why would it?”
This was classic Aidan. Answering a question with a question.
“I dunno. You tell me.”
“Okay, okay. I’ll come in and babysit you,” said Aidan, getting out of the car. “But you’re gonna have to start handling this kind of stuff by yourself some day.”
Sofia smiled quietly to herself. Perhaps this would more fun than she’d thought. Super-uptight Aidan surrounded by dozens of scantily clad exotic dancers who just happened to be transgender: this was something she really wanted to see.




CHAPTER 30
T  hey pressed the buzzer at the main entrance to the club and waited. There was no answer. Eventually, Sofia noticed wires trailing out of it. It hadn’t been hooked up yet. They walked around to the side delivery entrance. Two stunning young women, with legs Sofia would have killed for, stood smoking next to a Dumpster. One was a pale blonde, the other a striking Latina with a mane of long dark hair that ran all the way down her back.
Aidan’s eyes were out on stalks. Despite any lingering prejudices he might have had, he looked like something in his brain had just short-circuited. His eyes roamed all the way up both dancers’ legs and back down again. “Ugh,” he said. “Ugh.”
The dancers exchanged a look. One took a long drag and blew the smoke toward Aidan’s face. “Yes, sugar?” she said. “You want something or do you plan on just standing here with your tongue hanging out?”
“Ugh,” repeated Aidan.
Sofia decided to intervene before Aidan’s head exploded or he suffered some kind of cardiac arrest. “Excuse my partner, ladies. He’s temporarily mute.”
Aidan glared at her.
“We have a meeting with Josh,” Sofia continued. “He said to meet us here, but the front entrance is locked and the buzzer isn’t working.”
The tall Latina dancer smiled and nodded toward the door behind them. “Just go on in. He’s inside.”
“Thanks,” said Sofia, walking toward the door. Aidan fell into step behind her. He kept glancing back at the dancers, his mouth open. Sofia couldn’t be sure but she thought she saw a line of actual drool running down his chin.
“Oh, by the way,” said the blonde, “he can be a little grabby. Just so you know.”
“Thanks,” said Sofia. “But I think I’ll be okay. My partner here has a gun.”
It was the dancers’ turn to eye Aidan. The Latina pursed her lips suggestively. “Yeah, I bet he does. A big one. Fully loaded.”
“I just hope he’s got the safety on,” added the blonde.
Sofia opened the door and stepped into a service corridor. Aidan followed, still clearly a little fazed by their alleyway encounter with the two Amazonian entertainers.
They pushed through a set of double doors into the main club room. A bar ran the length of one wall next to a separate elevated dining area. Beneath it was the stage, with a DJ booth behind it, and plush red velvet seating arranged in a semi-circle in front. So far, so standard.
Behind the bar, a college-aged kid glanced up from drying glasses, then went back to work. Otherwise the place was empty. Maybe Josh Walters had gotten wind they were looking for him and slipped out the front while they were walking in at the back.
A door next to the DJ booth opened and a woman stepped through. She was about five feet four with red hair, and had on a full make-up counter’s worth of mascara and lipstick. She walked with a slight limp and carried a silver-topped black cane.
“Marvelous,” she said, in a husky voice a full octave lower than Sofia had expected. “You’re here.” She limped toward them and tapped her cane on the floor three times. “I’m Madame La Rue, formerly of Baton Rouge, and now of this wonderful establishment of enchantment and hidden delights.”
Not a woman. Not transgender. A drag queen.
Sofia had no idea who Madame La Rue thought they were, but she seemed to have known they were coming.
“We’re meeting with Josh. He should be expecting us,” said Sofia, sticking to her story.
“Oh, no, darling,” said Madame La Rue. “You must be mistaken. I’m in charge of hiring new staff. Josh merely okays my decisions.” She lifted the end of her cane and ran it all the way up Aidan’s inside leg. “Why don’t you go and get changed?” she said to him. “I know not all the girls are comfortable coming to work in their alternative clothing.”
Aidan looked horrified, but couldn’t seem to say anything.
Madame La Rue studied him a little more closely. “You are a drag queen, right? I mean you couldn’t possibly be trans looking like that.”
She leaned in toward him. He flinched. Sofia doubted there would be many better shows here when the place opened than the one she had a front seat at right now.
“By the way, mon petit chéri,” Madame La Rue continued, “you really need to shave before I run you through the routine.” She looked at his empty hands. “You did bring clothes, right? Oh, never mind, I’m sure we can find you something backstage. What are you, darling? An eight?”
Madame La Rue started back toward the door she had walked through. “Come on. Don’t dilly-dally, sweetie.”
Sofia had a feeling Aidan might need therapy if this went on much longer. “We’re not here to audition,” she said.
Madame La Rue narrowed her eyes. “Oh, I can tell you’re not. I hope not anyway. I don’t know who your surgeon was but, honey, you should probably ask them for a refund.” Madame La Rue sighed. “If you’re going to transition convincingly, they might have given you a little bit more to work with up top,” she continued, scooping up her false boobs to emphasize her point. “I mean, at least try to embrace your womanly side.”
Now it was Sofia’s turn to be shocked. She looked down at her boobs. Okay, so her girls might not have been the biggest but they had always been more than enough to work with. At least, she’d never had any complaints. Not to her face anyway.
Madame La Rue’s challenge to Sofia’s ‘womanly side’ seemed to break Aidan out of whatever spell the club had cast over him. He dug into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out his ID. “We’re private investigators from Maloney Investigations in Malibu. Could you go fetch Josh Walters for us and tell him we need to talk with him as a matter of some urgency?”
Madame La Rue clasped her hands to her ample bosom. “Oh, thank heavens, I thought the woman at the agency had lost her mind sending me you two. I mean, you I could maybe work with,” she said to Aidan. “But you,” she said, turning to Sofia, “I’m not sure there’s lighting low enough.”
Sofia was starting to get a little pissed at all this unwarranted abuse. Drag queen or not, any more lip from Madame La Rue and things might just get a whole lot uglier.
“I’ll go find Josh,” Madame La Rue said, and disappeared through the door next to the DJ booth.
The barman glanced up. “Don’t pay any attention to that old dragon,” he said to Sofia. “I think you’re cute. Loved you in Half Pint Detective,
too.”
“Thanks,” said Sofia, glad of the recognition for once. Right now she’d take whatever boost to her ego was going.
The barman reached over to shake her hand. “Todd Bresinowitz. I’m an actor. Well, hoping to be one. If you have any advice you could give me I’d love to be able to sit down with you sometime.”
“I’m kind of out of the business, Todd. Sorry.”
“Like, five minutes?” Todd pressed.
“Maybe later. I’m working my regular job right now.”
“Sure. Sure. Didn’t mean to interrupt. Hey, do you still have an agent?”
The door behind the DJ booth opened and Josh Walters appeared. Thankfully, he was alone. Sofia didn’t think she could take much more of Madame La Rue.
Even in the dim lighting he didn’t look great. He had skin the color and texture of dark brown suede, bloodshot eyes, and badly dyed wispy hair. “I hear you’ve been looking for me,” he said.
“It shouldn’t take too long,” said Aidan. “We know you’re a busy man.”
Josh ignored him and lasered in on Sofia. “There’s no rush,” he said, taking her hand and doing the creepy two-handed shake Bill Clinton was so famous for. Sofia practically had to yank her hand away from him. “Sofia Salgado. What brings such a beautiful young star into my humble establishment? Let me guess, you like to walk on the wild side?”
“Not exactly. Our visit is strictly business. This is my partner, Aidan Maloney of Maloney Investigations in Malibu.”
Josh gave Aidan the briefest of nods before turning his attention back to Sofia. “I’d heard you’d left the business. Such a shame.”
“Thanks,” said Sofia.
“Yeah,” Josh went on. “I was really hoping you’d do the whole ex-child-star sex-tape thing before you quit.”
OH. MY. GOD. Sofia could literally feel her skin starting to crawl. Had he actually said that? She knew he had a reputation for being a complete creep, but this was a whole other level. He’d only just met her and he was coming out with stuff like that.
Aidan stepped in front of Sofia, placing himself between her and Josh. “We represent Candice Carlson. She has a son, Daniel. We’re trying to establish his paternity. Your name came up as one of Ms Carlson’s sexual partners from around the time Daniel was conceived.”
Josh grinned. “Bet that was some list. You know she screwed a whole baseball team?”
“Half a baseball team,” Sofia piped up. Not that that really made Candice appear any less promiscuous.
She stepped out from behind Aidan. Now that she had gotten over the initial shock of just how gross Josh Walters was in the flesh, she wasn’t going to let him intimidate her and stop her doing her job. “We need a DNA sample from you to establish whether or not you could be Daniel’s father.”
Josh’s tongue flicked out of his mouth. “Oh, you do, do you?”
“Yes, we do,” said Aidan.
“Sure,” said Josh. “Not a problem. Always happy to help.”
Sofia couldn’t quite believe he had agreed so readily to their request. “Great. If we can give you the name of the technician we’ve been using and―”
“No need for that. I’m happy to provide a sample right now. Is my sperm acceptable?”
UGH! Just when Sofia had thought the guy couldn’t get any grosser, he went and did just that. It was like he had no filters.
Sofia tried to remember they were there to do a job. That job was to collect a sample of Josh Walters’s DNA so they could, hopefully, eliminate him from the investigation.
“I would have gone for a mouth swab myself,” said Aidan. “But, hey, whatever floats your boat, dude.”
“Mouth swab seems kind of tame,” said Josh. “I mean, if you’re to give up something of yourself, why not go the whole way? You feel me, Sofia?”
Sofia had never met a white person who could say, “You feel me,” and not sound like a moron. She still hadn’t.
Aidan had taught her that sometimes the best way of answering a question was to stay silent. This was probably one of those times.
“I guess not,” said Josh. “Oh, well, I was all ready to cooperate too. What a shame.”
He turned back toward the door. “Nice meeting you both.”
“Wait,” said Sofia.
Josh stopped and leered at her. “Yes?”
“We do need that sample. In whatever form you’d like to provide it.”
“In that case, and seeing as you asked me so nicely, I’d be happy to oblige. Now, why don’t you follow me through into the back?”
“Why?” said Sofia.
“It’s a weird thing, but since I’ve gotten older, I’ve found I can’t, y’know, finish on my own. So, if you wouldn’t mind giving me a hand,” said Josh, his eyes never leaving Sofia’s.
Okay. She’d been wrong. Things could get creepier.
“I’ll do it. I mean, a hand’s a hand, right?” said Aidan.
Sofia stared at him. Now it was Josh’s turn to look disgusted.
“Long as we don’t make eye contact, we should be cool,” Aidan added.
It was like some kind of weird Mexican stare-off. All three of them looked from one to the other. Seconds passed. No one said anything.
Josh was first to crack. “I guess a mouth swab would work,” he said.




CHAPTER 31
“Y ou weren’t really prepared to give Josh Walters a hand job so we could get that DNA sample, were you?” Sofia asked Aidan, dropping the clear plastic bag containing the mouth swab into her bag.
“Hell, no, I’d rather chop my arm off, but he didn’t need to know that.”
“You sure?” Sofia smiled.
Aidan glared at her. “Positive. Hundred percent.”
He pulled up beside the lab so they could drop off the DNA samples they’d gathered. Sofia grabbed her bag and got out.
“You sure you don’t want me to wait for you?” Aidan asked her.
“I’m sure, but thanks. I’ll grab an Uber to get me home.”
After she’d left the samples for overnight analysis, she planned to visit Daniel and his mom at the UCLA Medical Center. She was also hoping to corner Dr. Mark and find out just how accurate Witter’s predictions were. If she and Aidan really were working against the clock, they needed to know. Aidan had already passed on what Witter had said to Brendan. Brendan had said Candice hadn’t mentioned that Daniel had just a few weeks left, but he’d also suggested that maybe the medical team were trying to save her any additional stress while they scoured the databases for a donor.
“Okay, catch you tomorrow,” said Aidan.
“Hey, Aidan?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks for your help today. I couldn’t have done it without you.”
Aidan smiled. “That’s what partners are for.”
She watched his canary-yellow Porsche take off down Wilshire Boulevard. From the speed he was doing and the way he ran the first red light, she guessed he had a hot date later with the mysterious woman who had managed not only to get past the first date but tick all of Aidan’s boxes. It kind of gave her hope for humanity, and for her own chances of finding a special someone. If Aidan, with his ridiculously long list of demands and crazy standards, could find someone, perhaps there was hope for everyone else.

AFTER SHE’D DROPPED off the samples at the lab, Sofia walked the short distance down Wilshire toward the UCLA Medical Center. What Witter had told them seemed surreal. How could a kid like Daniel have only a few weeks to live? It wasn’t so much that it was unfair, although it was, it just didn’t seem real. Only thirteen years old and his body was already conspiring to kill him. How could that happen?
It had gotten her thinking about her own teenage years, and how at times, and even now, she hadn’t really appreciated how lucky she’d been. Not only had she and her sister enjoyed good health, Sofia had lived a life most teenage girls could only dream of. Okay, so there had been things she hadn’t enjoyed about being on television, not being able to go out in public like a regular person for one, but the upside had been huge. Regardless of how things worked out for Daniel, it was a salutary reminder to count her blessings, which everyone needed once in a while.

SOFIA TOOK the elevator up to the Connie Frank Kidney Transplant Unit to find it almost empty. She checked in at Reception and was told Daniel wasn’t there, though he had been in earlier.
“Do you want me to check the records?” the nursing assistant asked.
Before Sofia could answer, a voice said, “Hey there, I thought it was you.”
She turned to see Dr. Mark standing behind her. Her stomach flipped as she met his gaze. He was like the anti-Josh Walters: young, gorgeous, charming, and he spent his life making other people better.
“Here I am,” she said, sounding like a complete idiot.
What was it about those rare men she found attractive on more than the physical level? They turned her straight back into a bumbling high-school girl who always said the wrong thing. Which was doubly weird because even when she’d been that age she’d never been awkward. She sure was making up for it now.
She realized she had a goofy grin on her face and was staring up at Dr. Mark without saying anything. He was starting to look a little uncomfortable.
“Are you okay?” he asked her.
“Me?”
His discomfort seemed to shift up a notch. “Yes. You. Are you okay?”
“Tough day. First I had to stop Aidan beating up an actuary. Then we ended up at this new strip club and I thought for a moment I was going to have to give the owner a hand job. Or maybe Aidan would. And he totally would have too. Except it all worked out in the end.”
“Without anyone having to give anyone else a hand job?”
“Exactly.” She was glad he got it. Except the look on his face suggested that maybe she was completely unhinged. Who stumbled into a kidney-transplant center and started talking to one of the doctors about hand jobs?
“It’s okay. It was to get some DNA to test. The hand job.”
“Sofia?”
“Yes?”
“Can you stop saying ‘hand job’? Us doctors are pretty broad-minded―been there, done it, bought the T-shirt―but, y’know, if a patient thought we were standing here discussing―”
“Hand jobs?” Sofia suggested helpfully.
“Exactly. Anyway, it might not look good.”
“Gotcha. No more talk about hand . . . I mean, I got it. Anyway, that was my day. I came to check in on Daniel and maybe talk to you as well about how he’s doing.”
Dr. Mark smiled. “I can only really discuss it with his mom’s approval. Patient-doctor confidentiality.”
“Totally. I get it.”
“Tell you what, we moved him to another unit. His mom is there with him. This place can be a little like a maze so why don’t I walk you over there? That way I can bring you up to speed with what’s been happening.”
“Uh, okay.”

SOFIA STOOD next to Dr. Mark in the elevator. He smelt really good. Like a mixture of sandalwood soap and fresh sea air. Having already embarrassed herself, she had decided to let him do the talking. The only problem was that he wasn’t doing any, which made things kind of awkward.
She decided to stick to safe ground. “Did you grow up in California?” she asked.
“San Diego,” he said. “Though I went to school at Penn.”
“Good school.”
“Thanks.”
The conversation petered out again. It wasn’t quite at the level of the talks she’d had with her regular booty call, José, the barman from Moonshadows, but it wasn’t great either. Maybe, she thought, she’d been blinded by Dr. Mark’s good looks and the fact he was a doctor. As they walked across the Medical Center campus she found her mind drifting back to Gray. Why did he have to bat for the boys’ team? It was so unfair.
“What about you?” Dr. Mark asked her.
“What about me?”
“Not many people would trade the career you had for a life of trying to get DNA samples by fair means or foul.”
“I wanted to do something that mattered to real people.”
“TV and movies matter to real people.”
“Okay, they matter,” said Sofia, “but do they really make a difference?”
Dr. Mark raised his eyebrows and his eyes twinkled. The spark was suddenly back.
“I mean, what you do makes a difference,” Sofia continued. “People are sick and you make them better. That’s real.”
“And being a private investigator?” Dr. Mark asked her, opening a door for her.
“I’m not always going to be working on cases that help people. But ones like this? If we can help find a donor for Daniel that will make a difference.”
“I think,” said Dr. Mark, “it could make the biggest difference of all.”
They stopped walking. Sofia finally took in her surroundings. They were standing in the UCLA Medical Center’s Pediatric Intensive Care Unit. It looked like Witter had been right after all.

DANIEL LAY IN A HOSPITAL BED, hooked up to all sorts of machines. Candice sat on a chair next to him. She held his hand, rubbing the back with her thumb. She smiled as Sofia walked in. Dr. Mark told them he had to go speak to some of the other medical staff and promised he’d be back.
“Hey,” said Sofia. She wasn’t sure what else to say. She was tongue-tied, like she had been with Dr. Mark, but for very different reasons.
“Thanks for coming,” said Candice. “Brendan was here earlier but he couldn’t stay long.”
“Hi, Daniel,” Sofia said.
Daniel managed a weak smile. “Hey, gorgeous,” he croaked.
This time, Sofia didn’t mind. She noticed that something in his eyes had changed. He seemed older. A lot older. She guessed he’d realized he was mortal after all. At the age of thirteen.
“Can I bring you anything?” Sofia asked him. “Maybe a new game you want?”
“I’m good, but thanks.”
Candice stood up. “Come on,” she said to Sofia. “I need to get a cup of coffee.” She turned back to her son. “We won’t be long, honey. Just press the buzzer if you need me, ’kay?”
“Sure, Mom.”
Sofia followed her down the corridor and outside. Candice reached into her handbag and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. She offered one to Sofia, who declined. Candice lit up and took a long drag. “Danny doesn’t like me smoking. I’d given up too. But this thing . . . I needed something to keep me going.’
“So what happened? Last time I saw Daniel he was doing well.”
“His kidneys are failing a lot faster and a lot worse. It was real sudden. The doctors are saying we have maybe a week or two to find him a donor.”
“Can’t they just keep him on dialysis?” Sofia asked.
“They can, but it’s becoming less and less effective. Soon it might not work at all, and when that happens it’s just a matter of time. I tell you what, Sofia, if there was any way, any way at all, I could trade places with him right now, I would.”
Sofia felt her throat tighten. For all that they’d had a chuckle at Candice’s wild ways before she’d had Daniel, there was no getting away from how much she loved her son.

SOFIA SPENT a little more time with Candice and Daniel, then decided it was time to head home. It had been a long day. Maybe one of the longest since she’d started working at Maloney Investigations. This was the other side of wanting to do something real. Real meant real people, real lives and high stakes. Even dealing with a murder was different from what they were facing with this investigation. After all, a murder case meant the person was already dead. There was no way they could bring them back. But they could, at least in theory, do something to help save Daniel’s life. And they were failing.
Dr. Mark caught up with her in the corridor. “You eaten?”
“No, but I need to head home.”
“That’s a shame. I know a really good place close by.”
Maybe dinner wouldn’t be the worst idea. And Candice had given her permission to talk to any of the medical team about Daniel’s condition. There was really no time like the present.
“You do eat, don’t you? You’re not one of those LA girls who thinks a lettuce leaf and a glass of water every few hours makes for a balanced diet?”
“That sounds like a challenge. What kind of place is it?”
“Argentinian. Ribs. Steak. Anything meat that you can barbecue.”
“Sold,” said Sofia. “But on one condition.”
“What’s that?” Dr. Mark asked her.
“I’m buying.”
“With my student loans who am I to argue?”

DR. MARK WAS RIGHT. The food was amazing. Sofia hadn’t realized how hungry she was until it arrived. She had the filet mignon with a Marsala sauce, while Dr. Mark wolfed down a New York sirloin. They split a bottle of Argentinian red wine.
“Oh, my God, this is so good,” she said, skewering a piece of bloody steak.
“I know, right. But save some room. The desserts are amazing.”
“Oh, don’t worry, I always have room for dessert.”
He stared across the table at her. “You really aren’t an LA girl, are you?”
She shot him a look.
“Sorry, LA woman.”
“Indiana. Until we moved out here.”
“For your acting career?”
“Actually,” said Sofia, “it was supposed to be my sister’s acting career. But I ended up getting offered a TV show instead.”
“Wasn’t that kind of awkward?”
“Well, yeah,” said Sofia. “But she was happy for me.”
“Cool sister.”
“We’ve always been close.”
Dr. Mark took a slug of red wine, then put his glass down. “You think that’s maybe got something to do with your career change? It wasn’t really your dream.”
Sofia hadn’t thought about it like that, but he had a point. It was a lot easier to give something up that you hadn’t really wanted in the first place. “I guess that was part of it. What about you? Did you always want to be a doctor?”
“Astronaut and football player were my top picks. Medicine was third.”
“What happened?”
“I have a fear of heights and I suck at pretty much every sport I’ve ever played. And I discovered I’m not bad at being a doctor.”
The waiter came over and refilled their wine glasses. Sofia was starting to feel a little light-headed. She wasn’t sure if it was the long day, the wine, or looking at Dr. Mark in the candlelight. It was probably a combination of all three.
“What about when you can’t help someone? Isn’t that tough?”
Dr. Mark’s smile fell away. He looked down at the tablecloth. “Yeah. When it’s someone older who’s lived their life, that’s not as bad, although it’s still upsetting, but when it’s someone young, it gets to me. I’d be a liar to pretend otherwise.”
“So how do you cope?” It wasn’t just an academic question for Sofia. Not anymore.
“I make sure I’ve done everything I could possibly do. I try to be there for the family as much as I can. But, even so, it’s tough.”
“You think Daniel will make it?”
“With a donor, yes.”
“And without one?”
“Barring some kind of miracle, no, he won’t. I wish I could tell you otherwise, but those are the facts.”




CHAPTER 32
Sofia woke to the sound of the Pacific Ocean. She looked at the clock on her bedside table. Five a.m. She was about to roll over and go back to sleep when last night’s conversations with Candice and then Dr. Mark came back to her. She threw back the covers, and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. She could catch up on her sleep when they’d found a donor for Daniel.
After she’d gotten an Uber back from her date with Dr. Mark, Sofia had stayed up until after one running down leads as best she could. However tricky those conversations might be, she still had the baseball players to track down and get DNA samples from.
She walked into the kitchen, and while she waited for the coffee to brew, she stepped out onto the front porch. Fred was waiting for her. He cocked his head and stared at her with a single, beady eye.
“Yeah, I know. I look like crap.”
He squawked his agreement.
“Thanks. Very supportive.”
She went back inside, poured a cup of coffee, dug out some lunch meat, put it on a plate and took it back onto the deck for Fred. He wolfed it down. As soon as he’d finished it, he took off with a flap of gray wings.
“Ungrateful wretch,” Sofia called after him.

AIDAN WAVED Sofia over when she walked into the office at a little after seven. She took a seat next to him. “When did you start work?” she asked him.
“I’ve been here about an hour. You look like hell.”
“That seems to be the consensus.”
Aidan shrugged. “Just saying.”
“I went over to visit Daniel and his mom at the medical center last night and then I had dinner with Dr. Mark. You know, Daniel’s nephrologist.”
Aidan raised an eyebrow. “Dinner, huh?”
“I thought he could maybe give us some more insight into how long we have to find a donor.”
“Sure you did,” said Aidan.
“Come on,” Sofia protested. “This is serious. They’ve moved Daniel into the pediatric ICU.”
“What’s that?”
She turned to see Brendan walking in.
“Daniel’s condition has deteriorated. They’ve had to move him to ICU.”
Brendan grimaced. “Infection?”
“No,” Sofia told him. “His kidneys are failing faster than they’d thought they would.”
Brendan folded his arms. “So how are we doing with finding the father?”
Aidan reached over and grabbed a bunch of papers. He handed them to Sofia. “Not good. Or, rather, not good enough. So far none of the DNA samples we’ve gathered has been a match.”
Sofia thought back to how sick Daniel had looked lying in the bed in the ICU. She swallowed hard. They really needed to catch a break, and soon. “At least we can eliminate them from our search,” she said, trying for some kind of silver lining.
“True.”
“And we didn’t really think any of those guys would be a match. I mean none of them looks like Daniel. Not even a little bit.”
“Yeah. Actually, I’ve been thinking about that,” said Aidan. “Y’know, which of the men on the list might bear a passing resemblance to Daniel.”
“Which one?” asked Brendan.
“Only one I can see who he looks like is . . .” Aidan clicked a couple of buttons on his mouse and a picture of Wes Adams popped up next to a one of Daniel.
Sofia didn’t see the resemblance. “You think they look alike?” she asked, skeptical.
“You don’t see it?”
She shook her head. “Not really.”
Aidan tapped at the screen. “Look, around the eyes. And the nose.”
She still wasn’t seeing it. She squinted at the two images. “Maybe. I dunno.”
“I’m telling you. There’s a definite resemblance. I think this is our guy.”
“In that case, what the hell are you doing here?” Brendan barked.
“Already on it. I tracked down a current address for him. Last night, after I left you, I swung by one of the addresses we had for him. He wasn’t there, because the house had just been sold, but the current owner gave me the forwarding address .”
“Nice work,” said Brendan. “Keep me posted. I’m going to head down to the hospital later and see if I can’t offer Candice some moral support.”
“She needs it,” said Sofia.

THEY WAITED until just after nine, when the traffic on Pacific Coast Highway had cleared to a more manageable level, then set out for the address Aidan had for Wes Adams in the Hollywood Hills. It seemed like a strange place for such a wealthy retired athlete to end up. Sure there were plenty of wealthy people living in the Hollywood Hills, but more established people with money tended to live on the West Side in the B neighborhoods (Bel Air, Beverly Hills and Brentwood). The Hollywood Hills was a little cheaper, and tended to draw a slightly younger, hipper crowd.
“So how was your date?” Sofia asked Aidan.
“Had to cancel so I could spend the time trying to track down Wes Adams.”
Sofia wondered whether Aidan was trying to make her feel bad for going out to dinner with Dr. Mark. Okay, she had wanted to get as much information from him about Daniel and his condition as she could, but dinner had probably been overkill. She could have bought him a coffee and gotten about the same amount of insight.
“I’m sure she’ll understand,” Sofia told Aidan.
“Yeah, she was totally cool about it.”
Sofia decided to change the subject before Aidan circled back to her date with Dr. Mark. “So how come you’re so convinced Wes Adams is our man? I mean, apart from his facial features. Or is that it?”
“No,” said Aidan.
“So what else you got?”
“I dunno. It just stands to reason.”
Sofia definitely didn’t follow why it should.
“Look,” said Aidan, “which of these guys is likely to have actually impregnated Candy? A dolt like Witter, who looks like he could barely raise a smile, some drug-addled club guy, or a world-class athlete in peak physical shape like Wes Adams?”
“That seems like a pretty big jump. Maybe Witter’s sperm count was off the chart or something. Or one of the other guys’ was. You can’t tell just by looking at someone.”
“Okay, agreed. But it’s more than a hunch. Look at how many baby mamas Wes Adams has.”
Sofia had to confess she had no idea how many kids Wes Adams had fathered. “I’ve no idea. How many?”
“A dozen at least. I mean, there’s a dozen we know about. So there could easily be a lot more,” said Aidan. “You know what his teammates nicknamed him?”
She didn’t, but she had a feeling it was something jocky and gross.
“The Impregnator!” Aidan told her. “Wes Adams. He shoots, he scores. A chick so much as looks in his direction and boom! Her ovaries start dropping eggs like a factory chicken.”
“What a romantic image,” said Sofia.
“Hey, you asked why I think he’s Daniel’s father, and I told you. Facial similarities? Check. Proven virility? Check. Obvious reluctance to bag up his junk? Check. None of that is opinion. Those are just the facts. And none of the other prospects have checked out so far, which, by itself, increases the likelihood of Wes being our man.”
Okay, so Aidan had made a fairly solid case. Now all they had to do was get a DNA sample and they could see whether he was right or not.
Sofia’s cell phone rang. She recognized the number as belonging to one of the baseball players Candice had “spent time with.” She’d found his number and left a message the day before. In it, she’d claimed to be representing an attorney about an inheritance. She figured that might get more of a response than the real reason. It looked like she’d been correct.
This wasn’t a phone call she’d been looking forward to having. And definitely not with Aidan in the car, listening to every word. But time was of the essence and, hey, this guy was as much of a lead as Wes Adams was right now.
“It’s one of the baseball players,” Sofia said, her hand covering her cell phone.
“This I gotta hear. Put him on speaker,” said Aidan.
“No! And no laughing.” Sofia took her hand away. “Hi, Roberto, thanks for calling me back.”
“No problem,” said Roberto. From the background noise it sounded like he was in a bar. Sofia hoped he wasn’t out spending his fictional inheritance just yet. “You said something about someone dying,” he continued.
“Yeah, it’s kind of related to that sort of thing.” Sofia hated lying to people. She always had. But in this case she had to remind herself it was for the greater good.
“I have some money coming?” Roberto asked.
She had a feeling Roberto was not going to make this easy for her. It was partly her fault for making up a story. But she was fairly sure that if she’d left a message telling the truth he would never have called her back in the first place.
“Not exactly. But there is a very urgent matter I’d like to speak with you about. A matter of life and death, really.”
Roberto’s attitude changed. She heard him call for someone to turn down the music playing in the background. “Okay, lady, what you trying to sell me?”
Rather than convince him she wasn’t trying to sell anything, Sofia decided to dive right in. “Do you remember a young woman called Candice Carlson?”
“Not really, no.”
“You may have known her as Candy. Young, blonde, attractive. You would have met her with some of your teammates. Apparently, as Candice remembers it, you, her and some of your teammates . . .”
Next to her, Aidan was mouthing, “Put this on speaker,” over and over. Sofia ignored him. She was trying to think of a polite way to describe what had happened that still got across the nature of the events.
“. . . you and her and your teammates partied.”
“Hey,” said Roberto, sounding defensive suddenly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, lady. Whatever she’s saying I did, I deny it. Now, if this some kind of a shakedown, lemme tell you, I got no money.”
“No, it’s nothing like that.”
Sofia went on to explain what it was about and why they needed a DNA sample from Roberto. Roberto was pretty sympathetic once she’d explained about Daniel’s condition. Not only did he agree to provide a sample, he also said he’d talk to the other guys for them. Sofia thanked him and ended the call.
Aidan punched down on the gas pedal and his Porsche hurtled its way up Sunset Boulevard toward Hollywood. Next stop was Wes Adams, and Aidan seemed in a hurry to meet him.




CHAPTER 33
By the time they reached Wes Adams’s house, a ten-million-dollar glass and steel temple to modern architecture tucked away high in the West Hollywood Hills, Sofia was starting to think there was more to Aidan’s theory than facts. As she had first suspected, Aidan had a serious man-crush on the retired NBA superstar. Part of her was starting to think Aidan wanted Wes to be Daniel’s father so he would get to hang out with the guy.
Just like stardom in Hollywood, Sofia had never really gotten people’s obsession with sports stars. So what if someone could throw a basketball, or a football, or a baseball better than almost everyone else? The idea that their skill somehow made them a better person than almost everyone else seemed bizarre. Even more bizarre when she looked at how most professional athletes behaved in their private lives. The sporting stars who stood out now were the ones who didn’t have affairs, take steroids or drive while drunk. They were a rare breed. Not that different from a lot of actors, really.
They parked on the street outside the house, and walked through the open gates and up the driveway. There were three cars parked outside: a Bentley, a Rolls-Royce, and an Aston Martin. Even with all those baby mamas, Wes Adams was clearly still making bank and living the dream.
Sofia and Aidan walked up the three steps to the front door, rang the buzzer and waited. Aidan took a step back and looked around. “Cool place.”
When no one came to the door, Sofia pressed the buzzer again.
“Hey, give the guy a chance, would you?” said Aidan.
From behind the door there was the sound of high heels clacking across a marble floor. A second later the front door opened. An improbably tall woman stood there. She must have been easily six feet four inches, and that was without the four-inch Louboutin heels she was wearing. She towered over Sofia, who had to step back to where Aidan was standing to be able to see the woman’s face. Something about her features seemed familiar, but Sofia couldn’t quite place her.
“Hi,” said Sofia, cheerfully. “I’m Sofia Salgado and this is my colleague, Aidan Maloney. We’re here to speak with Wes Adams.”
“Oh, my,” said the woman. “How unfortunate.”
“Unfortunate?” Sofia repeated. “Did we just miss him?”
“You could say that,” said the woman.
Slowly but surely it was dawning on Sofia why the woman who had answered the door seemed so familiar. She looked back to Aidan. From the way the color was draining from his face she had a feeling that he was making the same connection.
The woman who had opened the door was Wes Adams. Or, rather, had been Wes Adams.
“Wes?” he asked the woman, his voice barely rising above a whisper.
“I told you, Wes isn’t here. And he won’t be back,” said the woman.
“Sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” said Sofia as, behind her, Aidan’s mouth silently opened and closed, like that of a goldfish writhing on a living-room carpet.
The woman put out a huge hand. “Veronica Adams.”
“Lovely to meet you, Veronica.” Sofia took the hand. “Can I ask where you got that nail polish?”
“You like it?” Veronica asked.
“Like it? It’s gorgeous.”
“Oh, I think it’s Sephora.”
“Really? What shade?”
“Hot Rose Pink.”
“I have to get that,” said Sofia. “Hey, do you mind if we come in? It feels kind of strange talking out here.”
The nail-polish compliment had worked. Veronica held the door open. “Sure.”
As she stepped into the hallway, Sofia caught a glimpse of Aidan. He looked as if everything he’d ever known about the world had just been destroyed.




CHAPTER 34
“What was that?” Aidan whispered to Sofia as they followed Veronica into a large living area with a view of a lap pool and beyond to downtown Los Angeles.
“What was what?” she asked.
“That nail polish Jedi mind-trick shit? He didn’t even ask what we wanted to talk to him about.”
“She,” Sofia corrected him.
“Sorry. She,” said Aidan. “But what was that?”
“It’s called building rapport. You should try it sometime.”
“If it had been Wes I might have had a shot, but with it being Veronica maybe you should take the lead.”
“Don’t worry, that’s the plan.”
“Can I get either of you something to drink?” Veronica asked them.
“We’re fine,” said Sofia.
“Water would be good.”
Sofia glared at Aidan. She didn’t want Veronica to have a chance of reconsidering her decision to let them in.
“Hey, I’m thirsty from the shock,” said Aidan, as Veronica disappeared into what must have been the kitchen. “It’s not every day you meet one of your sporting heroes only to find out that they’re now a chick. I mean, first Bruce Jenner becomes Caitlyn, and now this. What the hell’s going on?”
“I’m guessing Wes decided, deep down inside, that he’d rather be Veronica.”
Aidan threw his hands up. “What? How the hell does that happen? Okay, I get someone being born and when they’re a kid or a teenager realizing they’d got the wrong junk. I totally get that. But getting into your forties and deciding you want to be a chick, what’s up with that?”
Sofia nodded toward the door. “Maybe this should be a discussion for later.”
Right on cue, Veronica appeared with a glass of water. She walked over, a little unsteady on her high heels, and handed Aidan the glass. Sofia noticed Aidan couldn’t bring himself to make eye contact with her, though he did manage to say, “Thank you.”
“I’m assuming this is about Candice Carlson,” Veronica said, sitting on the couch opposite them.
Boy, this was one interview that was full of surprises. “How did you know that?” Sofia asked.
“It’s a small town,” said Veronica, crossing her legs. Damn, thought Sofia. She had a pretty amazing pair. “I’d heard you talked to that scumbag Walters. I have a couple of friends who work at his new club.”
Of course she did, thought Sofia. “That should save us some time. So you know we’re trying to locate Daniel’s birth father?”
“You are Wes Adams, right? I mean, were Wes Adams,” said Aidan, blundering in where angels would have feared to tread.
“Yes,” said Veronica. “I was Wes. I’m in the process of transitioning. As you can probably tell.”
“And you look great,” said Sofia.
“It’s okay,” said Veronica. “You don’t have to kiss my ass. Not unless you really want to, of course.”
“So you’ll help? You’ll give us a DNA sample?” Sofia asked.
For a situation that definitely hadn’t gone like Sofia or Aidan had expected, this was actually turning out pretty well.
“Of course,” said Veronica. “I’d be happy to.”
Aidan was up on his feet. “That’s great. Awesome. Thanks for all your help. We should really be going. Sofia can arrange for our lab tech to come round and we’ll go from there.”
Veronica stared at Aidan, and for a moment Sofia caught a glimpse of Wes, the hardened champion athlete. “Sit down. I’m not finished.”
Aidan sat.
“If I am Daniel’s father, and if I do turn out to be a match, I’m afraid it’s not going to be much help.”
“I don’t understand,” said Sofia. “I mean, I know it’s not easy to make a decision to be a donor. Especially to a son you’ve not had a relationship with before. But you’d be saving his life.”
“It’s not a question of whether I’d want to or not,” said Veronica. “It’s a question of whether I’d medically be able to. Right now I’m still transitioning, which involves a lot of hormone replacement and other drugs. It’s put some extra strain on my body as it is. I’m not sure my doctor would allow it. Or Daniel’s for that matter.” Veronica met Sofia’s gaze. “I just wanted you to know before this goes any further. If I can help I will, but I can’t make any promises.”




CHAPTER 35
A idan said barely anything as they got back into his Porsche. Sofia didn’t feel much like talking either. Veronica had given them a provisional DNA sample. They were going to drop it into the lab on their way back to the office. But even if it did prove she was Daniel’s father, it might not be of any help to Daniel.
Of all the ways things might have worked out, this was one Sofia hadn’t seen coming. She’d braced herself for not finding Daniel’s dad, or for him refusing to help, but this seemed like a particularly bizarre twist of Fate. She had to keep reminding herself that in Los Angeles twists of Fate often tended toward the bizarre, even when they weren’t cruel.
Aidan pulled up outside the lab. Sofia got out and ran inside with the sample. She handed it over, got a receipt and walked back to the car. The guy inside had said that they were running a special—buy ten, get one free―but when she’d asked about it, he’d told her he was joking. Apparently they didn’t usually get actresses bringing in so many paternity test samples in a row.
“They said they could have a result for us by this evening so I paid for the express service,” Sofia said to Aidan, as she got back into the passenger seat.
“The checks are really racking up on this thing,” said Aidan.
It was an off-the-cuff remark. And she knew what he meant: because this case was pro bono, the agency was having to pay not just the expenses but also forgo the money they would have made working other paid cases. But something about the way he said it really ticked her off.
“That’s all you can think about? A child is dying and you’re worried about expenses?”
Aidan glared at her. “Spare me the sanctimony. Who was in the office first thing this morning?”
“What’s that supposed to mean? You think I haven’t been doing everything I can?”
“I never said that.”
“No, but you implied it.”
“Look, cool it. Okay?”
“Don’t you tell me to cool it,” Sofia snapped back.
Aidan stared straight ahead. He didn’t say anything. He was gripping the steering wheel like a man possessed. Seconds passed. He started to say something, then stopped. More seconds passed. Finally, he asked, “I’m hungry. You hungry?”
“I could eat.”
They pulled into a parking lot two blocks further down where there was a Subway. After they’d got their sandwiches, they sat at a wooden picnic table outside and ate in silence.
“I’m sorry for suggesting you don’t care about Daniel,” Sofia said to Aidan.
“Don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have been bitching about the money we’re spending. I guess I was just ticked off.”
Sofia swallowed a bite of sandwich. “About?”
Aidan shrugged. “You think I’m upset because Wes Adams, a guy I looked up to, is now a woman called Veronica?”
“I never said that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“Well, are you?”
Aidan took a sip of iced water and put the cup down. “No, but you know what does get me?”
Sofia gave him a go-ahead look.
“It’s like we’re all so politically correct, these days, that no one’s even supposed to say anything. You knock on Wes Adams’s door and it’s answered by Veronica Adams. It’s weird. There, I said it! It’s freakin’ weird. I’m not saying it’s wrong. It’s his life. Whatever gets you through the day and all that jazz. But everyone carrying on like nothing’s happened is just as weird,” said Aidan.
“You feel better for getting that off your chest?”
“I’m not a hater, I’m just saying.”
“I know. Weird. I got it.”
Aidan spun round so that he was sitting on the edge of the wooden picnic bench. “I dunno sometimes. This town.”
Sofia sensed Aidan wasn’t still talking about people undergoing gender re-assignment. “What about it?”
Aidan’s jaw clenched. “We got a sick kid, right? A kid who’s going to die if he doesn’t get help. So we go round to all these guys, and the first thing, no, the only thing they can think about is how it might affect their situation. It’s messed up.”
“I think that might be the reaction of men in lots of places. Not just here.”
“Not so many. It’s this place. It brings out the selfishness in people.”
“Or,” Sofia suggested, “it attracts people who’re selfish anyway.”
“I guess that could be it,” agreed Aidan. “It’s an asshole magnet.”
“But there are good people too. You have to remember that.”
“I guess,” said Aidan. He picked up his water cup and tossed it into the garbage. “Come on, let’s head back to the office.”




CHAPTER 36
Sofia and Aidan were back at their desks at Maloney Investigations when Brendan walked in. Usually he said hello and headed for his office. That afternoon he grabbed a spare chair and slumped into it.
“You okay?” Sofia asked him, dreading the answer. She knew he’d been to the hospital to check in with Candice and Daniel.
“Just give me a minute, would you?”
Even Aidan spun round in his seat to see what was up.
“Can I get you anything?” Sofia asked Brendan. “Coffee? Water?”
“A glass of water would be good.”
Sofia walked over to the cooler and filled a plastic cup. She went back to Brendan and handed it to him.
“Thanks.” Brendan took a sip. “I saw Daniel.”
“How is he?” Aidan asked. Like Sofia, he seemed to be dreading one of the possible answers.
“He’s hanging in there,” said Brendan.
Sofia almost let out a sigh of relief.
“But I don’t know how long he’s going to last,” Brendan added, and her heart sank again.
“What are the doctors saying?” Aidan asked his father.
“They don’t know. He could rally and have a few months. Or it could be weeks. Or his condition could deteriorate and he might have just a few more days,” said Brendan. He pushed himself up from the chair. “One thing’s for sure. Without a transplant it’s just a matter of when, not if.” He started toward his office and stopped in the doorway. “How’d your meet with Wes Adams go?”
Sofia jumped in before Aidan could say anything. The last thing Brendan needed right this second was more bad news. “Good. He was happy to give us a DNA sample and help out in any way he can. Right, Aidan?”
Aidan gave her a look that suggested he wasn’t sure what the hell she was playing at, but he’d play along for now.
“You think he’s a prospect?” Brendan directed the question to Aidan.
“I dunno. Maybe,” said Aidan. He obviously wanted to move the conversation on before Brendan could ask any more questions about their visit.
“Come on,” said Brendan. “Star athlete. In top physical condition. At least, he would have been when he met Candice. He’s got a bunch of kids so we know there are bullets in his gun. If you’ll pardon the expression, Sofia.”
“Expression pardoned,” said Sofia.
“So how was Wes looking? Still in great shape?” asked Brendan.
“Great shape!” said Sofia. “Best shape of his life.”
“Really?” said Brendan.
“Oh, yeah,” said Aidan. “I almost didn’t recognize him.”
“Huh,” said Brendan, puzzled. “I wonder how he’s managing to keep it up.”
Aidan and Sofia shrugged.
“Clean living,” said Sofia.
“You think?” said Brendan. “Because that wasn’t his reputation when he was playing in the NBA. Maybe he’s taking something. A lot of guys that age get testosterone replacement therapy. You think that’s it, Aidan?”
“Definitely could be something he’s taking.”
“Yeah, that’s probably it, then,” said Brendan, wandering back into his office and closing the door.
“Why didn’t you want to tell him?” Aidan said to Sofia.
“He’s already had a hard day. And, we don’t even know yet if Wes, I mean, Veronica, actually is Daniel’s father. If the test comes back positive we can tell him then.”
“I guess. But I don’t like lying to him. Not after everything that’s already gone down.”
“We’re not lying. We’re just not telling him the full story,” said Sofia.
“I don’t think that’s how my old man will see it.”
“Okay, you want to go in there and tell him our prime candidate is becoming a woman and it might keep him from donating a kidney so this whole thing was just a waste of time?”
“You’re right,” said Aidan. “It can wait a day.”




CHAPTER 37
By the time Sofia got home to Nirvana Cove, she was exhausted. She was still suffering from a hangover and the day’s events had left her drained. All she wanted to do was eat dinner, feed Fred, change into her pajamas, get into bed, and go to sleep. She had just started to raid the refrigerator when her cell phone beeped with an event alert. That was funny. She couldn’t remember having anything scheduled. She walked from the kitchen into the living room and picked up her phone.
Of course. It had totally slipped her mind. Her mom had scheduled a family dinner for eight o’clock. Janet, Tim, Emily, Ray, and their two kids, Van and Violet, would be there. Ugh. The last thing she wanted to do right now was get changed and drive to the Valley. But if she bailed, especially at the last minute, she’d never hear the end of it. Her mom set great store by family time and was always complaining that since Sofia had started working at the agency she never got to see her.
There was nothing for it. She’d have to suck it up. She could always make her excuses and duck out early. Or maybe even take some clothes with her and crash there if she felt too tired to drive back to Malibu.
She had a quick shower, put on a dress (one nice thing about LA was that she could wear a summer dress pretty much year round), then grabbed what she’d need if she decided to stay over and go to work from her mom’s place.
Carrying an overnight bag, Sofia left her trailer and headed back up to the car park where she’d left the Tesla. She unhooked it from the charging bay, threw her bag into the trunk, and got in just as her cell phone rang.
“Hi, Mom.”
“You haven’t forgotten about tonight, have you?”
“No, I’m just leaving my place.”
“Your sister, Ray and the kids are already here.”
A crash in the background was followed by Van and Violet shouting, “We’re okay!”
“I can hear that,” said Sofia. “I should be there in forty-five minutes to an hour. depending on traffic.”
There was another loud crash, and Janet yelled, “Tim! Can you make sure they’re okay? Oh, Jeez, why’d you let them have the air compressor?” Then she dropped the call.
Sofia adored her niece and nephew but they were a force of nature. And not like a soothing shower: they were more like a cyclone that swept up and destroyed everything in its path. Violet was obsessed with combat and martial arts, and Van had decided the best way to figure out how something worked was to take it apart. And he wanted to know how everything worked.
LATER THAT NIGHT, Van jabbed his fork into the steak on his plate, looked around the perfectly laid dinner table and asked, “Anyone here want to know how they kill cows?”
“What have we said about certain subjects being inappropriate while people are eating, Van?” Emily asked.
“But it’s science,” said Van.
Down the table Violet put her hand in the air. “I know! I know! They choke ’em out. Like, there’s this big guy who wears like this leather apron thing, and he puts his arm around the cow’s neck and cuts off their air supply, and they fall over, and he chokes them. To death! Although like this one cow, he like flipped the guy over and landed on top of him and pretty much broke his back.” All this was delivered in a rapid staccato. Violet paused for dramatic effect, and looked around the table. “True story!”
“No,” said Van. “They shoot them in the head with a bolt gun. And like they poo themselves. Then they cut their throats, hang them up on a big metal hook and cut them up. And that’s how we get this delicious steak. Cool, huh?”
“I heard that cow farts are why we have global warming,” said Violet.
“Yeah, methane,” said Van. “The farts go up in the air and destroy the ozone layer.”
“Okay! Okay!” said their father, Ray. “No more cow talk.”
Van started to protest but Emily cut him off. “Van! Enough!”
“No wonder we’re falling behind the Chinese when no one wants to know about science stuff,” Van grumbled.
At the head of the table, Janet poured herself a fresh glass of wine. “Violet, why don’t you tell us how you’re doing in school?” she said, all grandmotherly sweetness.
“School’s totally bitchin’, Grandma.” said Violet, a picture of perfect innocence.
“Violet!” warned Ray.
“Sorry, I mean it’s great,” said Violet.
“That’s better,” said Emily.
“I’m very glad to hear it,” said Janet.
“Van?” Tim asked. “How are you enjoying school?”
“It’s okay, I guess. The principal got mad at me last week and put me in detention for, like, nothing.”
“I’m sure it wasn’t for nothing,” said Tim. “What happened?”
“Van and Violet’s principal uses a prosthetic leg to get around,” said Ray.
“Alligator bit it off,” said Violet.
“It was a car accident,” Emily corrected.
“It’s like a robotic leg. Super-cool,” said Van. “It has a micro-processor in the knee and, like, hydraulics.”
Tim, like pretty much everyone else round the dinner table, had a fair idea where this story might be headed. But, also like everyone else, curiosity got the better of him so he decided not to change the subject. “What did you do?”
“Well,” said Van, deadly serious, “I kinda had a theory that if it was like supercharged then maybe he could run really fast.”
“He plugged it into a car battery,” said Emily.
“Mom!” Van protested. “I wanted to tell that part.”
“Experiment didn’t work, then?” said Sofia.
“Nope. It short-circuited,” said Van.
“There was smoke!” said Violet, wide-eyed.
“He was kinda mad,” said Van. “Even though I was just trying to help.”
Yup, thought Sofia. That sounded like a fairly typical week in the life of her niece and nephew. Blowing up the principal’s robotic leg.
“So what about you, Sofia? Working on any interesting cases?” Tim asked. Tim was a true-crime fan so he’d been delighted by Sofia’s career change.
“Yeah, but it’s kind of confidential for now,” said Sofia, hoping to fend off the question. She really wasn’t in the mood to discuss work.
“Oh, come on,” said Janet. “We’re family. We’re not going to tell anyone.”
Except a bunch of people Sofia could think of straight off the top of her head.
“Yeah!” said Van. “We can pinky-swear we won’t say anything.”
“Is it a murder?” said Violet. She put her hands together in prayer. “Please let it be a murder!”
Sofia had a feeling that the questioning wouldn’t let up unless she gave them something. “No, it’s not a murder. We’re trying to help someone find their birth-father.”
“What’s that mean?” asked Violet.
“It’s the man who made their mom pregnant,” said Emily. “Now, Sofia said she didn’t want to talk about it, so can we please talk about something else?”
“Good idea,” said Janet.
“But, Mom!” protested Van.
“I meant it,” Emily said, raising her voice to seriously-angry-mom level, something she rarely did with the kids.
Sofia noticed Tim studying the tablecloth and playing with a spoon. The subject of Emily and Sofia’s birth-father wasn’t exactly forbidden, but no one ever really brought it up. Sofia knew that Emily, possibly because she was the eldest, really hated to talk about him. He’d walked out on them and their mom when they were little kids and that had been that. Anytime Sofia had mentioned their father, Emily had always changed the subject.
“So, Tim,” said Ray, picking up on his wife’s discomfort, “how’s your golf game?”

AFTER DINNER, Sofia helped Emily clear the table. Ray was wrestling the kids into their pajamas before they headed home. Tim was out on the patio smoking a cigar, and their mom was nowhere to be seen.
Sofia rinsed some dishes in the sink and handed them to Emily to stack in the dishwasher.
“So why does this person want to find their birth-father?” Emily asked.
Sofia was pretty certain she could count on Emily not to tell anyone about the case. “He’s sick and he needs a kidney transplant. We’re hoping that his biological father might be a match.”
“That’s awful. How old is he?”
“Thirteen.”
“Oh, my God.”
“Yeah,” said Sofia. “It’s pretty bad.”
“You found the guy yet?” Emily asked.
“Not yet. It’s kind of complicated.”
“So what’s the deal with the father? Did he skip the country or something? I mean, it can’t be that hard to track someone down in the States anymore. Not with the internet.”
“That’s the thing. We don’t know who the father is. There’s kind of more than one candidate.”
Emily looked puzzled. Sofia explained as best she could about Candice’s extreme party-lifestyle when she’d fallen pregnant. She left out the baseball team but Emily was still shocked. “I can see why it’s complicated,” she said, when Sofia had finished. “Do you think you’ll find him in time?”
That was the question. Not just whether they’d find him―Sofia was fairly sure they would―but if they would find him in time. And if they did, would it make a difference? She said as much to Emily.
“That’s horrible! How could someone have a child and not agree to save their life if they could?”
Sofia shrugged. But it was possible that if Daniel’s father was found, and turned out to be a match, he might refuse to give up one of his kidneys to save a kid he hadn’t known he had.
“Do you ever think about getting in touch with our dad?” Sofia asked.
Emily froze. “You mean Tim? He’s just outside on the patio.”
“You know who I was talking about,” said Sofia.
Emily slammed the dishwasher shut. “He walked out on us when we were little and our mom really needed him. We haven’t heard from him since. Why would you think I’d want to see him? Unless it was to tell him what a selfish asshole he was.”
“Okay, I get all that, but you’re not curious?”
“Nope,” said Emily. “Are you?”
“I wasn’t. But I guess this case has made me think about it.”
“So what are you saying?” Emily asked. “That you want to try to get in touch with him?”
“No . . . I mean, I don’t know. Maybe. But only if you were okay with it.”
“It’s up to you,” said Emily.
“That’s not an answer.”
“I don’t know either. I’m happy with Ray and the kids. Even though they drive me demented. I don’t know what good it would do dredging up the past. And there’s Mom. What would she think?”
“You’re right,” said Sofia. “It’s a dumb idea. Forget I mentioned it.”

AFTER EMILY and Ray had bundled the kids into the back of their minivan and set off for home, Sofia had helped her mom and Tim finish tidying up. She was exhausted, and the last thing she wanted was to fall asleep at the wheel. “You mind if I stay over tonight?” she asked. “It’s been kind of a long day.”
“That’d be great,” said Janet. “We haven’t seen nearly enough of you since you started working with Brendan and Aidan.”
Sofia wandered out to the patio to say goodnight to Tim. He was sitting, his legs dangling into the swimming pool, finishing his cigar.
Sofia took off her shoes and socks and sat next to him.
“Nice night,” he said.
She lowered her feet into the water. “Yeah.”
“You think you’ll find this kid’s father?”
“We have to,” said Sofia.
“If you or Emily ever needed a kidney and mine would do the trick, I’d happily give one up. Who needs two anyway?”
Sofia put her arm around his shoulders. “I know you would.”
“But promise me you won’t let Van take it out.”




CHAPTER 38
Sofia was dreaming she was back in high school. A bell rang somewhere, and she was late for class. But she couldn’t remember which class, or where it was. It was a particularly strange dream because she’d never actually attended high school. By the time she was high-school age, she was starring in Half Pint Detective and had a series of on-set tutors who taught her between shooting.
She woke up suddenly, still freaked out by the dream and the unfamiliar surroundings. It took her a second or two to remember she was in her mom’s house. The ringing was real enough. She reached over to the night stand and picked up her cell phone. Aidan’s name flashed on the screen with the time: 05:35.
She hit the answer icon. “Hello?”
“Sorry, did I wake you?”
“At five thirty? No, I’ve been up for hours,” said Sofia.
“Good,” said Aidan, blowing straight past the sarcasm. “So, I finally got some good news.”
“About Daniel?”
“No, well, yeah, I guess. About Wes, or Veronica, whatever name we’re going with. I just got an email from the lab and, bingo, it’s positive. Veronica Adams is Daniel’s father. Damn, that sounds weird.”
“They’re sure?” Sofia asked, propping a couple of pillows behind her back so she could sit up.
“As sure as they can be. But it’s like a couple of million to one that it’s a coincidence. Those tests are pretty rock solid.”
Sofia’s head was spinning. It was great news. They had set out to find Daniel’s father, and they’d done just that. But then she remembered that Veronica might not be able to help. Had they come this far only to fail because of something no one could have predicted?
“What did I tell you? I knew it! I just knew it!” Aidan crowed.
“So, what now?” said Sofia.
“We have to break the news to both parties. And we have to tell my old man―explain about Wes and his whole transgender deal.”
“Right,” said Sofia.
Brendan was going to want to know why they hadn’t mentioned it yesterday. They could only hope he’d be so happy they’d located Daniel’s father that he wouldn’t dwell on it.
“When can you be at the office?”
Sofia did a quick calculation. If she left by six thirty she could probably miss the worst of the commuter traffic, which would make the drive to Malibu about twenty to thirty minutes faster. That gave her just under an hour to get herself together and out the door.
Easy.
The guest bedroom had an ensuite bathroom. Sofia ducked inside, found a towel and took a quick shower. She dried off, walked back into the bedroom and got dressed, brushed her hair, pulled it into a ponytail and gathered up her stuff.
The rest of the house was quiet. Her mom and Tim were still asleep. Sofia wandered into the kitchen and made coffee. While she waited for it to brew she made some toast, then sliced an avocado to put on top. She was guessing that a busy day lay ahead and she might not get a chance to have lunch.
She poured coffee into a travel mug, grabbed her bag and headed for the front door. She threw back the lock, stepped outside and set off the house alarm.
An ear-splitting wail filled the air. Sofia opened the door, found the alarm key pad and punched in what she thought was the code. The last four digits of her mom’s birthday.
No luck.
Damn.
She went for the first four digits of her mom’s birthday. No dice with that either. One last try. The four middle digits.
Nope.
She was already getting a headache from the burglar alarm.
Her mom and Tim came stumbling down the hallway toward her. Tim was in boxer shorts and a T-shirt and her mom was wearing a robe. “Don’t touch the key pad!” Janet shouted.
“Too late.”
“It locks us out after three failed attempts. The alarm company have to come and reset it,” said Tim.
Oops.
“I’m really sorry,” said Sofia. “I already tried three times.”
“Don’t worry about it,” said Tim. “You go to work.”
“You sure?”
“Get out of here,” said Tim. “It’s not like you can fix it.”
She gave them both a hug, headed outside, got into the Tesla and pulled down the driveway. At the bottom of the street she made a right. She had to try to refocus on Daniel.
There was the whoop of a siren and flashing lights filled her rear-view mirror.
Oh, great. Just great.
She pulled over to the side of the road. The patrol car drove in front of her, blocking her way. Two cops got out, both with their hands resting on their guns.
“Keep your hands where we can see them!”




CHAPTER 39
T  wo hours later, Sofia finally walked into the Maloney Investigations office. Aidan was in his usual space. Beyond him she could see Brendan hunched over his desk on a call.
“Where the hell have you been?” Aidan asked.
“Traffic was bad,” said Sofia. “I came through Topanga Canyon and there was an accident. Sorry.”
It wasn’t exactly a lie. She had driven from the Valley to Malibu via the canyon, and there had been a minor fender-bender, but that wasn’t why she was so late. The delay was mostly down to forty-five minutes talking to the cops about why her car had been called in by one of her mom’s neighbors who had heard the burglar alarm going off and thought there had been an actual robbery.
The cops had been fine―at least they had once they’d called Janet. But one of them was taking acting classes and had wanted to get some tips from Sofia about breaking into the business. Given that they could have cuffed her and thrown her into the back of their car, Sofia had tried to be polite, which had eaten up a lot of time. Especially when the would-be actor came up with a few dozen supplementary questions about agents, and where to get good headshots.
Sofia put down her bag and scooted her chair over next to Aidan. “You told Brendan about the DNA test?”
“I was waiting for you,” said Aidan. “Didn’t want to steal all the glory.”
“Yeah, right.”
“What?”
“You mean you didn’t want to have to explain to him about Veronica by yourself,” said Sofia.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Aidan, a picture of innocence.
“You don’t remember that we forgot to mention anything to Brendan about Wes now being Veronica?”
“Didn’t we?” said Aidan.
Sofia stood up and practically yanked Aidan out of his chair by the scruff of his neck. “You know we didn’t. But you’re going to have to tell him now.”
“Me? No way. You should tell him. Women are better at that kind of stuff anyway.”
They walked together to Brendan’s office. He was still on the phone but starting to say goodbye. They waited till he’d hung up. Then Sofia said, “Brendan, Aidan and I have some news for you about locating Daniel’s father.”
Brendan waved them into his office. “I hope it’s good because I saw Candice last night, and she’s right on the edge. That lady needs a break about now.”
Aidan shot Sofia an evil look but dutifully followed her into his father’s office where they both sat down.
“So,” Sofia began, “we do have some good news. The DNA sample we took from the ex-NBA player was a positive hit. He’s Daniel’s father.”
Brendan clapped his hands together with a broad grin. “Wes Adams? That’s terrific. Great work.”
They were staring at the carpet.
“There’s a but coming,” said Brendan. “I can feel it.”
Sofia nudged Aidan. “Tell him.”
“Tell me what?”
“You tell him,” said Aidan.
Brendan slammed his hands down on the desk and fixed them both with his death stare. Sofia and Aidan flinched. “One of you’d better tell me before I fire you both and find some investigators who don’t sit in my office like a couple of third-graders.”
Aidan took a breath. “Wes isn’t Wes any more. He’s Veronica.”
“Say what?” said Brendan.
“He’s transitioning,” said Sofia.
When Brendan still looked blank, she added, “From being a man to being a woman. She’s called Veronica.”
“I know what transitioning is,” said Brendan. “I was just absorbing the news. What did Veronica say about Daniel?”
“That she’d help out if she could but that with all the hormone stuff she’s taking, she’s not sure if she’d was a viable candidate to become a donor.”
Brendan put his elbows down on his desk and steepled his fingers. “Let me speak with Veronica.”
“Are you sure?” Aidan asked him.
“Jeez,” said Brendan. That was as close as Brendan ever got to cussing. “Can I remind you two that I was a cop for thirty years? That meant I had to deal with every kind of person there is, and treat them all equally, and with respect, at least until they gave me a reason not to. I was dealing with the LGBT community before it was even called that. And, believe me, I saw a bunch of discrimination and prejudice against them.”
Now Sofia really did feel like a third-grader. By the look on Aidan’s face, he did too.
“I’ll go talk to Veronica,” Brendan announced. “See if I can figure out if she just doesn’t want to be a donor or whether the medical reasons for ruling herself out are legit. In the meantime, you two can go down to UCLA and tell Candice that at least we know who Daniel’s father is. It’s up to her how she handles telling Daniel. You think you can manage that?”




CHAPTER 40
“Y ou want to take this one without me?” Aidan asked Sofia, as they pulled into a parking space outside UCLA Medical Center.
Sofia bristled. “What? Because I’m a woman?”
“No,” said Aidan. “You’ll relate a little better because of your dad . . . You know what I mean.”
Sofia did. Aidan had a point. She could indeed relate better to Candice and Daniel’s situation than Aidan could. “No problem,” she said. “You sit with Daniel, and I’ll talk to Candy.”
“Done.”
They got out of Aidan’s Porsche and walked toward the main entrance. Aidan hesitated as they reached the doors.
“What?” Sofia asked.
He looked up at the building. “I don’t think I’ll ever like hospitals.”
“They make people better too,” said Sofia. “People come in sick. They get better. They leave.”
“I know,” said Aidan. He didn’t sound convinced.
DANIEL WAS asleep when Sofia and Aidan reached the pediatric ICU. Candice sat in a chair next to him, leafing through a celebrity gossip magazine. She smiled and waved for them to come in. “Hey,” she said. She sounded cheerful but looked completely drained.
“We have some news,” Sofia told her.
Candice stood up. “You do?”
“Yes,” said Sofia. “Why don’t we talk outside? Aidan can sit with Daniel.”
The look of hope on Candice’s face was the hardest part for Sofia. What if finding Daniel’s father didn’t help him? Sofia thought of an old half-remembered saying about hope being the thing that killed you in the end. Although maybe it was hopes being suddenly raised, only to be dashed again. That was the cruelest thing of all.
Candice got up and followed Sofia out of the room.
Daniel stirred a little as Aidan hunkered down next to him. “Hey, champ, how are you feeling? Ready to go kill some more zombies with me?”

SOFIA AND CANDICE found a quiet side room. Candice took a seat while Sofia closed the door. Sofia sat down opposite her, their knees touching.
“The doctors actually said Daniel’s vitals are looking a little better this morning,” said Candice. “He still needs the transplant, but he’s not quite as sick as he was. They think he might be able to hold on for a while longer. Maybe even another month.”
“That’s great,” said Sofia.
“And now you have even more good news for me,” said Candice. “You know, I’ve never been much of a Christian, but maybe this is all just God’s plan.”
“I hope so,” said Sofia. And she really did. More than anything she wanted Veronica to be the turning point that would not only save Daniel’s life but give him one as well. After all, if God did move in mysterious ways, it didn’t get much more mysterious than this.
“So who’s the father? It wasn’t one of the baseball guys, was it? Because that’s going to be an awkward conversation.”
“No,” said Sofia. “It wasn’t. Although it was a sportsman, so the genes are all good,” she told Candice, trying to sound chipper and immediately regretting it.
“Wes? I knew it!”
Sofia nodded. “And you were right.”
“He was such a considerate lover. Spent a lot of time down south. If you know what I mean.”
“I’m pretty sure I do.”
“So sensual, as well,” Candice went on, a misty, faraway look in her eyes. “Kind of surprising for a ball player. Usually those guys just like to get hold of you and slam away, like they’re in the weights room or something”
Sofia guessed if Candice could remember this kind of detail Wes had had something going for him. Maybe even at that stage he was in touch with his feminine side. Or maybe Sofia was just reading too much into it. In any case she wasn’t there to discuss Wes’s abilities as a lover. “So, I don’t know if you remember, or whether I mentioned it before, but I didn’t really know my father growing up. He walked out on my mom when my sister and I were little.”
“That’s men for you,” said Candice. “The good ones are either taken or gay.”
Sofia wasn’t sure that was true. There were lots of good men around but not, from what she had seen over the past few days, in Los Angeles. Tim, her step-father, was a good guy. Married. So was Ray, her brother-in-law. Then she thought about Gray, who would have made an ideal husband. Yeah, maybe Candice had a point.
“Anyway,” said Sofia, trying not to get blown off course, “I guess what I’m saying is that I may have some idea of how Daniel will feel when he finally discovers who his father is. That was why Brendan asked me to be the one to talk to you.”
Candice leaned over and patted her hand. “And I really appreciate it.”
That was the easy part done, Sofia guessed. Delivering the good news. At least Candice seemed to be delighted to hear that Daniel’s father was Wes Adams. Now came the trickier part. Telling Candice that Wes was no longer Wes, but Veronica, and maybe wouldn’t be able to give Daniel what he needed most.
“So,” Sofia began, “there’s a couple of other things you need to know. It’s not all good news.”
“He’s going to try to deny being Daniel’s father?”
“No. He’s actually been pretty helpful.” He wasn’t a he, but Sofia needed time to get to that. “And the DNA test is pretty conclusive.”
Now Candice was looking worried. “So what is it? What’s the bad news? If he doesn’t want be a donor, I’m sure once he meets Daniel, and sees what a great kid he is . . .”
This was excruciating. The longer Sofia dragged it out, the more upset Candice was going to be. “Wes isn’t Wes anymore. He’s Veronica.”
Candice’s face looked like Sofia and Aidan’s must have looked when they’d realized that the person they were talking to, Veronica, had been Wes Adams.
“What did you just say, honey?”
“Wes Adams realized that he’s really a woman. She’s called Veronica. It hasn’t hit the news yet, but it will.”
Candice rocked back in her chair. “Veronica?”
Sofia nodded.
“At least he picked a pretty name,” said Candice, still clearly shell-shocked.
Sofia had to admire her ability to spot the silver lining.
“So when did he decide he was a chick?” asked Candice.
“I don’t know. The first we knew of it was when we turned up at his place and there was Veronica. But I’m guessing these things are gradual. Or maybe he always knew, but people are only willing to accept something like this now, so he felt it was a good time to make the transition. Those are just guesses, though.”
Candice went quiet. She stared out of the window. Seconds passed. Then a minute. Sofia didn’t want to interrupt. It was probably just better if she let the news sink in.
“How am I going to explain this to Daniel?” Candice said finally. “You know, that his dad is actually another mom.”
Sofia had no idea. She’d had enough trouble finding the words to explain the situation to Candice, a grown woman. How to break this kind of news to a teenage boy who was dying was anyone’s guess. It probably called for someone who was a properly qualified counsellor, rather than someone who was still training as a private investigator.
“Perhaps the hospital has someone who could help. I’m sure if you asked they’d have a person on staff who can―”
“You said you had kind of a similar experience. I mean, not knowing your father and all.”
“Yeah, that’s true, but there’s a little bit more to this. I think it might be best if you spoke to someone who’s used to dealing with these kind of situations first.”
“There’s more?” Candice said. “More than Wes being Veronica?”
“It’s more a question of what that means, or doesn’t mean, for us being able to help Daniel.”
“Wes, I mean Veronica, won’t help Daniel with a transplant?”
There it was. The real question. Not whether Daniel’s father was Wes or Veronica, but whether this other parent would be prepared to provide part of themselves to save him.
“When we spoke to Veronica she indicated that because she’s still in the middle of transitioning she may not be able to be a donor,” said Sofia. “Brendan’s going to speak to her. That’s where he is now. But we shouldn’t get our hopes up just yet.”
At that point, Candice seemed to crumble. Her shoulders rounded, her chin dropped onto her chest and she slumped forward. She started to cry.
Sofia stood up and put an arm around her. She wasn’t sure what to say to make her feel better. Probably because she didn’t think there was anything she could say. Daniel was dying. He needed someone who was prepared to give up one of their kidneys to save his life. They’d thought his father might be that person. They had pinned all their hopes on it. But even though they’d done their job it looked like it wasn’t going to be enough.




CHAPTER 41
A idan glanced at his watch as they waited for Brendan outside Veronica Adams’s Hollywood Hills home. “He’s been in there for, like, two hours.”
“You sure he’s still inside?” Sofia asked.
“His car’s still here,” Aidan said, with a nod toward the Crown Vic parked outside the front door.
“What do you think they’re talking about?”
Aidan shrugged. “How should I know?” She could tell he was also feeling the disappointment of having done what they’d been asked to do and it not having made any difference to Daniel’s situation. He’d barely spoken half a dozen words since they’d left the hospital.
“We’ve done everything we could,” said Sofia.
“That’s what pisses me off. We’ve done everything we could, but it still doesn’t count for jack.”
“I know. It sucks.”
They lapsed back into silence.
Five minutes later there was still no sign of Brendan leaving the house. Sofia wondered if they should maybe call him. She was just about to ask Aidan what he thought when he said, “I’ve asked them to do the tests to see if I might be a match for Daniel.”
She turned to look at him. He was deadly serious.
“Blood type’s already good, which is pretty major. But there’s also the antigens to check, and a bunch of other stuff to assess my kidney function. Make sure we’re not just switching out one bum kidney for another. Not that I’ve had any problems,” Aidan continued.
It was Sofia’s turn to be dumbfounded. She had known Aidan a long time. Underneath his slightly asshat-ish demeanor she’d always known he was a good guy, but this was a whole other level. Being prepared to give up a body part to help someone he hadn’t even known existed a month ago.
“Are you sure about this?” said Sofia.
“Yes.”
Sofia wasn’t convinced. “I mean, have you really thought it through?”
“What’s there to think about? If Daniel doesn’t get a kidney, he dies. I have two, but I can live fine with one.”
“Okay, but it’s still a major step. I mean, we have two for a reason. Even if we only need one it’s always handy to have a spare.”
“I can get by on one. So can Daniel,” said Aidan.
Sofia wasn’t sure what to say. Aidan was right. But it still seemed like a huge leap. Even if everything went okay afterwards, and Aidan could get by with one kidney, it was still major surgery. “I thought you didn’t like hospitals.”
“I don’t,” said Aidan. “I hate them.”
“Have you told your dad yet?”
“Nope. I only just decided.”
“When you were sitting with Daniel just now?”
“Yeah,” said Aidan.
Sofia was about to ask him again whether he thought this was a good idea when the front door of the house opened and Brendan appeared with Veronica. They were laughing and Veronica had her arm around Brendan’s shoulders. Brendan wasn’t a small guy, but Veronica towered over him.
Aidan got out of the car. Sofia followed. They walked over to Brendan and Veronica.
“Aidan, you have one great father here,” Veronica said.
“Thanks,” said Aidan.
“Back in the nineties there was a bunch of hate crimes against trans men and Brendan was the one who busted the assholes who were doing it,” Veronica told him.
“I didn’t know that.”
“So, Veronica, we’ll be in touch about you sitting down with Candice,” Brendan said.
“I look forward to it. And, Brendan?”
Brendan turned back toward her.
“Thanks for being so understanding.”
Veronica went inside and the door closed behind her. Brendan walked down the driveway to join Aidan and Sofia.
“That seemed to go well,” Sofia said to him.
“Yeah, we got on great. Fascinating character,” Brendan responded. “Takes a lot of guts to do something like that when you’re such a public figure. I kind of thought it might be a stunt at first but, nope, this has been a long time coming.”
More than most people, Sofia knew Brendan was right. The scrutiny of celebrities, even someone like a retired athlete, was more intense than it had ever been. Between the paparazzi and social media, most celebrities couldn’t do anything without the whole world first dissecting and then commenting on it. Even the most minor things, like a new outfit or haircut, never mind something as major as gender reassignment.
“So what did Veronica say about Daniel?” Aidan asked.
Brendan looked down at his shoes. “What she said before. That she doesn’t know if she’ll be a viable donor because of what she’s going through.”
“Perhaps someone else will come forward,” Sofia said, throwing a glance toward Aidan, hoping this might prompt him to tell his dad he’d decided to step forward as a donor.
“Look, we have to prepare ourselves for the worst,” said Brendan. “I mean, it’d be great if someone stepped up, but I’m not going to be holding my breath. Daniel’s very sick and he doesn’t have time on his side.”
“I don’t know,” said Sofia. “Stranger things have happened.”
“What’s going on with you two?” said Brendan. “You’re saying we shouldn’t lose hope, and you keep looking at Aidan, Sofia. If there’s something I should know then tell me.”
“Seeing as how Sofia’s going to blab to you about it anyway, I’m having the tests done to see if I can be Daniel’s donor.”
They both waited for Brendan’s reaction. Sofia didn’t know whether he’d think Aidan was foolish, over-emotional, stupid or a combination of all three. She was pretty sure he wasn’t going to take it well, which was why she thought Aidan needed to tell him sooner rather than later.
“Look,” said Brendan, “this has been tough on all of us. Let’s take at least a day to think about our next move. Aidan, if it’s what you want to do, I’m not going to argue with you. But make sure you’ve thought it through.” Brendan headed for his Crown Vic. “Go get some rest, both of you. I’m going to see Candice and Daniel. I’ll call you if there’s anything new.”
They watched him get into his car and drive off.
“Thanks a bunch,” said Aidan.
“You weren’t going to tell him?” said Sofia.
“Yeah, when the time was right.”
“And when would that be? The clock’s running.”
Aidan’s jaw tightened. Something was up.
“You’re not sure about doing this, are you?” Sofia said.
His jaw clenched a little tighter. “Don’t be ridiculous. I said I would, didn’t I?”
“Exactly. You said it, but you’re having second thoughts.”
“Hey, do me a favor, would you? Break the habit of a lifetime and mind your own business,” said Aidan, storming off to his car, getting in and slamming the door.




CHAPTER 42
Sofia closed the door on her egg-shell blue trailer in Nirvana Cove, threw her bag onto the sofa and slumped next to it. Her head was still spinning.
She had been braced for Veronica deciding not to be a potential donor. What she hadn’t foreseen was Aidan deciding to step in.
Worst of all, on the way back she had decided to Google the risks for kidney donors. She should have known by now that, when faced with any kind of medical crisis, the worst thing she could do was to Google it. For some reason, probably to do with people loving worst-case scenarios and therefore clicking on those links, the first page of Google always seemed to throw up the most alarming outcomes.
One in three thousand kidney donors would suffer post-operative problems. It was major surgery. And even if he got through the operation and being under general anesthetic, he was still going to be running on one kidney for the rest of his life. Which, again, was totally manageable. Most people were running around with one and a spare. But if that one kidney got into trouble, he didn’t have the back-up sitting there all ready to take over.
Normally Sofia would have left it to Aidan. After all he was a grown man, capable of making his own decisions. But he had already admitted he was having second thoughts.
The problem was that now he had told Brendan, because of Sofia’s pestering, he might not feel like he could back out. Sofia was facing perhaps one of the most powerful forces on earth: male pride. Men were capable of doing all kinds of stuff when they thought they might lose face by not doing whatever it was. If they would lose face in front of their fathers, forget it: Aidan would jump off a cliff if he thought Brendan expected him to.
Sofia dug out her cell phone and pulled up Aidan’s number. Her finger hovered over the green call icon. She put the phone next to her on the sofa. A call was a bad idea. Aidan would still be mad about her pressuring him to tell Brendan. Plus if Sofia was trying to get him to back out there was every chance he’d dig his heels in even harder. And, in any case, he’d said earlier that he was going to use any time off to catch up on his date with the woman he was seeing. No, Aidan was best left alone, at least for now.
That left Sofia with the problem of what to do with her time off. Part of why she liked working at Maloney Investigations was that it kept her busy. While she’d been busy as an actress―being on a hit kids’ TV show took care of that―she’d known there would come a time when she’d spend longer and longer between jobs. That was one of the other reasons she’d gotten out when the going was good. She didn’t want to become a ‘resting’ actor, spending more and more time waiting for a call from her agent.
She liked being busy. She liked work. Which left her with a dilemma when her boss told her to stop working and relax.
She looked around her double-wide trailer. She supposed she could clean. She’d bought a new shower rail that needed to be fitted.
Or she could call over to Gray and ask if he wanted to go grab dinner later. Or maybe see if Tex was at a loose end.
Maybe not. They’d want to talk about Daniel, and Sofia wasn’t sure she could face talking about it. Not without bursting into tears. The same went for her mom and her sister.
She also didn’t want to stay home and drink wine. Or stay home and not drink, with just Fred the seagull for company.

SHE PULLED the Tesla into her usual space in the alley behind Jack’s Gym in Venice. She climbed out, grabbed the bag with her workout gear from the trunk, and headed inside.
The gym was busy, the split about half men and half women. Sofia had noticed more and more women working out at Jack’s since she’d started coming. At first it was kind of surprising, given that the men who used the place were either boxers, MMA fighters or serious about their physical conditioning. No spin classes or yoga mats. It was all heavy bags, weights, and the kind of equipment used for CrossFit (truck tires and heavy rope).
Sofia finally figured out that because the guys who frequented the gym were there to train rather than hit on chicks, the women who went there were comfortable. And if anyone made a pest of themselves, Luis was on hand for some gentle persuasion. Plus there was some serious male eye candy walking around the place.
Sofia selected a set of resistance bands, headed to a corner and began her warm-up. Once she was ready, she helped herself to some gloves and headed over to a heavy bag. She must have been throwing punches with extra ferocity because after a few minutes Luis appeared.
“Hey, you’re gonna break your hand throwing shots like that. You remember anything from what I taught you?”
“Sorry, Luis, rough week.”
“Another? Here, let me get some pads and you can work out your frustrations on me.” He came back a few seconds later with a pair of boxing pads and held them up as Sofia threw shots. He didn’t ask what was upsetting her. “Okay, now jab. No! Tuck your chin in. Come on, finish nice and strong,” he said, coaching her through her workout.
Five minutes later she was soaked in sweat. She put her hands down and took some deep breaths.
“Better?” Luis asked.
“If I manage not to throw up.”
Luis laughed. “You wouldn’t be the first or the last.”
Sofia pulled off her gloves. Luis handed her the pads. “Put these away for me, would you?”
A feature of their friendship was that he had always treated her exactly the same as anyone else who came to his gym, even when she was an actress. That included making sure she put the equipment away after she’d used it.
“You have a good evening,” said Luis.
“Hey, Luis.”
He turned back. “Yeah?”
“Can I talk to you about something?”
“Sure,” said Luis. “Wanna step into my office?”




CHAPTER 43
I t was late but there were still some lights on inside Veronica Adams’s house in the Hollywood Hills as Sofia pulled up outside in the Tesla. She got out, walked up to the front door, rang the bell and waited.
It took a while, but eventually Veronica opened the door. She looked surprised to see Sofia. That made two of them. Sofia still wasn’t sure this was a good idea. But right now it was the only idea she had, if Daniel was to survive and Aidan wasn’t to have major surgery because he was too embarrassed or proud to go back on his word. “Can I come in?” she asked.
Veronica opened the door a little wider and stepped aside.




CHAPTER 44
T  wo days later
SOFIA STOOD on the steps outside the building that housed the pediatric ICU. Aidan appeared, bounding up the steps toward her. “Hey, anyone arrived yet?”
“Not yet, but it’s still a little early.”
“How many you get in the end?”
“Seven out of a possible eleven. Well, eleven that we know about.”
That earned an eyebrow raise from Aidan. “Damn. Good work, Salgado.”
“Thanks.”
“I’m going to head on up. Unless you need me down here to chaperone.”
“No,” said Sofia. “I got this covered.”
The first person showed up a few minutes after Aidan had gone inside. After that there was a steady flow. Some came with a friend, or a parent, or a brother or sister. A couple of the older ones were alone. They all seemed to share the same mix of excitement and nervousness. Sofia didn’t blame them. It was a big deal. Even if most of them had been through this a number of times before, this was just that little bit different.

ONCE EVERYONE HAD ARRIVED, Sofia led them up to the waiting room Dr. Mark had arranged for them. Visitor numbers for a patient in ICU were strictly controlled, but Dr. Mark had got the hospital to agree to an exception this one time.
Sofia led the group down the corridor toward Daniel’s room. Candice was sitting at his bedside. Brendan and Aidan were waiting outside. Sofia introduced them to everyone. There were a lot of names to remember.
“Brendan, this is Jordan―no, wait, this is Scott, and that’s Jordan. That’s right, isn’t it?”
Scott, a strikingly handsome young college student, nodded, and shook hands with Brendan and Aidan.
“Okay,” said Sofia. “So, this is Jordan. That’s CJ. Then we have Beth.” Sofia pointed out a delicate teenager with pale skin and light brown hair. She was wearing a GNR T-shirt. “This is Julia. And this is Michelle. I got that right, didn’t I?”
Julia and Michelle laughed. “Other way round,” said Michelle, a thin blonde girl, in her late teens, who had the figure and looks of a runway model.
“Oh, and last but not least, Brendan, Aidan, this is Keyshon,” said Sofia. “Is that everyone?”
They agreed that it was. Brendan stepped inside Daniel’s room while Sofia, Aidan and the others waited in the corridor. Dr. Mark came out of the room and said that Daniel was still very sick so he didn’t want the visit to last more than a half-hour. Sofia didn’t have to introduce Dr. Mark as he had already spoken with everyone before their visit. A minute later, Brendan was back.
“Okay, Daniel’s awake. We’re all set,” he told them.
One by one the visitors filed in, Sofia holding open the door for them. Daniel was propped up on his pillows, pale and drained, but he looked happy. There was a sparkle in his eyes that had been missing recently.
Sofia thought she had all the names down now. She ran through them. Everyone said hi to Daniel, went over to his bedside and gave him a hug. A few of the girls, and a couple of the guys, cried.
Sofia felt a little awkward watching all this unfold, so she and Candice edged out of the room. It was time to let Daniel have some time alone with his half-brothers and -sisters. They had a lot to talk about.




CHAPTER 45
I f Candice had been busy when she was younger, so had Wes Adams. With his or, rather, Veronica’s help, Sofia had managed to located eleven half-brothers and -sisters Daniel hadn’t known he had. A couple lived either out of state or overseas. By choice two more had no real contact with either their father or their half-siblings. That left seven who could meet Daniel.
Sofia had deliberately decided not to tell any siblings about Daniel’s situation until after they had said they wanted to meet him. She didn’t want any of them feeling guilt-tripped into doing anything they weren’t comfortable with. They would no doubt feel that pressure a little way down the line when the medical team asked them to be tested for donor compatibility.
Speaking to the seven kids, Sofia had been struck by two things. The first was how close many of them were. CJ, Scott and Keyshon really did act like brothers from a different mother, as did Beth and Julia. Michelle and Jordan were a little more detached from the rest of the group. From what they’d said their moms had taken Wes abandoning them a lot harder than some of the other women he’d impregnated, then broken up with.
The other thing that had surprised Sofia was just how close most of the seven were to Wes. And, perhaps more surprisingly, how accepting they’d been of his transition to Veronica. Even Michelle and Jordan, who weren’t as close to their father, didn’t seem to have a problem with Wes undergoing gender reassignment.
Sofia wandered into the side room where Brendan and Aidan were sitting with Candice. Candice patted the chair next to hers. “I was just saying to Brendan how much I appreciate all you’ve done for Daniel,” she said.
Sofia wasn’t sure how to respond. She’d always had a problem with how to take compliments. “I was really just doing my job,” she said.
“Not just your job, Sofia. That was some great lateral thinking you did. Right when we were at a dead end too,” said Brendan. “You went above and beyond. You too, Aidan. I’m very proud of both of you.”
Aidan’s cheeks flushed red. He brushed it off with a gruff “Thanks.”
At the same time, thought Sofia, neither her finding Daniel’s half-siblings (and a new pool of potential donors) nor Aidan stepping up as a donor might be enough. Daniel was living, quite literally, on a knife edge.
They all turned as someone knocked on the open door. Veronica’s head poked round the frame.
Brendan got up from his seat. “Veronica. We weren’t expecting you today,” he said.
“It was a last minute decision,” said Veronica. “I heard the kids had come to visit Daniel, so I thought, why not?” She stepped gingerly into the room and walked across to Candice. “It’s been a while,” she said, leaning in and kissing Candice on the cheek.
“Yes, I guess it has.” Candice seemed a bit freaked, and Sofia didn’t blame her. It must have been a little weird meeting her son’s father for the first time in almost fourteen years only to find a statuesque, and perfectly made-up, woman towering over her.
“Did you come to see Daniel?” Sofia asked. She was a little concerned it might be too early for that.
Obviously Veronica thought the same because she said, “No, I think meeting the other kids was enough for him today. I came to get the tests to see how good a match I might be.”
“You’re sure?” Brendan asked.
“Hundred percent,” said Veronica. She looked a little shyly at Candice. “I mean, what kind of a mother would I be if I couldn’t do that much?”




CHAPTER 46
Rather than everyone waiting at home for a phone call about how Daniel’s kidney transplant had gone, his nearest, dearest, and most of the staff of Maloney Investigations had decided to wait at the hospital. Ever accommodating, Dr. Mark had arranged a room for them close to the surgical unit where the double operation was to take place.
It wasn’t going to be a long wait. Sofia had been quite shocked when Dr. Mark had told her the entire procedure would take three to four hours, maybe even less. First, the live donor would have one of their kidneys removed. When that was done Daniel would have one of his malfunctioning kidneys removed, then have the donor kidney implanted into his body. Obviously it was more involved than that, but that was the basic rundown.
Sofia edged across the room to where Candice was standing with Brendan. She’d noticed they were getting a little touchy-feely. He had his hand on her waist and she was leaning in toward him. Maybe it was just that she was on edge and he was comforting her.
As well as Candice and Brendan, most of Daniel’s half-siblings were there. After all the tests had been done there had been four strong potential donors, including Aidan. Once their physical eligibility had been established it had come down to the results of the psychological evaluations that had been carried out.
Sofia checked her watch. The minutes seemed to drag by. “How are you holding up, Candy?”
Candice managed to squeeze out a tired smile. “I could really use a cigarette.”
“It’s going to be absolutely fine,” said Brendan, taking Candice’s hand.
The door opened and everyone turned round. Aidan walked in. People went back to their conversations and poking at their smart phones. He pushed through the crowd to Sofia, Brendan and Candice, then gave Candice a hug. “What’s the latest?” he asked.
“They’re both in surgery. That’s all we know,” Sofia told him.
“No news is good news when it comes to stuff like this,” said Brendan.
Sofia didn’t know if he was saying it to make Candice feel better or whether it was an observation based on experience. After all, Brendan, with his many years as a detective, probably had more experience of life and death situations than anyone else in the room.
“I was going to grab a coffee. Does anyone need anything?” Aidan asked.
Aidan had been in the room just thirty seconds and he was already antsy. “I’ll come with you,” said Sofia. “Candice? Brendan? You need anything?”
“Maybe some water,” said Candice.
“I’m good,” said Brendan.
Sofia followed Aidan into the corridor. He tugged at the collar of his shirt. “Is it like crazy hot in here or is it me?” he asked.
“It’s you,” said Sofia.
“You sure?”
“You okay?” she asked. “I mean, apart from that not liking hospitals thing.”
“I broke up with the woman I was seeing,” said Aidan.
This was news. Big news. “Whoa. When? What happened?”
“She wanted a kid. Or, rather, she wanted to find a sperm donor. Turned out she was only dating me to see if I would make a good donor.”
“You’re kidding!” said Sofia.
“I wish I was. I told her I wanted to be a father one day, but not like that. Anyway, we had this huge fight about what she was doing, and she ended up storming out. Then I got a text from her, saying maybe we should see other people.”
“No way.”
“Way,” said Aidan. “I’m right back to square one. She seemed perfect too.”
“You’ll find someone,” said Sofia.
“Yeah. I already got three dates lined up for the weekend.”
Sofia stopped walking and stared at him. What was it with guys? Most women would have been devastated, but Aidan was good to go again. She could only hope Daniel had the same powers of recovery.
“What?” Aidan said.
“What do you mean ‘what’?”
“Why are you looking at me like I’m some kind of monster? She dumped me. Why should I feel guilty?”
“You shouldn’t.”
They kept bickering all the way to the coffee stand and back. Sofia gave Candice her water. A half-hour later the door opened. This time it was Dr. Mark.
The room fell silent. All eyes were on him. Including Sofia’s. Damn, he looked good in scrubs.
“So, I have an update. The procedure went smoothly. Both Veronica and Daniel are doing well. We’ll obviously have to keep an eye out for post-operative infections and any other complications but we’re quietly optimistic for a good result.”
All around them people hugged. Candice burst into tears of relief. Aidan put his hand on Sofia’s shoulder. “You did pretty good for a rookie.”
“Yeah,” said Brendan. “Great job, Sofia.”




EPILOGUE
N irvana Cove Beach, Malibu
Six weeks later
GRAY COLE WAS on bar duty for the party Sofia was throwing to celebrate Daniel and Veronica’s successful recovery from transplant surgery. Gray had set up his bar on Sofia’s front porch. People would arrive at the party, or wander up from the beach and do a double-take. Then they would say things like “Is it you?” or “Are you who I think you are?”
Gray would smile politely and ask them what they were having as they mostly stared at him, their minds blown at being served a drink by one of the world’s most famous movie stars. Sofia helped him behind the bar until Dr. Mark arrived and Gray dropped some not-so-subtle hints that Sofia should show him around Nirvana Cove before Gray did.
“He’s a total hottie,” Gray whispered to her, and she wandered away, off to the beach with Dr. Mark.
Out on the sands, Candice, Veronica and Tex were catching up on old times. Daniel was surrounded by a gaggle of half-brothers and sisters. Sofia’s mom and stepdad were talking to Brendan. Emily and Ray were sprawled on a couple of towels, sipping cocktails and enjoying some well-earned down time. Van and Violet ran screaming from the water: “Shark! Shark!”
Dr. Mark looked alarmed and started toward them. Sofia grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “That’s the third time they’ve done it so far this afternoon. I keep on telling them that if there ever is a shark no one will believe them, but they don’t seem to care. At least it stops them . . .”
She watched as the two kids headed straight for Veronica and Daniel, asked to see their scars, and started to pepper them with questions about how much blood there had been and whether they could remember anything about the surgery.
“. . . doing that,” said Sofia, as Emily and Ray got up to take charge of the terrible twosome.
Dr. Mark pointed into the distance at a bunch of guys who were walking down the beach toward the party. “More guests?” he asked Sofia.
“Nope. This is the guest list right here,” said Sofia.
Nirvana Cove was a private beach. Or as private as it got in Malibu, which prided itself on its open-access policy along the shoreline.
Sofia squinted into the sun. She was looking to see if the approaching group of guys had cameras. A photo of Veronica Adams was still worth good money to the tabloids.
Slowly, as the men got closer, she started to recognize a few faces. They were older and she’d only seen their pictures online, but . . .
How had the baseball team, with whom Candice and Tex had shared a night of naked debauchery, heard about this reunion? It wasn’t as if any of the potential fathers had known about it. It was a complete mystery. As they got nearer, Sofia saw Tex break away from her chat with Veronica and Candice and wave at them. “Hey, guys! Over here!”
As Sofia looked over at her, open-mouthed, Tex shrugged an apology. “What?” said Tex. “I’m old, I ain’t dead.”
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