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ABOUT THE BOOK
From New York Times Bestseller Rebecca Cantrell and Sean Black comes the sequel to "A" is for Asshat and another fast-paced, funny novel that's perfect for fans of Janet Evanovich.
Maloney Investigation's newest private detective, Sofia Salgado, is back on the case that turns into her mother's worst nightmare when she ends up undercover in one of Malibu's many rehab clinics.
If she doesn't solve the mystery in time, she and all the bad girls she meets inside, including rock star Brandi Basher and reality TV train wreck Monaco Jane, might just end up going to the big rehab center in the sky.




CHAPTER 1
Sofia Salgado had paint in her hair. After a broken toaster had spewed smoke and soot all over her ceiling, she’d decided to repaint it herself. She’d budgeted a couple of hours for the task, but so far all she’d accomplished was putting newspapers on the countertops and stove, covering the edges with blue tape, and somehow managing to drip yellow paint on her head.
She looked around at the messy mobile home she’d bought with the money she’d made starring in a TV show called Half Pint Detective. Even in its current state, she loved everything about the place. It had a full kitchen, a cute breakfast nook, a living room, two bedrooms, and two bathrooms. It reminded her more of a ship than a regular house—lots of wooden built-ins, smaller than average appliances, and a view of the Pacific Ocean from her living room.
The mobile home sat off the beach in Malibu, California, in a trailer park called Nirvana Cove. The park was originally built for people with ordinary incomes, or folks who wanted a cheap weekend or summer getaway, but had become crazy expensive in the past thirty years. Now some of the trailers sold for over a million dollars. She’d paid the money because it was only a short walk from the ocean, and nobody bothered her here in her own little slice of Paradise.
Still, right now, a hotel would be nice. One someone else had already painted. Something clean and tidy. With room service.
“Hello!” Emily called, from outside the front window.
“Crap!” Sofia muttered, under her breath. She looked guiltily at the yellow smiley-faced clock on the kitchen wall. Mr. Smiley said Emily was two hours early. Her sister was usually late, and Sofia had counted on it this morning. She hadn’t even showered, and wore beat-up clothes under her white painter’s jumpsuit.
Emily wore a red sundress and was, as always, perfectly turned out. When they were kids everyone said Emily looked like a little lady, Sofia like she’d fallen out of a tree, then rolled down a hill and into a duck pond.
Emily waved through the window at Sofia. Sofia waved back.
“Anyone home?” a little girl’s voice asked, right before something that sounded like a sledgehammer pounded on Sofia’s metal front door. It quaked, as if ready to come off its hinges.
Sofia sprinted to rescue it, tripped on the half-full tray she’d left in the middle of the kitchen, and splashed out yellow paint. Good thing she’d put down those newspapers. Too bad about her shoe.
“Now, Violet.” Emily sounded manically cheery. “Leave that.”
Sofia flung open her front door. Her seven-year-old niece held a wooden leg that Sofia could have sworn was usually attached to the table on her front porch. She caught Violet’s arm mid-swing and twisted it out of her hand. The bistro table stood at an accusing angle on its three good legs. The marble top looked ready to slide off.
Sofia summoned up her former child-star training and gave the whole family a bright smile. “It’s great to see you!”
She was being so perky her face hurt. But she meant it. It was always great to see Emily and her kids. She took off her paint-covered shoes and dropped the table leg on the chair seat. She’d have to fix it after the kids left. No point in putting it back on only to have them take it off again. Luckily, it was an IKEA table—easy to take apart and put back together.
Violet gave a shrug in the direction of the listing table with its three legs. “It was loose.”
Her brother, six-year-old Van, hastily stuffed something into his pocket. It looked like a screwdriver, but it couldn’t be. His parents kept all of the tools in their house locked up tight.
“We really appreciate you taking the kids!” Emily beamed up at her husband, Ray. He had on black board shorts and a white T-shirt. They looked as if they were about to head out on their honeymoon, happy and guilty at the same time. “I know we’re early. Is that OK?”
“Of course,” Sofia lied. If they’d come on time, the ceiling would have been done and everything put away. At least, that had been the plan.
“You can always call us if it gets bad,” Ray said. “We can come right back.”
“It’s only for the weekend!” Sofia said. “The kids and I will have some great adventures together. I thought today we’d go—”
Sofia’s phone played the first few bars from the theme of the old TV show Dragnet. Everyone looked at it.
“Sorry, that’s the agency,” she said, pulling the phone out of the pocket of her paint-splattered overalls.




CHAPTER 2
T  he agency was Maloney Investigations. Detective work involved a lot of drudgery sometimes, but she loved it, except when they called her on weekends. Her boss, Brendan Maloney, had been kind enough to take her on as a trainee private investigator when she’d decided to quit acting and get a real job. She’d met him on the set when he worked as a consultant to her TV show, and he’d taken her under his wing. She sometimes wondered if she’d be a zookeeper now if he’d been consulting on that.
“I’ll just be a minute,” Sofia said to the two kids.
She wanted to go inside and take the call in privacy, but she didn’t dare turn her back on Violet and Van. They’d dismantle her home in five minutes if she let down her guard. “Sofia here.”
“I know you were supposed to be off this weekend, but something’s come up. You’re needed in the office for a meeting.” Aidan Maloney, son of the agency’s owner, and Sofia’s sometime friend, sometime arch-nemesis. “Urgent business. Only you will do.”
“I’ll call you back in exactly one minute,” Sofia told him. She smiled at her sister. “Or maybe three minutes. But soon.”
She disconnected and looked at her sister and brother-in-law. They’d been planning this trip for months. Usually Sofia and Emily’s mother and stepfather watched the kids, but they were out of town on a cruise. If Sofia didn’t come through, Emily and Ray would have to cancel their plans.
“Is everything OK?” Emily bit her lower lip, and Ray squeezed her against his side. They were so darn cute together.
“It’s just a meeting.” Sofia took a deep breath of bracing sea air. She could do this. “I can still take the kids. Don’t worry.”
Ray jumped forward as if he’d been hit by a cattle prod. “Great!” he almost shouted. In less than a second, he had dumped two backpacks on the front porch and slapped a set of car keys into Sofia’s hand. “As long as you’re sure.”
Sofia was feeling a little dazed. “Yup.”
Ray hugged Violet and frisked Van, producing a screwdriver the child had hidden in his front pocket. That explained the table leg.
“Is this yours?” he asked Sofia.
She shook her head. Her stepfather had bought her a toolset when she’d moved into the trailer. All her tools had pink handles, even the drill. Van’s screwdriver was black.
“I found it in the parking lot,” Van said. “Just sitting there.”
Sofia tried to imagine who would have left a brand new Craftsman screwdriver in the parking lot. Nobody in Nirvana Cove would ever work on their car in the lot. The other residents would probably barbecue them if they did.
“I’ll put the screwdriver back there,” said Ray, “when we come to get you on Sunday night.”
Emily pulled each kid into a long hug and kissed the top of their heads. Violet squirmed away, but Van stood still and rolled his eyes, like only a six-year-old boy could.
“Remember, you can’t let Van have any tools.” Emily shook the screwdriver at him. “And they both had baths this morning and breakfast, so you don’t need to worry about that. Bedtime is nine, since it’s a weekend. I packed some books in their backpacks with the clothes.”
Sofia looked at the backpacks. Violet’s was pink and, rather incongruously, had a princess on the front. Van’s was orange and looked like a giant Lego brick.
“We’ll be fine,” Sofia said. “I bought a new Lego airport set for Van, and I got a bootleg copy of The Ultimate Fighting Challenge 2010 for Violet. It’s from back before they added those safety rules.”
“Cool!” the kids chorused in unison.
“You bet!” She was Cool Auntie Sofia, after all. She had a reputation to maintain.
Emily’s brow creased in worry. “I know you’ll be fine, but—”
“Time to go, honey.” Ray kissed Violet’s cheek and patted Van’s head. “Sofia’s a brave little soldier. She’ll get through. We’ve got places to go, things to do.”
Emily gave Ray a smile Sofia could only describe as lascivious. She was kinda shocked her sister had done that next to the kids, even if they were facing away from her.
“One more thing,” Emily said. “Absolutely no sugar. It makes them totally hyper. You remember when we watched that movie Gremlins and they fed the creatures after midnight? It’s like that, only worse.”
Holy crap, thought Sofia. More hyper? Only the Tasmanian Devil was more hyper than those two. “No sugar. I promise.”
Ray took Emily’s hand, and they practically sprinted back up the path toward the parking lot. They didn’t get enough time alone together, those two.
“Want me to show you my new move?” Violet asked. “I’m calling it the Nutcracker!”
Van shifted away from her and held both hands in front of his crotch. Sofia had a pretty good idea what the move might entail.
“Maybe later,” she said. “I picked up some fresh cherries from a road stand yesterday. How about you guys have a snack while I clean up the painting stuff?”
Sofia’s pseudo-pet, a seagull named Fred, came in for a landing on her porch. He wanted his breakfast. Sofia usually left bread or lunchmeat out for him, and he stopped by whenever he saw her outside. He banked hard to the right when he spotted the kids, flapped his wings a couple of times and headed back to the beach. Fred had dealt with Van and Violet before.
Sofia grabbed each kid in a hug. Sure, they were active, but she adored them. Nothing wrong with knowing who you were and what you wanted. Half of Los Angeles would give their eyeteeth for that kind of certainty. She picked up their backpacks, noting that Van’s seemed ominously heavy, and led them into the house.
On cue, her phone rang. Dragnet again. Aidan again.
“I said I’d call right back,” she snapped.
“I didn’t get that message.” It was Brendan, Aidan’s father and Sofia’s boss. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”
Sofia looked at the open paint can in the kitchen, and the two kids staring up at her. “Not a bad time. Just gimme one second, Brendan.”
She plonked the cherries on the coffee table and muted the phone. “Please stay on the couch. Eat the cherries. Don’t swallow the pits.”
The kids nodded obediently, which made her suspicious. She went back to the phone. “Here I am.”
“I know you were supposed to have this weekend off, and I apologize,” Brendan sounded genuinely remorseful, “but a case has come up that I think you’d be perfect for.”
Please don’t let it be a honey-trap. Please don’t let it be a honey-trap.
The last honey trap had gone horribly wrong. She’d dressed in her best business slutty to see if she could pick up a client’s husband because his wife had hired them to see if he was being unfaithful. The guy hadn’t been interested, and he’d ended up dead not long after. Please not a honey-trap. “What kind of case?”
She pounded the top back onto the paint can with one of her pink screwdrivers. She looked around for a place to hide it from Van, but didn’t see one. Her brother-in-law had a giant toolbox with a lock. She needed to get a smaller version of that. She put the screwdriver back into the pink toolbox and slid the whole thing into the oven. Van probably wouldn’t look in there for it.
“The client is in the entertainment industry, and I thought you might be able to put her at ease,” Brendan said. “You’re good that way.”
Not a honey-trap! Just a simple meeting. How bad could that be? “Happy to help.”
“Her brother was the singer Craig Williams.”
“I see.” Sofia took everything out of Van’s backpack. Socks, superhero underwear, pajamas with pictures of tools on them—the only tools he was allowed to have—T-shirt, pants, and books. Nothing that could be used to take apart the television.
“As you probably know, Craig Williams was found dead in his apartment with a needle in his vein.”
Sofia stuffed Van’s clothes in the backpack. “Wasn’t he a heroin addict?”
“Yes, he was.”
Nobody had been surprised by his death, and police had ruled it an accidental overdose. But Brendan knew all that, so there must be something more than met the eye. “But it wasn’t an accidental overdose?”
“It’s open right now. What I’d like is for you to come in for the meeting with Mr. Williams’s sister. We’ll see where it goes from there.”
She wanted to say, ‘not this weekend,’ but she knew one of the reasons Brendan had brought her into the agency was because of her industry connections and understanding of how ‘the town,’ as people in the entertainment industry referred to it, worked. “I have Emily’s kids this weekend. She and Ray needed a break.”
“Bring them along,” said Brendan. “Aidan can watch them while we have our meeting.”
The thought of saddling Aidan with Violet and Van made the whole thing worthwhile. “I’ll be there in a half hour.” The sound of glass smashing came to her from the living room. “I gotta go.”
“A cherry pit went through the window,” Van said. “Sorry, Aunt Sofia.”
“We were having a spit fight,” Violet said, pulling a pit from her mouth, and holding it up for Sofia to inspect. “With the right technique, you can really get a lot of velocity on these little suckers. You want me to show you?”
Sofia didn’t have time to cross-examine them, but she didn’t see how they could have broken the window with a cherry pit. She peeled off her overalls. “Maybe later. Hey, who wants to go to a real live detective agency?”
“Me!” shouted Violet.
“Me, too!” shouted Van.
She left the paint in the tray. She’d heard you were supposed to let it dry, then peel it off and throw it away. She balled up the wet newspapers and tossed them in a giant black trash bag. The rest of the newspapers she left alone. Maybe she could get Violet and Van to help her paint the ceiling later.
She stomped on a cardboard box to flatten it, then had Violet and Van hold it while she stuck it over the broken window with the blue masking tape she’d been using for the painting. She’d get the glass fixed later, maybe after the kids fell asleep. Assuming they ever slept. They had a nine o’clock bedtime, but she just knew they’d pop up like jack-in-the-boxes after she’d tucked them in.
A few minutes later, Sofia had changed into some decent clothes and maneuvered the kids to the parking lot without breaking anything else. She lugged her heavy pink toolbox because she’d decided that the oven wasn’t secure enough, and the only safe place she could think of was the trunk of her car. After the window, she was taking no chances. She’d even double-checked that she’d set the alarm on the trailer. Without a window there, it would be easy to break in.
“I see two Ferraris and a Lambo!” Van’s eyes were big and round.
“A Lambo?” Sofia asked.
“A Lam-borgh-ini,” Van spoke slowly, as if he were talking to someone who was deaf, not too bright, or possibly both.
One of the park’s idiosyncrasies was that residents couldn’t drive to their homes but instead had to walk or take golf buggies to them, leaving the parking lot littered with expensive cars.
“Can I drive that?” Violet pointed to a blue buggy with a fish painted on the side and a surf board bungeed to the top.
“Maybe we can ride in one later,” Sofia said. “But I have to drive it. California state law.”
She didn’t know the law on driving golf buggies on private property, but she didn’t want to give Violet control of a moving battering ram.
Van had already reached Sofia’s car, a red Tesla Roadster. Sofia looked at it longingly, all plugged into its charger and ready to go. She loved that car. But it had only two seats, so it was going to have to stay where it was. She opened the trunk and put in the toolbox, safe from Van’s prying hands. The smell of leather drifted out.
“How are we going to fit?” Violet asked, eyeing the Roadster.
“I could ride on the roof,” Van volunteered.
“Me too!” screamed Violet.
“We’re taking your mom’s car.” Sofia pointed to her sister’s forest-green minivan. She hoped Ray had given her the right set of keys on the porch. He had to have because he was tooling up the coast in his lime-colored Mustang with his beautiful wife. They probably had the top down and the breeze in their hair. They’d earned it.
She beeped the minivan open. A streak of fresh bird poop ran down the windshield. She couldn’t help wondering if Fred was taking revenge. He could be jealous when it came to having Sofia’s full attention, and she didn’t put anything past him.
She hustled the kids into their car seats and buckled them in. So far, so good.
Her phone rang again. Dragnet. She really had to find another ringtone.
“Sorry, Brendan,” she said. “I’m on my way.”
“It’s Aidan. I thought I’d fill you in on some details before you got here.”
Sofia ducked her head to look inside the minivan. Violet and Van were sitting quietly in their seats. Violet gave her a dimply smile, which made Sofia worry.
“This is a good time,” she lied.
“Three weeks ago Craig Williams was found dead in his apartment of an apparent overdose. There was a needle in his arm, heroin in his bloodstream. It looked pretty open and shut. It was all over the news. You probably heard about it.”
“I did.” She hadn’t envied Craig the pressures he must have faced as a superstar. “Brendan already told me.”
“Did he tell you that Craig had recently completed drug rehab and been declared clean? He passed a drug test when he left the center. It looked as if he might have beaten his addiction.”
“Sometimes it goes like that.” She’d lost a good friend, a teenaged actress on Half Pint Detective, to drugs. Everyone had thought Zoe was doing better, until her body turned up in a 7-Eleven bathroom. After that, the air had gone out of the show. Sofia had grieved, and it had shown on screen. She still thought about Zoe sometimes. By now she would have been twenty-seven, except that she would never be twenty-seven.
Sofia glanced into the minivan. Still nothing suspicious. Which was suspicious.
“His sister, Jenna Williams, is our client,” Aidan said. “She’s the only family member he was in contact with, and she thinks his death wasn’t an accident.”
This sounded like a terrible case to take on. Brendan was usually more careful about picking his clients. “What if it was?”
“Then we’ll have to—”
“If you hold my foot, I can take off the rear-view mirror,” piped a little voice from inside the minivan.
“Don’t touch the mirror!” She yanked open Van’s door and grabbed his wrist. Her phone clattered to the asphalt. She didn’t let go of Van as she bent to pick up her phone.
“—so you can see why there’s doubt,” Aidan was saying.
“Sure,” Sofia said into the phone. “I’ll see you in a minute.”
She ran around to the driver’s side and slipped behind the wheel. The minivan smelled like Hawaiian Punch. Violet and Van flashed innocent-little-angel smiles.
“Back in your seats!” Sofia sounded more like a prison warden than a cool aunt. And they were only ten minutes into the visit. She aimed for jaunty and fun. “We’re going to the detective agency!”
Violet folded her hands in her lap. She looked suspiciously demure. Sofia looked around the car and couldn’t see anything wrong. “Does the car always smell like this?”
“Smell like what?” asked Van.
Sofia ransacked the whole van and found a red neon stain under the driver’s seat. It was long dry, so at least it had happened before she’d come on duty. She sniffed the stain, hoping it wasn’t blood or something worse. Nope, Hawaiian Punch. She ought to get the car detailed for Emily. That would be a nice gesture. Emily didn’t have time to do stuff like that, what with the kids and her work in Ray’s plumbing business.
Sofia climbed into the driver’s seat and buckled up. “Onward ho!”
“Mom says we shouldn’t use that word,” Van piped up.
“What word?” said Sofia, confused.
“Hoe,” said Van.
“It means prostitute,” Violet added.
“That wasn’t the word I was using,” Sofia countered.
Violet eyed her from the back seat. “Sounded like it to me.”
“No, ‘onward ho’ means…” Sofia couldn’t actually think what it literally meant. “It means let’s go do this.”
“Like we’re going on an adventure,” Violet shouted.
“Precisely.” Sofia pulled out of the parking space and headed in to work.
“With pirate prostitutes,” Violet whispered to her brother.
“Cool,” said Van, apparently satisfied with this new definition.




CHAPTER 3
Sofia’s right eyelid twitched like a Mexican jumping bean. She couldn’t remember the drive ever taking so long before. Traffic was light, but it still felt like she was crawling along in a giant rubber boat. She missed her Roadster. She’d be there already if she’d been able to take it. And she’d never really appreciated how quiet her own car was.
“Van’s hand is on my side of the seat!” Violet said. “I can hit anything on my side.”
“Don’t hit your brother.” Sofia had turned into her own mother in exactly fifteen minutes. “Van, keep on your own side.”
“I dropped something,” he said.
“What did you drop?” He wasn’t supposed to have anything. She’d checked.
“Nothing,” he said.
Her phone rang before she could pursue that further.
“It’s me,” her sister said. “I wanted to check in that everything was fine.”
She sounded calmer than she had since Violet had turned two and morphed into an ultimate fighting machine. Had she and Ray pulled over for a quickie by the side of the road?
“Say hi to your mom, kids!” Sofia called.
“Hi, Mom,” they chorused.
“Sofia is taking us to the detective agency,” Violet yelled. “They have guns there.”
“Sofia?” Emily didn’t sound calm any more.
“We’re going in for a meeting. There won’t be any guns.” She’d have to text ahead to make sure. “You know Brendan is a stickler about gun safety. The weapons are kept in a safe. It’s always locked.”
Sofia’s head hurt. She hadn’t had her morning coffee yet, and breakfast had been a handful of cherries.
“We can come back,” Emily said. “It’s not a problem.”
“I got this.” Sofia decided then and there that she wasn’t going to mention the broken window. She’d have to get it fixed before they got back.
Emily rang off.
Sofia now had four things on her weekend list:
1.Have fun with the kids without anyone ending up in the emergency room.
2.Convince Brendan to give her the rest of the weekend off like he’d promised.
3.Get the window fixed before Emily got back and asked about it. She had enough on her plate as it was, and it had been an accident. Kind of.
4.Get the car detailed before she passed out from Hawaiian Punch fumes.
SHE PULLED into the agency’s parking lot, where she saw Aidan’s canary-yellow Porsche and Brendan’s black Crown Vic. She parked the minivan in a corner, well away from them both. She didn’t want to hear any crap from Aidan about driving a minivan now.
It was Saturday and, other than their cars, the lot was empty. It didn’t look like Jenna Williams had arrived yet. That would give Sofia a chance to touch base with Aidan and find out why there was any doubt about Craig’s death.
She turned off the car and looked at the kids. “OK, guys, so this is my work. You need to be on your best behavior in there. No taking things apart.” She looked at Van, who nodded.
“And no attacking anyone.” She looked at Violet.
Violet seemed to mull over Sofia’s request as if it were one of life’s big questions. “Only in self-defense. Everyone needs to defend themselves if they’re attacked. And to defend others.”
“OK,” Sofia said. That would have to do.
She herded them out of the car and through the door into the office. She glanced around for hazards. The room was pretty bare—a ficus tree near the window that constantly shed yellow leaves on the floor, two desks with computers and messy piles of paper, two more or less ergonomic chairs, the gun safe, which she could see was locked, and a coffee machine in the kitchenette.
“Thanks for coming in!” Brendan came out of his office. “Hey, Violet and Van!”
“Hello, Mr. Maloney,” they said in unison, still on their best behavior. Sofia hoped it would last.
“Hi, kids,” said Aidan. He had come out of his dad’s office behind him. He was the spitting image of his Irish father—blue eyes, dark hair, and a rugged face that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the big screen. He was, in short, too handsome for his own good.
“Hello, Mr. Maloney Junior,” the kids answered.
Aidan tightened his jaw, and Sofia bit back a grin. Aidan hadn’t known she called him that.
Brendan walked over to the gun safe and pulled on the lock to make sure it was closed, then gave each kid a hug. They beamed at him. Kids always loved Brendan.
He pulled out the printer tray and fished out some paper. “I’d like you guys to draw me a picture of Aidan, like a police sketch artist would. If you do a good job, I’ll buy your best drawing for a dollar. One from each of you.”
The kids snatched the paper and ran over to Sofia’s desk. They each took a pen from the cup on her desk and bent over their work.
Sofia made a beeline for the coffee machine. “You’re a genius, Brendan.”
“I had some practice.” He gestured toward Aidan. “Hard to believe, but he was a hellion.”
“It’s not that hard to believe.” Sofia took a long sip of coffee. She burned her tongue, but she didn’t care. Her headache eased, and she felt better. If she could get some food into her, that would be heaven.
“You have paint in your hair.” Aidan pointed to the top of her head. “Lemon yellow?”
“Buttercream.” She reached up and tried to scratch it out with a fingernail.
“When you do that with your hair, you look like a monkey picking out lice,” Aidan offered helpfully.
Brendan had a strict policy against swearing, and she was pretty sure flipping the bird fell into that category, so she settled for a glare.
“I’m sure Aidan filled you in on the details,” Brendan said. “I’d like you to be your usual compassionate self. Help Miss Williams feel more comfortable. Put her at her ease.”
“I’d like to go over the details again,” Sofia said. “To be thorough.”
“Why do you have a picture of a naked lady in your email?” asked Van. He’d moved his drawing over to Aidan’s desk, and pointed his pen at the screen.
Aidan hurried over and shut off his monitor. “Probably a sunbather.”
“My mom says those pictures objectify women,” Violet said. “Have you ever killed anyone?”
“I’ve thought about it,” Aidan said.
“The best defense is a good offense,” Violet yelled. Then she launched herself across the room and head-butted Aidan in the groin. He folded up like a ladder and pitched onto the floor.
Van crossed his legs. “That’s the Nutcracker right there.”
Brendan laughed so hard Sofia thought he might have a heart attack. She went over and held a hand down for Aidan. He took it and let her pull him to his feet before collapsing into his chair. He was ashen and muttering all kinds of words that broke the anti-profanity rule.
“Are you OK, Mr. Maloney Junior?” Violet asked.
“I’m. Fine,” Aidan said, through gritted teeth.
“I didn’t want to hurt you, but you said you were thinking about killing someone, so I had to take action.” Violet sounded earnest.
“We use our words.” Sofia winced because, again, she sounded like her mother. “We don’t hit people unless we have to, and we usually don’t have to.”
“You definitely didn’t have to,” said Aidan. “I was just kidding.”
Brendan wiped tears from the corners of his eyes. “If you can’t block a kindergartener, son, your nuts deserve to be cracked.”
“I’m in second grade,” Violet said.
Aidan took a couple of deep breaths. Sofia actually felt sorry for him.
“Excuse me?” A thin blond woman stood in the doorway, hand raised as if to knock. She looked as if she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks. Her dark circles had dark circles. She was dressed in People for Peace jeans, with a long-sleeved black T-shirt and carried an oversized black leather bag. “I’m looking for Maloney Investigations.”
“Miss Williams!” Brendan crossed the room and took her hand in a hearty shake. “I’m Brendan Maloney. This is Sofia Salgado, and my son, Aidan. Plus Sofia’s niece and nephew, Violet and Van. As you probably saw, we use Violet as our training officer.”
Jenna Williams smiled at Violet, who stood next to Aidan’s desk in a karate pose, with a cherubic smile. “She seems pretty experienced.”
“I took karate lessons for two months.” Violet brushed her curly blond hair back. “So I am very experienced.”
Brendan took Jenna’s elbow and ushered her into his office. “Sofia, you’re with me. Aidan, you’re in charge of the training officers.”
Aidan looked like he’d bitten into a lemon, and Sofia had to admit she kinda liked it.
“Don’t give them any sugar.” She gave Aidan a meaningful look.
He grinned at her. “Why would I do a thing like that?”
She regretted saying it. He liked to do things to drive her crazy, and here she was giving him ammunition.
“Be good,” she told the kids. “Mr. Maloney Junior needs to recover from that Nutcracker.”




CHAPTER 4
J enna sat on a comfortable leather couch, which was always reserved for clients, in front of Brendan’s desk. Sofia took the chair, which was way less comfortable. She sometimes wondered if Brendan kept it for interrogations.
Brendan’s office was nicer than the shared space out front. It had an antique desk, two lockable filing cabinets, and a bamboo plant in the corner that looked so healthy that for the first six months she’d thought it was fake. She ought to be doing a better job with that ficus in the front office.
“Would you like some coffee?” Brendan asked. “Or tea? Or water?”
“Maybe a little water,” Jenna said, “if it’s not too much trouble.”
Brendan nodded to Sofia, and she went back out to the front office. Violet was drawing again, her tongue between her teeth as she concentrated. Van eyed Aidan who sat on a chair between them as their model. Sofia gave him a thumbs-up. He gave her a glower. She grabbed water from the fridge and headed back to Brendan and Jenna.
Jenna took the bottle with a thank you, but she didn’t open it. She held it in her lap and stared at it as if it were a crystal ball.
Brendan gave Sofia a look.
Sofia sat next to Jenna on the couch. “I was sorry to hear about your brother’s death. I have a sister, and I can’t even imagine what you’re going through right now.”
A tear trickled down Jenna’s cheek. Brendan fished around in his desk drawer and produced a box of tissues that he set on the edge of the desk next to her. She took one and dabbed at her eyes.
“That’s what everyone forgets,” she said. “Most people tell me how talented he was, and that the world will miss his music. That’s true, but he was a person first. My brother first.”
Sofia touched her gently on the shoulder. She wasn’t really sure what else to do. Only a minute in, and she’d made the client cry. She hoped Brendan wasn’t mad at her.
“He’d had a hard time of it.” Jenna started to tear the tissue to tiny shreds. “It’s not easy being famous.”
Sofia had never been as famous as Craig Williams, very few people had, but she nodded.
“I remember when that thing about you peeing at the rehab center was all over the Internet,” Jenna said. “You understand about people with drug problems. You have first-hand experience.”
Sofia stifled a groan. She did not have first-hand experience, no matter what the Internet said. She’d been stuck on a stakeout after drinking too much iced tea and Aidan wouldn’t let her take a bathroom break, so she’d ended up relieving herself in a parking lot, next to a van with two paparazzi, who had filmed the whole thing and sold it to a gossip website called TMZ. Her mother had worried she’d been at the rehab center because she was a drug addict and had staged an intervention a few days later.
Sofia didn’t think this was the time to get into all that. “That was a tough week.”
“It’s why I chose your agency.” Jenna smiled shakily. “Because I thought you’d understand about being famous and turning to drugs.”
Sofia hadn’t turned to drugs. She’d turned to a parking lot she’d thought was empty. But she pulled herself together and said, “Craig had it worse than me. He was way more famous.”
“He was too famous.” Jenna’s red-rimmed eyes were full of tears. “He couldn’t catch a break. They never let him alone.”
Sofia patted her shoulder again. She looked over at Brendan and raised her eyebrows to ask him what to do.
“We’re very sorry for your loss, Miss Williams,” Brendan offered.
“Jenna,” she said. “Everyone always calls me Jenna. Except Craig. He called me Peanut.”
Brendan hated to use people’s first names. He said that kind of informality made relationships less respectful. Sofia jumped in. “All right, Jenna, how can we help you?”
“You probably know all about Craig’s history,” she said. “It was all over the news and the Internet.”
Sofia had read a lot at the time, but she said, “We don’t know what it was really like for him, or what really happened. I know that what’s on the Internet or in the newspapers isn’t the whole story, or even necessarily the truth.”
“Exactly!” Jenna said.
“Why don’t you tell us what you think we need to know?” Sofia said. “Everything.”
Jenna took a tissue out of the box. “When Craig was a little boy, he loved guitar. I got him his first real instrument. I saved up babysitting money for a year, and kept it in a box hidden in a tree in the backyard so my parents wouldn’t take it.”
That was heart-breaking. Sofia didn’t know what to say, but Jenna didn’t seem to expect a response.
“He kept the guitar at his music teacher’s house, so our parents wouldn’t pawn it. Miss Wilkinson was so nice. She never charged Craig a dime for lessons. She said watching him play was enough of a payment.”
Something crashed to the floor in the outer office, and Sofia glanced at the door. No screaming, so hopefully everything was OK out there. Maybe Aidan was getting his nuts cracked again.
“Craig never loved anything like he loved music.” Jenna sighed. “And he got famous really fast. Miss Wilkinson took some videos of him playing and put them on YouTube and before you know it he got a record contract. It was so fast. Like a bullet. Too fast. I don’t think he ever really got the chance to catch his breath.”
“It’s hard when everything happens at once.” Sofia had been lucky. Fame had crept up on her. She’d been only eleven when she was cast in Half Pint Detective and, apart from the kids who watched the show, nobody in the media seemed to notice her until she was fourteen and grew breasts. The gradual build had taught her that fame was totally random, and didn’t mean very much. Craig hadn’t had the luxury of learning about it the slow way.
Brendan coughed quietly. “Then what happened?”
Jenna sat up straight. “He got super-famous and couldn’t go outside without being mobbed. Photographers everywhere. Groupies throwing themselves at him. A manager and lots of hangers-on who were just after his money. He set up a trust for Mom and Dad, to pay their basic bills. Mom got a little bit every week so that she wouldn’t spend it all at once.”
Sofia was suddenly grateful for her own level-headed and caring mother. Janet was tough and no-nonsense, and she’d always been the responsible grown-up in the family when Sofia and Emily were kids. That was how it was supposed to be.
“It was a lot of pressure performing and keeping up with everything.” Jenna sniffed. “He started to take drugs to handle it. Pot to calm down, then other stuff to keep him going all those hours. Before we knew it he was addicted to heroin.”
Probably not really before you knew it. Sofia lifted the water bottle from Jenna’s lap and opened it for her.
Jenna took a long sip. Brendan was leaning forward with both elbows planted on his desk. Sofia felt as tense and nervous as she did before she went on stage, but he seemed completely calm. As a former homicide detective, he’d probably heard thousands of stories that ended with ‘and then he turned up dead.’
“He kept trying to get clean.” Jenna looked at Sofia meaningfully.
“Mm-hmm,” Sofia said, in what she hoped was an encouraging way.
“He really did.” Jenna took a long drink of water and brushed strands of blond hair away from her face. “He did four or five stints in rehab. He’d get out and be clean for a month or so but then something would happen and he’d slide right back into it.”
None of this added up to anything but accidental overdose, but Sofia held her tongue and waited. Maybe their job wasn’t to find a killer: maybe they were there to listen to Jenna and help her see that the police were probably right. This wasn’t going to pay Brendan’s bills, but it was still a good thing to do.
“The last time he went into rehab, he was really determined. Our father had just died of an overdose—crack—and Craig didn’t want that to happen to him.” Jenna stopped again and stared at the now half-full water bottle.
Sofia waited a while, then said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“My father’s death was no loss.” Jenna’s eyes flashed. “Not to anyone.”
Now wasn’t the time to go down that path. “But it made your brother want to get clean?”
“It did.” Jenna didn’t look angry any more. “He checked himself into Waves. It’s a rehab center on the water. Have you heard of it?”
Sofia was pretty sure Malibu had more rehab centers per square mile than anywhere else on earth, and she didn’t keep track of them. “Not that particular one.”
“It’s kinda small,” said Jenna. “But they’re supposed to be good. Or that’s what Craig’s manager, Buster, said. It’s run by Gus and Polly Coggins.”
Jenna spat out the name Polly, and Sofia recoiled, in spite of her best efforts to stay cool and detached. Clearly, Jenna didn’t like Polly.
“Go on,” Sofia said.
“You’ve probably heard of her. Everybody has. She used to be a nurse until her son, Oliver, overdosed on heroin, and she opened up this center to save other people’s kids,” Jenna said. “They made a documentary about it. Waves of Sorrow, Waves of Joy.”
Brendan shrugged. He liked foreign films, but wasn’t much of a documentary man. Aidan preferred action movies, so he probably hadn’t watched it either. Sofia vaguely remembered seeing a trailer. “I’ve heard of it.”
“At first Craig thought Polly was wonderful. He said she cared, like a real mother. Sometimes he even called her Mom.” Jenna sounded more shocked when she said that than she had about her brother’s addiction to heroin. “We already have a mom, you know, and she’s still alive.”
That didn’t sound right. Weren’t therapists supposed to keep a professional distance from their patients? Sofia had never been in therapy, but she’d listened to a lot of descriptions of it, and nobody she knew called their therapist Mom or Dad.
“I see,” said Brendan. Sofia wondered what he saw.
“Anyway, Craig said that Polly was spending extra time on him, that she said he reminded her of her son. He was a musician, too, but nowhere near as famous as Craig. Oliver wasn’t very good. His stuff sounded more like two cats fighting in a bag than real music. He never made a living as a musician. He was a realtor.”
“Can you tell us more about Polly?” Sofia didn’t think Polly’s long-dead son was relevant to this conversation.
“Polly.” Jenna looked as though she hated even saying the name. “Craig told me that in rehab she was with him all the time, that she slept on a mat outside his room, which I think is creepy and not like any rehab I’ve ever heard of.”
Not like any Sofia had heard of either, and she’d heard more than her fair share of rehab stories. In the film business it was just part of the territory.
Jenna continued, “Polly said she wanted to make sure that he didn’t relapse. And Craig said that the two of them had these long talks. She would talk to him all night, even when he was falling asleep. She was always talking and talking to him.”
“That sounds odd,” Sofia said uncertainly. It still didn’t make his overdose a surprise.
“After he got out, I barely saw him. Before that, we were always really close. From the time we were little we only had each other. And we used to talk on the phone every day, except when he was in rehab. He would call me even when he was on tour. No matter where he was in the world, I got a call. Do you see?”
“I’m not sure that I do,” Sofia said.
“We were close, is what I’m saying. He’d even call me at the salon.”
“What do you do?” Brendan asked.
“I’m a dog-groomer,” Jenna said. “I own a salon in Malibu, on the PCH. Jenna’s.”
“You’re that Jenna!” Sofia had driven by her salon on the Pacific Coast Highway a million times. “You have a picture of a dog with a Mohawk on your sign?”
Jenna smiled a little, which somehow made her face even sadder. “Exactly. That’s a long-haired Chihuahua named Flint. I make his fur into a Mohawk for parties, and that time I dyed it purple with grape Kool-Aid. It’s non-toxic.”
“So your brother stopped calling you.” Brendan clearly wanted to get the conversation back on track. “Then what happened?”
“When I called him, he almost never picked up. The one time he did he said that I was an enabler, even though I never did any drugs, and I always tried to help him. I drove him to every meeting ever. I stayed with him when he was going through withdrawal, if it was allowed, which it wasn’t at Polly’s. I wanted him to be clean and happy. Just that. Always.”
Sofia had watched enough friends go through rehab to recognize this cycle. “Sometimes, for treatment, it’s recommended that the patient stay away from their old friends so they can build up a new network.”
“But that wasn’t what he did. He moved in with Polly Coggins. They were together all the time, even after he left rehab. He’d take her to work and back, and during the day he stayed locked up in her house by himself.”
“What about Mr. Coggins? Was he living there, too?” Brendan asked.
“I think they’re separated. I’m not sure, but they don’t live together. Craig always said it was just the two of them, him and Polly.”
That was weird. Then again it was Malibu.
“Craig said he was practicing the guitar all day, that he was going to make a comeback, but that wasn’t how he played.”
“What do you mean? How did he play?” Sofia glanced at the door. It was quiet in the lobby. Too quiet. She hadn’t heard a sound in a long time, and that couldn’t be good.
“Craig liked to practice in front of an audience. He’d dress up so no one would recognize him and play at the bus station. He needed to see people react to his music. He said it was the only way that he could know it was real, the only way he could love it.” Jenna studied the pile of shredded tissue in her lap. “He’d never write new music shut up in a house alone. Never ever.”
“That doesn’t seem criminal,” said Brendan.
“My twenty-five-year-old brother living with an old lady in her forties and not talking to his friends or family? Not leaving the house? He even cut ties with his manager, and Buster had been with him from the beginning. You have to admit it’s weird, right?”
Sofia did think it was weird, but it didn’t explain an overdose. She couldn’t think of a nice way to say it, and looked at Brendan for help.
“So, he was with this woman all the time,” Brendan said. “And then he was found dead.”
That was to the point all right.
“It was more than that,” Jenna said. “He started to sound like her. He parroted phrases that sounded like they came from a book. Buster and I called it The Book of Polly.”
“So, he and Mrs. Coggins had become very close,” Sofia paraphrased. “And you were concerned about that?”
“Not as much as I should have been. I wanted him to be happy. So I thought that if this lady was making him happy, who was I to intervene? Our mom is kind of terrible, so why should I judge if he went out and got a better one? Craig hadn’t gotten a lot of happiness in his life, even when he was really famous. He was usually only happy when he was playing music...” Jenna trailed off and stared down at her hands. “I didn’t want to take any happiness away from him.”
Sofia got it. She didn’t miss the entertainment industry, but she did miss acting. She’d loved the thrill of becoming someone else, living a whole different life on stage or in front of a camera. Those moments, she missed.
“And?” she prompted.
“After he fired Buster, Craig started managing his own catalogue and selling songs like crazy. He had a really big catalogue for a guy his age, because he always worked so hard. It’s worth a lot. Buster once told me Craig had enough money in it to live off for a long time, even if he never wrote anything new, so long as his behavior didn’t keep devaluing it.”
“What does that mean?” Brendan asked.
“That his work was going to be worth more if he died than if he kept on like he had.” Jenna sniffed. “Buster basically said Craig was worth more dead than alive.”
That revelation sure made Buster a suspect. Sofia glanced at Brendan, who gave a little nod. He was thinking the same thing she was.
“Go on, Jenna,” Brendan prompted.
“Anyway, Craig called me on the night he died and said he was sorry about how he’d treated me. He said he’d been wrong about Polly. He wanted to get together for lunch the next day at Musso & Frank. We always ate there. He even made a reservation at our usual table. I went and waited and waited, but he never showed up. I sat there at one of those red booths for an hour, and I got mad at him for standing me up. But, of course, he couldn’t come…” Again, Jenna was crying, without making a sound. Tears flowed down her cheeks, and she wiped at them as if she barely noticed they were there. “After ... we found out that he’d left all of his music and money to a trust.”
Sofia’s acting money was in a trust, too. “That’s pretty common. Tax reasons.”
“Is it?” Jenna looked surprised. “Maybe not this one. Do you know who the manager of that trust was? The one who got every penny he had? Every penny his music will ever make? Polly Coggins. He didn’t even leave anything for our mom.”
That was suspicious, Sofia had to admit. Craig Williams had been worth millions.
“It wouldn’t be against the law for him to do that,” Brendan said gently. “If he was …infatuated with Mrs. Coggins, maybe that was how he expressed it.”
“He only knew her for a few months,” Jenna said. “I think he was about to split from her, and he turned up dead hours after he told me.”
She had straightened her shoulders and looked fierce. Sofia respected her determination.
“It’s suspicious, anyone can see that,” Jenna said.
Brendan raised an eyebrow, as if to say that, in fact, not anyone could see that.
Jenna pulled a folder out of her oversized bag and placed it on his desk. “That’s the autopsy report. I ordered it. I don’t know what any of it means. But there has to be something in there. If you guys can’t find it, then before you know it she’ll get away with killing my brother for his money.”
“What do the police say?” Brendan asked.
“They basically said he was just another junkie, and that junkies die all the time. They said it in a slightly nicer way, but that’s what they meant.” Jenna wiped her eyes again. “He wasn’t just another junkie. He was my brother.”
Her voice rose on the last two words.
Brendan picked up the folder.
“Will you at least look into it?” Jenna asked. “I have some money saved up from the salon. It’s doing really well, and I’m sure I can pay you for your time.”
“You might be throwing away your money,” Brendan said. “We might end up agreeing with the police.”
“But I have to try,” she said. “It’s my money, and he was my brother. If you do your best and tell me he died because of some accident and Polly had nothing to do with it, I’ll let his memory rest, but if you don’t look into it, I’ll never know, and I don’t think I’ll ever get a good night’s sleep again.”
She sure looked like someone who hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in a long time. Sofia glanced at Brendan. He was softening. Not enough that Jenna could see it, but Sofia had worked with him long enough to know. He was taking this case.
“We’ll give it a try, Miss Williams,” he said. “But don’t get your hopes up.”




CHAPTER 5
A fter they’d walked Jenna out, Sofia scanned the front office. The chairs were pushed in neatly, and someone had tidied the papers on Aidan’s desk. Probably Van. He liked things to be orderly. She should have sat him at her desk, gotten her own papers straightened up.
“What do you think?” Brendan asked, walking back in from the parking lot.
“I think he must have taken the kids out, but I don’t know where.” She looked around the room for a clue.
“I meant about Jenna Williams.” Brendan turned Sofia’s monitor around to reveal a yellow sticky note in Aidan’s handwriting right in the middle.
“I think she’s grieving, and I think she hates Polly Coggins,” Sofia said. “From what I remember, her brother was a heavy user, so an overdose isn’t exactly a surprise.”
She peeled off the sticky note. The four words on it ratcheted up her heart rate. Gone for ice cream.
“So you don’t think we should have taken the case?” Brendan sounded genuinely curious, but it felt like a test. One she had to pass quickly so she could keep Aidan from sugaring up the kids.
“I hate to take her money. She’s so sad, and who knows how much a dog-grooming salon makes, even in Malibu?” Jenna would have to wash a lot of dogs to pay Brendan’s fees.
“That’s a pretty emotional response,” Brendan said. “You gotta remember that we’re a business here. And also, where there’s smoke, there’s often fire.”
“So, you think he was murdered?” she asked.
“Can’t rule it out. If I could have, I wouldn’t have taken the case.”
She wondered where Aidan had gone with the kids. She read the note again.
“There’s a frozen-yogurt shop around the corner. I bet you’ll find them there,” Brendan said. “Thanks for coming in. You did a great job of building up a rapport with her.”
“I did?”
“You did.”
Sofia thought back to Jenna’s tired face. “I think you were right to take the case. If we find nothing wrong, maybe it’ll help her to get some peace. And if someone killed her brother, then that person can go to jail where they won’t hurt anyone else.”
“So, you’ve changed your mind?” Brendan’s blue eyes looked into hers, his expression earnest.
She loved that he’d always taken her seriously, even when she was a kid. “I guess I have. I don’t want her to waste her money, but who am I to say that it’s a waste? If it was Emily, I’d move heaven and earth to make sure, and money wouldn’t matter. Nothing would be more important than knowing.”
Brendan put a hand on her shoulder. “Agreed. Now go rescue my son before he decides he never wants to have children. You don’t want him to be thinking that.”
Sofia didn’t say anything. Brendan was always trying to fix the two of them up, but she wasn’t interested in Aidan. And Aidan sure wasn’t interested in her. The man had a checklist for the women he dated. It was nine pages long, and the latest entry was ‘Doesn’t gesture using forks.’ It was a pretty exhaustive list, even by the standards of the typical Los Angeles male.
Brendan riffled through the autopsy report. “I’ll look over this, and we can discuss it on Monday. Enjoy your weekend with the kids. Nieces and nephews are good practice for the real thing.”
She didn’t need any practice because having kids wasn’t on her timeline. “Thanks, Brendan!”
She bolted for the door, then sprinted through the parking lot and down the street.
Violet and Van were sitting with Aidan in round bright orange chairs. She paused to watch them before she went in. Aidan had made rubber-band guns with paperclips, and they’d lined up a row of paper cups as targets.
He had turned the table so that any stray rubber bands would hit the wall and not the other diners—that was pretty smart. Violet was on his left, Van on his right. They each had a gun, including Aidan, and he was a crack shot. He took out two cups in a row.
Violet missed, and Aidan leaned over her blond curls, probably explaining the finer points of marksmanship. She gave a sharp nod and straightened her tiny fingers. The rubber band smashed into the middle cup, and the other two cheered.
Sofia hadn’t believed Aidan had it in him. He claimed to hate kids.
Maybe this was just revenge. Each kid had an empty yogurt cup at their elbow. Van’s had what looked like a Gummy Bear in the middle. Lots of sugar in that cup.
She opened the door and stepped into the shop. The extreme air-conditioning made the room feel like a meat locker, and she got goosebumps.
“Hey, guys!” She walked across the room and tousled Van’s hair. He grinned up at her.
“Mr. Maloney Junior taught us how to build rubber band guns,” Van said. “He said you can make them out of all kinds of ordinary objects.”
“I see that,” Sofia said. It would thrill Emily and Ray that the kids had learned amateur weapons manufacture. Just thrill them.
“It’s all in the wrist.” Violet let a rubber-band fly. It hit the end cup dead center, knocking it off the table and onto the floor. Van picked it up and put it back in formation.
“I thought I told you no sugar,” Sofia told Aidan.
Violet and Van scooped up some rubber bands and disappeared behind her.
“I figured that was some kind of bullshit hippie rule,” Aidan said. “And I was right. Look at them.”
Sofia turned around. Van was using his paperclip to break open the soft-serve yogurt machine, and Violet stood next to a table full of girls her own age.
“Punch me in the stomach for a dollar,” Violet said. “I dare you.”
“Yeah, that’s not hyper,” Sofia muttered, as she hurried over to grab Van. If Violet wanted to charge for stomach punching, it’d take a second for the little girls to get out their cash, but Van could probably destroy the machine in that time.
“Not cool, Van,” Sofia said. “Not cool.”
He looked surprised but took the paperclip out of the machine.
Aidan went for Violet. “You can’t take their money like that, Vi. It’s not fair to the weak.”
He took her hand, and they walked outside together. He looked natural with a little ninja in tow, Sofia thought. Maybe his father was right, and Aidan really did want to be a dad someday. Not her problem, though.
She grabbed Van’s hand, which was sticky, and followed.
“The sugar isn’t doing them any favors,” she told Aidan, when they caught up.
“They were like this before the yogurt, and you know it.”
She hated it when he was right.
They walked back up the block to the office parking lot.
“Are you guys in the estrogen mobile?” He gestured at the minivan.
“Don’t even start.” Sofia opened the door and Van climbed inside. “I don’t suppose you know how to get the smell of Hawaiian Punch out?”
“Sure.” Aidan buckled Violet into her seat. “Buy another car.”




CHAPTER 6
By the time Sofia got the kids into bed, she was more tired than she’d ever been in her life, including the time she’d trained twelve hours a day for a movie about a female gladiator. It had had last-minute funding problems and was never made, but she had gotten seriously buffed and learned how to drive a chariot. And it had been less exhausting than watching the kids.
After the office, she’d taken them to the zoo and let them run out their energy with the other wild animals. They’d come home with a stuffed shark (Violet), a stuffed crocodile (Van), and matching zoo T-shirts because of an unfortunate mishap with the mustard at the hot-dog stand.
Van had fallen asleep in the car, and Sofia carried him in and put him straight to bed without waking him up. Her arms ached.
Violet had brushed her teeth and gone to bed with no fuss. Sofia had started reading her a book about sharks, but Violet had conked out on the first page. Sofia had read a couple more pages because it was really interesting, then watched the kids for a while. They were little angels when they were asleep.
She turned out the lights and went back to the living room to set her alarm. Wind whistled through the edges of her cardboard window, and she put in a call to the handyman, an elderly German named Jacob Schmidt, whom she’d inherited from the trailer’s previous owner. Jacob said he’d take care of it in the morning.
She picked glass splinters out of the carpet and dumped them into the garbage can. She ought to run the vacuum, but she didn’t want to wake Violet and Van. She was too exhausted for any more babysitting, but she was also too wired to sleep.
With a sigh, she opened her laptop and started looking into Jenna and Craig Williams. She dreaded finding pictures of them still alive and happy together. It was just too sad.
It looked as if Jenna was doing pretty well and didn’t need her brother’s money. Her salon had been written up a lot, and it was the it place to bring your dog if you were a celebrity. Her website featured pages of the famous and their well-groomed dogs. With the animals, Jenna seemed the happiest person on earth. Nothing like the woman Sofia had talked to in Brendan’s office. She must really miss her brother.
Sofia did a search to see if Jenna had a criminal record, using the database from the office. Not even a speeding ticket. She’d never been in trouble for anything. Sofia was pretty squeaky clean, but she had a couple of speeding tickets to her name. The Roadster just wanted to go fast. That was why she liked it. But apparently Jenna was a careful driver.
Someone turned over in the back bedroom, and she held her breath. What if one of the kids woke up and missed their parents? Once on a sleepover Violet had cried so hard that Sofia’d had to drive her home at three in the morning. She hadn’t gotten a speeding ticket that night, but she probably should have.
She counted to thirty before she let out her breath. Still asleep.
She wanted a glass of wine, but didn’t want to stand up to get one, so instead she ate a package of pretzels the kids had brought home from the zoo. Then, she was thirsty. Thirsty, lazy, and worried about waking up the kids. She stayed on the couch.
Trying not to get crumbs on the keyboard, she used Google-fu to look into Craig Williams. Lots of photos with other celebrities, including a few with dogs from the salon. He’d probably steered a lot of business his sister’s way. Like birds of a feather, celebrities tended to flock together. They also tended to divide the world into their own kind and everyone else, whom they referred to as ‘civilians.’ Sofia had done the unthinkable by voluntarily abandoning celebrity status to return to being a civilian.
Craig was everywhere, turning up with five million more Google results on his name than Sofia had on hers. She skimmed the headlines. Most of the early articles were about his music, the later ones discussed his drug use. He’d skyrocketed to fame and started getting into trouble during the first year. It had probably happened before Jenna knew it, just as she’d said. Having addicts for parents probably hadn’t helped.
Sofia touched a picture of Craig’s face on her screen. He had scruffy blond hair down to his shoulders, a three-day beard, and soulful blue eyes. He had been just a few years older than she was, and now he wouldn’t get any older.
She watched a YouTube clip. It was easy to see why he’d become famous so quickly. Anyone could see he was a star. He was hypnotic. Charisma, stage presence, whatever you called it, his connection with the audience was real.
Screaming women pressed up against the stage. Each one had clearly thought Craig was singing only to her, and more than a few moaned, “I love you.” Others screamed things that were way more explicit and not that romantic. Not many performers could evoke that.
His music running quietly in the background, she flipped through his online images. He was handsome, and he had a beautiful woman on his arm in practically every photo. Sometimes that woman was his sister Jenna, sometimes not. The other women in his life didn’t stay long, and she wondered why. He must have sent them away. Women would put up with a lot of crap from a star of his magnitude. Had he been on a search for the right woman, or had he wanted to be alone? Either way, it didn’t look like he’d had a serious girlfriend who could tell Sofia more about his last days.
As an addict, he’d obviously been willing to take risks with his life to get high. But did that mean he’d wanted to die? His music was definitely bleak.
She stopped on a picture of Craig holding a white Bichon Frise. For once, he was smiling. The tiny dog had long white fur, floppy ears, and brown eyes so big it practically looked like a cartoon character. She clicked over and read the article.
The dog’s name was Snow Cone and someone, probably Jenna, had dyed the fur on its ears cherry red. Strawberry Kool-Aid? Sofia did a new search: craig williams snow cone and saw that, depending on the occasion, the dog’s ears came in red, bright yellow, raspberry blue, orange, and purple—every possible snow-cone color. Jenna must have been busy with her brother’s star dog.
Craig was often photographed carrying Snow Cone, even without Jenna. Not a lot of guys could pull off a purse dog, but Craig didn’t seem to care. He seemed happier with the dog than he did with the models and actresses.
Sofia could see why. The dog clearly adored him, like dogs do. A dog was someone you could trust. Models and actresses? Not so much. She wondered if she ought to get a dog herself. She could use an uncomplicated companion who loved her no matter what and never threatened to peck her eyes out if she was a little late feeding it. But with her new career, she didn’t really have time.
One blog mentioned that Jenna took care of Snow Cone when Craig was on the road, so that she always had plenty of other dogs to play with. Emily would probably dog sit for her, too, but Violet and Van were more than enough work. For now, she’d have to stick with Fred the psychotic seagull.
She wondered where Snow Cone was now. The dog probably missed Craig as much as his sister did, and she hoped they were together. She made a mental note to ask Jenna the next time they talked.
Craig and Jenna seemed relaxed around each other. Not counting the dog, Craig looked happiest in the pictures with his sister. Jenna wasn’t imagining things—she and her brother were close. It was easy to see in the big smiles and the relaxed body language. If she wasn’t imagining that, maybe she wasn’t imagining something had gone wrong, either.
It was a good start, but the Internet wasn’t going to be enough. Sofia had to know someone who’d known Craig Williams personally. She didn’t run with musicians—too many drugs and their fans were crazy intense. But Hollywood was a small town, even if it didn’t always seem like it. She narrowed her search to craig williams film premiere and hit gold immediately.
Craig had attended the premiere of The Masked Man with Jenna and Snow Cone. The Masked Man had been a giant hit the summer before, blowing away box-office records and adding a feather to the cap of its star—Gray Cole.
Gray was one of the biggest movie stars around. Even better, he was Sofia’s neighbor. His trailer was two doors down, and they’d become friends the day she’d moved in. She’d even thought of asking him to help her finish painting her kitchen after Emily picked up the kids. And Craig appeared in several photos with Gray. They seemed comfortable with each other, maybe friends, at least acquaintances.
She glanced at Mr. Smiley. It was almost one in the morning, too late to call Gray. He was filming this week and had early calls every day. She’d text him tomorrow, assuming she could take her eyes off the kids long enough to type a single coherent word. He’d know things about Craig she wouldn’t find on the Internet.
She zoomed in on the picture on her screen. Snow Cone licked Craig’s face, and Craig grinned. Jenna stood next to him holding a dog biscuit in her teeth with her eyes scrunched shut. Gray stood behind the siblings with an arm looped over each one’s shoulders, smiling. Everybody looked happy. The siblings were goofing around, like Sofia and Emily did.
A chill went through her at the thought of losing Emily. Emily had always been her best friend. They’d fought as kids, sure, but Emily looked out for her. In Hollywood, it was hard to trust people, but Sofia had always had Emily. Her mother was there, too, but Emily saw things that Janet didn’t, heard things that no one would ever say in front of their mother, and helped Sofia in ways that only another kid could. She knew that Emily was a big reason she had stayed sane and normal in that tumultuous world.
If someone took Emily away from her... She could barely breathe at the thought.
It must have been even harder for Jenna. Through a really bad childhood, she and Craig had stuck together. Jenna had lost so much when Craig died. She could never get that back, but at least she might know what had taken him. At least that.




CHAPTER 7
Sofia loved the beach. The short walk to the water was the main reason she’d bought the little blue trailer. Staring out at the waves or walking along the white sand calmed and restored her. Usually.
Today she was a zombie. She hadn’t been able to fall asleep until late, and Van had woken her at five when he stepped into the paint tray in the kitchen. The paint hadn’t dried, and he’d tracked it back onto the living-room carpet before she’d grabbed him and dragged him into the bathroom to wash his feet.
She’d cleaned the carpet while the kids ate cereal. She’d managed to keep them in their chairs by telling them the floor was lava and only she had the magical powers to walk on it. How the hell did Emily keep her house so clean?
Leaving the carpet to dry, she’d had the kids dress in beach clothes, and brought them out onto the sand to run. After they tired of chasing the waves up and down the beach, they’d built a giant sandcastle. Van turned into Godzilla, and Violet into a Muto and they stomped the sandcastle flat. More than flat, actually. The castle was a pit by the time they were finished. With a little more work, they could have buried Godzilla in that hole.
But they didn’t want to bury Godzilla.
“How about we bury you, Auntie Sofia?” Violet’s blue eyes were wide and innocent.
“That’s too much work.” She knew better than to be helpless and at their mercy. “Let’s bury Van!”
She used all her former child-star perkiness to sell the idea.
“Why not bury me?” Violet asked. “I’m not much bigger than he is.”
She would probably do less damage under the sand than on top of it. “Sure, Vi. Let’s start!”
That kept them busy for a while, and Sofia liked how industrious they were. Plus Violet was a lot less work when she was half buried. Emily had told her about kids dying because they were too deep to dig out when the tide came in, so they covered Violet with just a couple inches of sand. That way, even if a tsunami came, Sofia could snatch her up and run. Emily would be proud.
Violet directed, and Van shoveled. Both were talking over each other and laughing. She and Emily had been like that, too, talking at the same time but still hearing what the other said. Had Jenna and Craig been like that, too?
Violet stood up, shedding sand in all directions. “What’s that?”
Sofia led the way to where she pointed. “Kelp.”
The seaweed lay in a snarled green-brown heap covered with flies.
“Let’s see how many tentacles there are.” Van bent and began to untangle the first strip.
Sofia’s phone rang, with ring tone from the theme song of The Masked Man, which meant it was Gray Cole.
“Hey Sofes,” he said. “Got your message.”
“How’s filming?” She rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand. She wanted to lie down on the beach and listen to the ocean until she fell asleep.
“No major disasters, so it’s a good day.” He spoke in the manly baritone he used in public, instead of his higher-pitched regular voice.
“Are you on set?” The kids were unrolling a long strand of kelp across the sand.
“In my trailer,” he said. “They’re setting up for the next shot.”
Nobody outside the industry knew how boring filming actually was. Most of an actor’s time was spent waiting—for scene changes, for makeup changes, for new lighting—so you could shoot the same thing over and over again from different angles. As a kid, all the standing around had driven Sofia nuts, and she didn’t miss that part at all. “So, I wanted to ask you—”
“About Craig Williams,” Gray said. “I got that. I really liked the guy, but the media wasn’t lying—he was a serious druggie. You know how some people are dabblers? Or how it takes some people a while to build up a serious habit?”
Heroin dabblers. Those were words she didn’t usually hear next to each other. “Yeah.”
“Not Craig. He jumped into the deep end. That guy put more heroin into his veins than Keith Richards. I was there once when he OD’d, and his heart stopped. If one of his entourage hadn’t been an EMT, Craig would probably have died right there. He checked into rehab after that, but it never seemed to take. He was always using again right after he got out.”
“Do you think his death was caused by an overdose?”
“I dunno. That’s what the papers said. Craig was a really sweet guy in a lot of ways, and I wanted him to pull through, but you never know with addicts.” Gray covered the phone and said, his voice muffled, “Just a little on the nose. I think it looks shiny.” Then he came back. “But he seemed really sincere about wanting to get clean that last time. His father had just died, and Craig said he wasn’t going down that road. Anyway, I heard he passed all his pee tests, and they let him out. I didn’t hear from him again after that, but I hoped he’d come out the other side. I guess he didn’t.”
That wasn’t helping Jenna’s case any. “Did you hear what happened with his estate?”
“Just a minute,” Gray called to someone at his end, and then he was back. “I bet he left it to his sister. They were really close. We used to call them the Wonder Twins. And maybe he set up a trust fund for Snow Cone. He loved that dog more than anything in the world. I can see why. She’s a cute little thing.”
“He cut his sister and the dog out of the will entirely. He left everything to a woman named Polly Coggins.”
“Why would he do that?” Gray was so surprised he’d slipped into his natural voice. It must have been big news to make him break character.
“She’s the one who ran the last rehab center. It’s called Waves.”
“I know who she is. Her son, Oliver, was big in the club scene.” Gray knew everyone.
“What was Oliver like?”
“Outrageous. Terrible singer, but good stage presence. Sank like a stone on heroin. Ended up turning tricks for drugs out here before he went back east to where his parents lived. I didn’t hear about it when he died, just later when his parents were in that documentary.”
“Did you ever meet his parents?”
“Nope. But I know he hated them, especially his mom. She and his dad were pretty militant, all about tough love and casting him out. Or that’s what he said.”
She steered the conversation back to Craig. “Why would Craig leave Polly Coggins all his money?”
“That sounds so wrong,” Gray said. “There’s no way he would do that to Jenna. No way ever. At all.”
That sounded like what Jenna thought. Maybe Jenna was right, and they did have a case. Sofia heard voices at the other end of the line.
“I gotta run in just a minute, sweetie,” Gray said. “But if this is work-related, I’d say you should look into it because it’s really weird. If it’s not work-related, when did you turn into such a gossip?”
She couldn’t tell him anything, of course, because Brendan had drilled his confidentiality rules into her head. “Just curious, Gray. You know the rules.”
“Is that Gray Cole?” Violet whooped. “Let me talk to him.”
“You have a little fan here,” Sofia said. “Do you have a second?”
“If it’s Violet, you know I do.”
Sofia handed the phone to Violet, and she and Gray immediately started talking about fencing. The Masked Man fenced, and Gray had begun training Violet with pool noodles. He’d taught her the basic stance and some strikes. That probably made for a tough year for her teacher.
Van was bent over a giant kelp bubble dissecting it with a paperclip she must have missed when she’d gone through his pockets. If he ever ended up in prison, that kid would make a fortune smuggling things in.
“How does this work?” Van poked the kelp.
“It’s hollow inside.” She had dissected enough kelp in her day. “That makes it light enough so that it floats on top of the water and supports the kelp underneath. Like a rubber raft.”
“Oh, snap!” Violet yelled. “A wave hit it.”
She held out Sofia’s cell phone. Sea water dripped off the edge.
Sofia took it from her. A seagull winged by. Fred had never destroyed her phone. She liked that about Fred.
“It was a rogue wave,” Violet said. “It snuck up on me and ka-pow. I’m really sorry about your phone.”
Her lower lip trembled, and Sofia remembered that she was only seven.
“I can fix it,” Van said. “With distilled water and rice. Maybe.”
“It’s OK,” Sofia said. “Accidents happen all the time.”
“Is that Mr. Maloney Junior?” Violet shaded her eyes with her hand and looked up the beach at two figures heading toward them.
“With Mr. Maloney Senior.” Van sprinted toward them, and Violet followed suit.
Sofia made sure her phone was off. It was super-hot near the top. Probably the electronics self-destructing. She wiped it on her shirt. She was pretty sure it was beyond saving, despite Van’s theories about distilled water and rice. She’d liked that phone, too, and she hadn’t backed it up as often as she should. She added one more item to her Lessons Learned from Babysitting list:
1.Back up all electronics before the kids arrive.
2.Lock up all the tools. Maybe also lock up all the electronics.
3.Find a place where they can run and run.
Aidan waved as he jogged across the beach to her. He wore shorts and a white T-shirt with a blue wave on the front. She almost never saw him in anything but work clothes. He looked cute and windswept. His father wore slacks and a dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. That was as informal as Brendan got.
“It’s dead, Jim.” Aidan had gotten close enough to see the phone.
“Yes, it is, Dr. McCoy,” Sofia said. “Accidents happen.”
“Who’s Dr. McCoy and who’s Jim?” Van asked.
“From Star Trek. It’s an old timey TV show, very last century.” Sofia couldn’t believe that Emily hadn’t shown it to the kids yet since she and her sister had grown up with Star Trek: Next Generation and all its glorious spin-offs.
“I found a dead crab!” Violet told Aidan.
“Was it dead when you found it?” he asked.
Violet looked offended. “Of course it was. I’m not a killer!”
“Why don’t you show Aidan the crab?” Brendan said. “I’m going to borrow your aunt for a minute, if you don’t mind.”
Aidan walked closer to Violet, one hand guarding his crotch. He wasn’t going to be hit by the Nutcracker again so soon.
Sofia and Brendan went a little further up the beach until they were out of earshot. She wondered what this could be about. Probably nothing good.
“I hate to break in on your weekend,” Brendan said. “Aidan uncovered some interesting stuff.”
“Me, too.” She filled him in on her conversation with Gray.
“Good to get an inside track,” he said. “What’s your take on it?”
“Gray backed up some of what Jenna said—she and her brother were close, and everyone expected him to leave his estate to her, but he didn’t.”
“It also makes the overdose look like a natural result of how he was living his life.” Brendan ran one hand through his hair, but it was a lost cause. The wind had won the battle. “Aidan found out that Craig Williams appointed Polly Coggins the beneficiary of his trust the same day he got out of rehab, which is mighty suspicious timing. He immediately started selling his most popular songs to fund the trust. At this point, the trust is worth about ten million dollars.”
She whistled.
“It’s definitely a motive,” he said. “And Aidan called in a favor from a paralegal who works for the law firm that drew up the trust.”
Of course he did, Sofia thought. She bet the paralegal was young and sexy. She looked back over her shoulder. Violet was whipping Aidan across the legs with a giant strand of kelp. He’d probably had that coming for toying with the affections of a paralegal.
“The paralegal checked the phone logs, and noticed Craig called the day before he died,” Brendan said. “He wanted to talk about changing the terms of the trust, maybe the beneficiary. She didn’t know for sure. We might never know, because he was dead before he was supposed to come in for his appointment.”
“So, maybe Jenna was right. Polly Coggins hooked a big fish, and when he tried to wiggle off the hook, she killed him.”
“It’s a lot of supposition.” Brendan pushed his thick gray hair out of his eyes. “Not enough to get a rise out of the sheriff’s department.”
“How do we get more info?” She wasn’t ready to give up.
“Well.” Brendan looked down at his shoes. She followed his gaze. His loafers were filling up with sand. Bad beach shoes.
“Well, what?”
He looked out over the water, doing everything to avoid looking at her. “I hate to ask you this, because I know how sensitive you are since that incident at Big Rock.”
Big Rock Rehab was where she had been immortalized peeing in the parking lot on a stakeout. The video had been viewed more than three million times on YouTube.
Her ex-agent, Jeffrey Weiner, sent an email every time the view counter went up another hundred thousand. He wanted her to use the publicity to go on a reality TV show called Celebrity Second Chances. She’d told him she didn’t use drugs, and he’d told her that wasn’t the point. The point was using the show to earn money and relaunch her career as an actress. She’d told him she wasn’t interested in relaunching. He had reacted as though she’d shot him in the chest. After begging and pleading, he’d actually started crying, before getting angry again and finally giving up. Typical conversation with an agent, really.
“And?” She hoped Brendan wouldn’t say anything else about Big Rock Rehab.
“I’m not convinced it’s the best idea, and you can always say no. No harm, no foul.”
Baseball metaphors. That meant he was really uncomfortable. “What exactly are you talking about, Brendan?”
“It’s just that Aidan and I talked it over, and you’re the best fit for this job.”
“For what job?” She was starting to worry. Brendan hadn’t batted an eye about sending her into a bar dressed in a slutty business suit to try to get a husband with a wandering eye to pick her up. So this must be worse, and that couldn’t be good.
He actually dug his toe into the sand. He reminded her of Van. “Well ...”
“You might as well spit it out,” she said. “It can’t be worse than what I’m imagining.”
“We need to get someone close to Polly Coggins. Someone who can see how she operates, get her guard down, maybe uncover evidence at her place of business.”
Polly’s place of business, of course, was Waves—the clinic where she’d treated Craig Williams. “You want me to go into rehab?”
That was actually worse than she’d been imagining. Jeffrey would spontaneously combust if she went into rehab without a camera crew. It’d be like torching money, he’d say.
“I’m sorry I brought it up,” Brendan said quickly. “We’ll find another way.”
The picture of Craig, Jenna, and Snow Cone happy at the premiere flashed through Sofia’s mind. Jenna had lost her beloved brother, and she would never know why. If Sofia lost Emily, she hoped that someone would help her find even the tiniest amount of peace.
She didn’t want to go into rehab, but she did want to help people in real life. It was why she’d taken the detective job instead of staying in movies. Jenna needed help. Sofia could see it, feel it, and understand it.
Apparently rehab was a part of real life that she couldn’t ignore. If she wanted to help people, if she wanted to do this job right, then she was going to have to grit her teeth and power through things that weren’t easy. Otherwise she might as well give up on making a difference and go back to acting, picking and choosing only the roles that suited her.
She kicked a lump of sand, and grains scattered. “It’s part of the job. I’m in.”




CHAPTER 8
Sofia knew the best way for her to lie was to invent a character for whom the lie was the truth. She had no problem being different people—her only problems came when she had to lie as herself. That meant she needed to create a character who had to be in rehab: Drug Addict Sofia. The character would have to be enough like her public persona that the rehab people would believe it, but different enough that she could play the role without being self-conscious.
Brendan patted her awkwardly on the shoulder. “You can quit at any time. I don’t want you to do anything that’s dangerous.”
As if locking herself in a house with a bunch of jonesing addicts and a potential murderer wasn’t dangerous. Waves might be luxurious, most rehab centers in Malibu were, but it was basically a very fancy prison, and the warden might be a killer.
“You don’t have to do this,” Brendan repeated.
But she did. What could make more of a difference than putting a killer behind bars before she killed again? Now she’d made the jump from Hollywood, she wasn’t willing to play it safe and confine herself to the life of a spoiled actress. “I can take care of myself.”
She glanced at Aidan. Van had dug a trench behind him, presumably while Violet distracted him and edged him backward with the kelp whip. The kids looked like hunters trapping a wild tiger.
“Aidan!” she called “Behind you!”
He gave her a quizzical glance, half turned, and fell into Van’s trench. The kids cheered.
“Nobody in that place will be as tough as those kids.” She understood now why Emily looked so tired all the time. “It’ll be a vacation after this weekend.”
“You’re good with them,” Brendan said. “One of these days, you’ll want some of your own.”
“I like loaner kids,” Sofia said. “I’m not so sure about having them around all the time.”
Aidan had regained his footing and slung Violet over his shoulder. He ran toward Sofia’s trailer with Van close behind.
Sofia trotted after them. She had a lot to do before Emily came that evening:
1.Get the sand off the kids. Probably toss them into a shower.
2.Order pizza for dinner because the kitchen was still covered with newspaper.
3.Watch the UFC Fighting Challenge with Violet while putting together an impossible structure with Van.
4.Get all the stuff they came with, plus all the stuff she’d bought them, stuffed into their backpacks.
5.Find out why the window wasn’t fixed.
6.Pick up a new phone (no time for that).
7.Get Emily’s car detailed or at least pick the chicken nuggets off the floor (no time for that either).
A few hours later, she hadn’t made much progress on her list.
“Which would win in a fight, a crocodile or a shark?” Violet asked, full volume.
“How would they ever meet?” Van said.
“There are saltwater crocs.” Sofia looked at the Lego piece in her hand. She had no idea where it should go. “So they could meet in the ocean.”
“Crocodiles have the strongest bite force of any creature in the animal kingdom,” Van said. Clearly their parents let them watch the Nature Channel. He took the piece off her and stuck it on the air-traffic-control tower. It was part of a window.
“I think the shark would win,” Violet said. “They’re faster. Did you know that the formula for force is mass times velocity squared?”
Sofia didn’t. “That’s some pretty impressive physics.”
“I learned it in karate,” Violet said. “It means that if you hit something really fast and hard, you do way more damage than if you just hit something hard. Like why a bullet does more damage than a baseball bat.”
Sofia thought back to the dents on her front door. Violet must have been swinging the table leg pretty fast.
“If a crocodile got a good bite of a shark, he could totally take it down,” Van said. “Fast or slow.”
The doorbell rang.
“We’re back!” Emily called from outside.
Violet and Van shrieked and ran to open the door. Sofia followed in their wake.
“We missed you so much!” Van hurled himself at his mother and nearly knocked her off the porch.
Violet had wrapped her arms around both of her father’s legs, and he had to grab the railing to stop himself from falling over. “I love you, Daddy!”
“How was your trip?” Sofia asked, not that she needed to. Ray and Emily were practically glowing. They had a well-rested look about them, too.
“Wonderful, thanks to you!” Emily said. “I’ll call you and tell you all the details tomorrow, but we’d better get these rug-rats home. It’s a school night.”
“About tomorrow,” Sofia began.
“I had four spoons of Gummy Bears on my frozen yogurt!” Van announced.
“No sugar?” Emily raised one eyebrow and looked at Sofia.
“Aidan took them to the frozen-yogurt place next to the office,” she said. “Sorry about that.”
“And I learned how to make a gun,” Violet said.
Emily’s relaxed air was long gone now. “Gun?”
“What happened to your window?” Ray asked.
“A cherry-pit-related accident,” Sofia said. “Nobody was hurt.”
“Get your backpacks!” Emily said. She turned to Sofia. “I’ll call you tomorrow for details.”
“Tomorrow probably isn’t a good time,” Sofia said. “My phone is broken, and I’m going to—”
“What happened to your phone?” Ray had spotted it sitting half submerged in a bowl of rice.
“A wave hit it.” Violet was already back. She held her princess backpack in one hand and her toy shark in the other. “Sofia got me this shark at the zoo. Isn’t it gruesome?”
That was a pretty good word for a second-grader, Sofia thought, but Emily didn’t seem impressed. “What kind of a gun did you build?”
“There’s this case,” Sofia said. “About a musician, and—”
“You can build all kinds of guns with ordinary household objects.” Van had appeared. For the first time, Sofia noticed his pants were on inside out. He struggled to hold his new Lego set and crocodile.
“Where’s your backpack?” Ray asked.
Van turned around and went inside again.
“I’ll be checking into Waves.” Doggedly, Sofia kept going.
“Don’t take your phone by the waves,” Violet said. “I hope you learned your lesson about that.”
“My lesson?” Sofia shook that off. “They don’t allow phones where I’m going.”
“I have my backpack,” Van yelled, from inside the trailer. “Can I take a slice of pizza with me?”
“You can take the whole box,” Sofia answered.
“You fed them pizza?” Emily asked. “Did they eat any vegetables all weekend?”
“The pizza had mushrooms,” Sofia said. “Isn’t that a vegetable?”
“It’s a fungus.” Van now carried his backpack, his Lego creation, his shark, and the pizza box. He looked like a tiny Sherpa about to climb Mount Everest.
“I don’t want you to worry about me,” Sofia said.
“About you?” Emily took the pizza box from her son.
“Thanks for having them,” Ray said. “We can reimburse you for the window and the phone.”
“Not a problem,” Sofia said. “Accidents happen.”
She followed them down the path. She wasn’t sure Emily had heard a word she’d said.
“I talked to Gray,” Violet said. “He asked if I was working on my stance, which I am.”
“And we met a sad lady who told us we’re good training officers.” Van hugged his crocodile closer.
“So, I think you probably need to explain it to Mom ...” Sofia trailed off.
They’d reached the parking lot, and Ray loaded kids and items into the minivan, like an Indy pit crew.
“I appreciate you taking them,” Emily said. “I know it’s a lot to ask.”
“I’m going into rehab for work.” Sofia wanted to make sure Emily grasped this. She needed to be briefed before the news hit the press, because everything hit the press eventually. She wanted to call her mother, but there wasn’t cell-phone service on the cruise ship, and she didn’t have a phone any more anyway. “It’s not real. It’s under cover.”
“Honestly, Ray!” Emily yelled. “You didn’t throw away that screwdriver?”
Emily gave Sofia a quick hug. “Thanks, sis.”
A black screwdriver shot out of the side of the minivan and landed in the parking lot at Sofia’s feet. It was the one Van had ‘found’ there on Saturday morning.
“Sorry!” Ray called.
“I’d love to talk more, Sofes, but it’s a school night.” Emily climbed into the minivan.
“So long as you understand,” Sofia said. “It’s not real.”
“Of course not,” Emily said. “You’d never let them build guns!”
“Well, actually—”
Emily slammed the door and made a ‘call me’ motion with her hand. She mouthed, ‘Tomorrow,’ and pulled away.
Except Sofia didn’t have a phone, and tomorrow she’d be in rehab. But she’d explained all that to Emily. Everything should be fine.




CHAPTER 9
Sofia went into her house and collapsed on the sofa. She stood back up and pulled a half-slice of pizza from the crack between the cushions. She took out all the other cushions, but she didn’t find any more food, just a blue Lego brick and a quarter. She hoped the Lego brick wasn’t important for Van’s airport.
“Scrounging for money to support your habit?”
Sofia jumped about a foot in the air and landed in a Krav Maga pose, hands up and ready. She felt like Violet.
Aidan threw up his hands. “Easy there, killer! The door was open. By the way, when you do that, you look like Jackie Chan. If Jackie Chan was a ninety-year-old lady with arthritis and a double hip replacement.”
She ignored the jibe. “Sorry about that. I guess I’m jumpy.”
Aidan looked around her trailer. “Wow.”
She followed his gaze—the kitchen was covered with newspaper, the window the kids had broken still had cardboard taped over it, beach towels were strewn around the living room, a trail of sand led from the front door to the back bathroom, and the leg from her outside bistro table had mysteriously migrated to the top of the television.
“I don’t know how Emily does it.” She flopped back down on the couch and cleared off a spot for Aidan. “I’m ready to fall face first into bed, and I only had them for two days. More like a day and a half.”
“Emily’s house is pretty clean, too.” Aidan sat next to her.
She wasn’t sure if she ought to be insulted or not, but the trailer really was a mess, so she nodded.
“This is why ‘does not want children’ is on my checklist, page one,” Aidan said.
“Is that before or after ‘only wears two-piece swimsuits’?”
“After. You can hide a lot of sins under a one-piece.”
“You are such a pig.” She didn’t even have the energy to fight with Aidan. “Any news on the Craig Williams case?”
“Just what Dad told you. It looks suspicious, but we don’t have anything concrete to give the police.”
“Guess I’d better find something at Waves.”
“Are you sure you want to do that? My old man doesn’t understand the media firestorm that’s going to rain down on you the minute you go through those doors. Do you?”
She thought back to the last case where she’d been the number-one trending topic on Twitter. Strangers had stopped her in the street to chastise her about her non-existent drug problem, or to tell her about their own problems. And then there was the video of her squatting next to her car—that would be on the Internet forever. “Everything I do is going to get splashed all over the Internet.”
He snorted.
“Please tell me you’re not doing that because I said splashed.”
Aidan grinned like an idiot. Van was more mature when it came to juvenile humor.
“Anyway.” The best course was to ignore him. “Anything I do could land me in Internet hell, so I might as well do something good, no matter how it looks.”
“Then pack your bags.”
“Tonight?”
“Dad thought there would be less fanfare if you checked in on a Sunday evening. The paparazzi will be covering the clubs instead of the rehab centers. Usually peak rehab intake is Tuesday or Wednesday morning.”
“Why Tuesday or Wednesday?”
“Weekend for things to get really out of hand. Monday for someone’s family to stage an intervention or for the person to recover from whatever they did at the weekend, and then maybe a day to organize an emergency admission.”
“Well, I don’t suppose it could get much worse here.” Maybe rehab wouldn’t be so bad. At least it would be tidy.
She rubbed her eyes and went to pack. Ten minutes later, she was back in the living room, carrying a small suitcase.
“That’s all you’re taking?” Aidan asked. “A big celebrity like you?”
“Most centers allow you to bring in just one suitcase,” Sofia said. “They sent Zoe’s extra suitcase back with her manager when she checked in.”
Zoe had treated that as a giant joke, laughing about how they didn’t understand divas in rehab. But it turned out the diva didn’t understand rehab, either.
“Ready?” Aidan asked.
Sofia pulled on a long trench coat, even though it was a warm evening, donned a pair of oversized glasses, and topped it off with a baseball cap. She wished she’d had time to build a character bio for her new self. She didn’t like to have to wing it.
“Masterful disguise,” Aidan said.
“I figure that Sofia Salgado the Drug Addict would try to get admitted quietly.”
“Why are you talking about yourself in the third person?” Aidan asked. “Does Sofia need to do that for Sofia to understand what Sofia wants?”
“Sofia really wants you to shut up,” Sofia told him. “And Sofia might pop you one if you don’t.”
“Sofia sounds cranky,” Aidan said. “Bring back the old Sofia.”
She picked up her suitcase and pushed him out of her trailer, pocketing her broken phone on the way. Maybe the rice had fixed it.
Fred landed on the railing. He squawked at her in a way she could only describe as angry.
“I know those kids were a little intimidating.” She left her suitcase on the porch and went back inside. She came out with the piece of pizza she’d pulled out of the couch. “But they’re really very nice.”
“She’s lying, Fred,” Aidan said. “Save yourself.”
“I’m going to give you the whole piece, because I won’t be around for the next few days.”
Fred tilted his head and stared at her, as if he were listening.
“You’re going to have to find your own food.” She felt a little ridiculous talking to the bird in front of Aidan, and guilty that she’d be abandoning Fred.
“Are you going to give him a good-bye kiss?” Aidan asked. “Maybe a cell phone number in case of a bird emergency?”
She flipped him off before setting the alarm and locking the front door. Right now, she really wanted to be Fred. As if he knew it, the gull squawked once before going back to pulling pepperoni off the pizza. He’d have liked it better if she’d ordered anchovies.
“Ready for rehab?” Aidan asked.
“Ready as I’ll ever be.” As she carried her suitcase down the stairs toward the path, she tried to ignore her feeling of dread.




CHAPTER 10
A idan drove his Porsche through an open gate of wrought iron and into a grand roundabout that faced the entrance to Waves Rehab. The Spanish-style house spread across gently sloping lawns with grand wings to either side. It was painted white with a terracotta tile roof, and tiled steps spilled down from a massive wooden door. The property was bounded by a white wall, which looked about twelve feet high, with no trees anywhere near it. Nothing she could climb to get out.
“It’s a pretty bad set-up for me,” observed Aidan.
“For you?” He didn’t have to stay there.
A German shepherd loped across the lawn and stopped in front of the car. He sat down and looked at them. Not barking, just making it clear he was there.
“No place to park outside to stake this place out. Security is tight, the wall is a tough barrier, and that dog isn’t letting anyone in or out without permission,” Aidan said. “Not ideal.”
She gulped.
“You won’t be able to call us for the first few days.” He handed her a pair of earrings.
They looked a little steam-punky, with a couple of gears. “You’re giving me jewelry?”
“There’s a microphone hidden in there,” he said. “State of the art. Smallest one around.”
He always did love gadgets. She put them on. “And?”
“I’ll be monitoring you from a few blocks away, as close as I can park. Just say ‘cavalry,’ and I’ll come running.”
“Cavalry.”
“Like that,” he said. “Spend the first few days getting the lie of the land. Once we can see you for daily visits, you can tell me the security situation inside, where cameras are, rooms that are locked, things like that.”
“Just talk to people, win their trust.”
“You’re good at that,” he said. “Very good.”
She reached for the door handle. No point in putting this off.
“I’ve got something else for you.” He handed her a small packet.
It was made of soft plastic, like a really thick sandwich bag, and it contained a yellow liquid. “What’s this?”
“Urine.”
She dropped the bag on the floor.
“Be careful with that!” he said. “I don’t want it all over my interior.”
“Why did you hand me a bag of pee?”
He picked the bag up off the floor and tried to hand it back to her. “You’re going to need it for the drug test.”
“This is druggie pee?”
“I paid twenty dollars to a guy down on Skid Row for it.”
“It’s a bum’s pee?” She wanted to toss the bag back onto the floor, but she took it.
“Said it would test positive for heroin. I figured that was a good thing, since that’s what Craig Williams was addicted to.”
“I’m supposed to be addicted to heroin?” She glared at him.
“What do you want to be addicted to? Chocolate-chip cookies? This is drug rehab.”
“I was thinking something less hard core, like OxyContin or something. It’s my first time.”
“So, you’re saying my pee isn’t good enough?”
She handed it back to him. “For any number of reasons.”
She took his phone off the dash and Googled to find the withdrawal symptoms for OxyContin. Restlessness. Agitation. Sweaty. Bone pain. Chills. Insomnia. Vomiting. Nausea. Faking those shouldn’t be too tough, except for vomiting. She hated to throw up. She was going to have to pretend on that one. “How long before I go into withdrawal, do you think?”
“Didn’t you research your addiction?” he asked.
“I had the kids.” She would keep herself up tonight, and tomorrow she could move on to the other symptoms.
Someone rapped on the window, and she jumped.
“Are you guys going to sit in the car all day?” Brendan asked. “It’s time to check in.”
“She doesn’t like my pee,” Aidan said. “Even though it’s high-grade stuff.”
Brendan looked at her. “I know it’s a little gross, but—”
“It’s not that,” she said. “I don’t want to be addicted to heroin. I want to be addicted to OxyContin. It’s more of a gateway drug, better for a first-timer.”
“Can you get her some Oxy-urine?” Brendan asked.
“I had a hard time getting this,” Aidan said. “Why can’t she use what we have?”
“She gets to pick what she’s addicted to,” Brendan said. “She doesn’t have to be a heroin addict if she doesn’t want to.”
This whole thing sounded ridiculous. Her mother would have a heart attack if she were listening. But Sofia had standards. She’d pretend to be an addict, but not a heroin addict.
“Hello!” A woman with curly red hair, green eyes, and freckles bustled across the lawn toward them. She wore a pink and white dress and wiped her hands on a clean white apron with strawberries embroidered along the edges. She bore more than a passing resemblance to the cartoon character Strawberry Shortcake.
The woman pressed the button on a device in her hand, and the gate closed behind them. Sofia tapped down a tiny shiver of panic. Now she was locked in.
“You must be Sofia. We use first names here. I’m Polly.” She held out a hand, and Sofia took it. Polly had a warm, gentle handshake, and her eyes crinkled when she smiled. “I know it’s tough saying good-bye.”
A few silver strands threaded through the woman’s red hair. She looked like a kindly grandmother. Grandma Shortcake, killer.
“Let’s get you inside so you can get settled,” Polly said. “You’ll be wanting to get straight to bed.”
Sofia got out of the car, and Aidan took her suitcase from the trunk.
Polly herded them all toward the front steps, smiling at the dog. “This is Muffin. He’s our mascot. He wouldn’t hurt a fly! But he sure keeps the paparazzi out.”
And the residents in. Sofia held her hand down for Muffin, and he sniffed it. He didn’t wag his tail or lean over to be patted, just stared at her. He reminded her of an on-duty cop—polite, conscientious, but someone who wouldn’t take any crap either.
“Good dog,” she said, and he lowered his head as though he agreed with her.
“We’ll get you checked in. There are some forms to fill out, and then we can show you up to your room. The rooms are very nice. Each one has high-thread-count sheets and a private bathroom. We have the loveliest towels you’ll ever find.” Polly took hold of Sofia’s elbow and propelled her up the steps to the front door.
She was talking about the sheets as if this was some kind of spa. Maybe it wouldn’t be too bad. Polly waved a card at the door, and the light on the keypad turned green. Spas didn’t have that kind of security.
Polly pushed open the door, and they all stepped into a high-ceilinged hall with a grand wrought-iron chandelier, whose bulbs looked like real candles. To the left, leather chairs and a leather sofa were grouped around a rustic coffee table in the living room. It looked friendly, and that made Sofia suspicious, although she didn’t know why. She hadn’t been expecting an antiseptic hospital painted some gross shade of green, after all. This was Malibu.
“Does everyone need a card key to get in and out?” Sofia asked.
“Access is strictly controlled within the facility, and you earn the right to more privileges as you go,” Polly said. “In a week or so, you’ll be able to move around on your own. The first few days can be a little disorienting, I know.”
“What kind of privileges do I have right away?” Sofia didn’t like this at all. She’d envisioned rehab more like a hospital, where she’d be free to walk around and check out at any time.
“You’ll be fine.” Polly patted her arm. “You’ll be confined to your room all night, but remember that you do have a bathroom, and we have provided some books for you to read.”
She would be locked in her room. Her heart sank. How could she do any investigating if she was locked up all the time?
Polly guided her to a chair and sat her down. Brendan and Aidan stood there, fidgeting. They didn’t seem to want to spend any more time there than they had to. Sofia didn’t blame them.
Polly handed her a clipboard and a pen. “Please, fill this out the best you can.”
She skimmed the first page. The form stated that she was responsible for the costs of her stay. Could Jenna afford it? Sofia guessed so, because Brendan had told her that her stay at Waves had been paid in advance. She signed it and moved on to a non-disclosure form. In heavy legalese, it said that she couldn’t tell anyone anything about the rehab center or anything revealed by anyone inside. It was pretty elaborate, and she wondered if it could stop her from reporting back to Brendan and Aidan.
Brendan stood behind her, reading over her shoulder. He was a faster reader than she was, because he tapped her shoulder before she’d finished. When she looked up at him, he nodded. She signed it and flipped to the next page.
This one was in a super-tiny font and wanted to know about her pre-existing conditions. She squinted at it.
“You’ll be taking meals with the other residents, participating in group therapy and walking around the grounds during the day. We have a lovely workout room, with all the latest machines, and we encourage our residents to keep fit.” Polly patted her arm. She seemed so nice, for a killer.
Sofia read the long list of pre-existing conditions. She hadn’t even heard of half the things. She wondered if Drug Addict Sofia might reasonably have been expected to have some of these conditions, but didn’t know enough to fake them. She checked no to everything. Drug Addict Sofia was a very healthy girl, in spite of everything.
“How many residents do you have?” asked Brendan.
“And who is here right now?” asked Aidan.
“Now that’s confidential, you silly goose,” Polly said. “I can’t tell you names, but I can tell you that there are only three other people here sharing this experience with your Sofia, so she will get oodles of personal attention.”
Oodles of personal attention from the woman who might have murdered Craig Williams. While she was locked in a room. Great.
Sofia read the next page, a list of drugs that she might have tried. She decided to stick to the OxyContin. She had actually taken OxyContin once, by prescription, when she’d hurt her knee falling off a horse, so that wasn’t even a lie. Drug Addict Sofia was still at the junior-league stage of addiction, warming up for bigger and badder things.
“I’ll need to go through your suitcase, dear.” Polly popped it onto the table and started taking everything out, even Sofia’s underwear. She’d packed sensible underwear for rehab, like she would for a hospital, and she didn’t want Aidan to see it, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. Polly was quick and thorough and separated everything into two piles.
“What are the piles for?” Sofia asked.
“These are things you can’t bring in with you.” Polly pointed to the larger pile. “And please give me your phone.”
“I can’t have my phone?!” Sofia hadn’t been separated from her cell phone in years, but she supposed it didn’t matter now that it was broken.
“No phones, no iPods or iPads or MP3 players or computers. It’s all on the website. I’d have thought you’d have read that.” Polly took her phone. “Why is this damp?”
“It got hit by a wave.” Sofia felt like she’d just been hit by a wave herself.
She wished her phone worked and she got to keep it. How was she supposed to research the side effects and withdrawal symptoms of her fake OxyContin addiction without a phone? How could she keep calling her mother until she finally got through and explained? She stared mournfully at it. Aidan picked it up off the table and put it into his pocket. At least he’d keep it safe.
“A break from electronic gadgets helps to focus the mind,” Polly said. “I know it’ll be a bit of an adjustment, but I think you’ll agree in a few days that it was worth it.”
“Why can’t I bring in my leggings?” Sofia pointed to the pile. “You said you have a gym.”
“Leggings and tights can’t come in, I’m sorry to say.”
“Why?” Was Polly part of the fashion police, too?
“They might be used to end your life,” Polly said. “So we had to institute the policy.”
“Death by leggings?” Sofia asked.
Aidan put an imaginary noose over his head and pulled it tight, then stuck out his tongue.
Suicide. People in there were so desperate they thought about suicide by leggings. Sofia shivered.
Polly piled Sofia’s forbidden items into a stack and handed them to Brendan. “Please take these home and store them for Sofia.”
He took them with a resigned sigh. Sofia was glad her underwear wasn’t in there. When Brendan hefted the bundle, a packet fell out of the bottom of the stack. She’d forgotten she always kept an emergency condom in the outside pocket of her suitcase, because you never knew. Polly was thorough.
Aidan scooped it up and put it into his pocket. “Somehow, this wasn’t how I imagined we’d share our first condom.”
Sofia laughed, and that dropped the tension a notch. She could do this.
“Are you sure?” Brendan asked. “Dead sure?”
She wished he hadn’t used that term.
“I need to do this for myself,” Drug Addict Sofia said. “To come out clean on the other side.”
Aidan pulled her into a hug, which was weird because he wasn’t much of a hugger, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about it. He was a good hugger, though, and she hugged him back tightly. She needed the support.
He whispered in her ear. “Cavalry.”
He held her out at arm’s length and looked down into her eyes. His worried expression said that, like his dad, he was asking if it was OK to leave her there. He must have sensed how scared she was. And she called herself an actress.
“I’ll be OK,” she told him. “Thanks for everything.”
Because that was what Drug Addict Sofia would say, not because it was true.




CHAPTER 11
A fter Brendan and Aidan had left, Polly helped Sofia to pack up what was left of her belongings. While she did so, she noted a half-sphere stuck to the ceiling. It was mirrored, and she bet it was a surveillance camera. Eyes everywhere. Did they have ears everywhere as well?
A guy built like a tank marched into the living room. He had short hair and walked with the super-straight posture of someone who had been in the military or who had serious back problems. Or both. This must be Mr. Coggins.
“Everyone’s down for the night.” He didn’t salute, but he might as well have.
“Thank you, Gus.” Even though she was thanking him, Polly sounded like a commanding officer issuing an order. No doubt who was in charge in that relationship.
Gus gave Polly a crisp nod and clasped his hands in front of him, legs wide apart. His muscles bulged under a blue golf shirt that said ‘Waves’ on his left pectoral muscle.
“Sofia, meet my husband, Gus. He helps me run things here,” Polly said.
Sofia held out her hand to shake Gus’s, but he ignored it, and she let hers drop. Guess he didn’t like addicts. Or young women. Or former child stars. Or half-Mexicans. Or whatever. Well, she didn’t like him either.
“I’m the muscle.” Gus crossed his arms across his beefy chest. “I enforce the rules. I know rules are hard for some people, but I’m here to tell you that there are no exceptions.”
“He’s tough, but fair,” Polly said.
He looked tough all right, but he didn’t seem fair. Sofia wanted to say something nice to defuse the situation, but she decided that Drug Addict Sofia wasn’t really so nice, so she crossed her arms over her own chest and looked Gus straight in his stern eyes without saying anything.
“Gus will see you to your room.” Polly handed Sofia her too-light suitcase. “I’ll be up in a minute to check on you. I need to run this paperwork first.”
Sofia followed Gus out of the living room to the west wing and down a hall with four doors and a surveillance camera at either end. She added them to her mental map for Aidan.
As she passed the doors on either side of the hall, she noticed that each had a window at eye level, and she could see inside. The lights were out, but she made out lumps in three of the beds. Her rehab-roomies were tucked in for the night under their high-thread-count sheets. They had early bedtimes here.
The door at the end of the hall stood open and the light was on. Gus ushered her inside. A familiar click told her that he’d locked her in. She wanted to bang on the door and demand to go home, because this whole prison thing was creeping her out. But she was a detective now, so she had to put on her big-girl panties and deal with it.
She did a quick surveillance of the room. It was nice, she had to admit. The floor was oak, with wide dark planks. The walls were white and the fixtures well made in a Spanish style to match the rest of the house. The mattress was firm, the sheets soft, and the red and blue quilt looked handmade. A shelf held nothing but books about drug addiction. Maybe she could get some studying in, learn how to be a believable addict.
Her bathroom was bigger than the one at home, but it didn’t have a tub, probably so she wouldn’t drown herself. Thick green towels and washcloths rested on a tile countertop. The soap smelled like lemon and sage.
So far, it could have been a nice hotel, except the window glass was thicker than normal, probably harder to break than regular glass. Inmates weren’t supposed to bust out or maybe use the broken glass to cut themselves or someone else. The bathroom mirror looked to be made of the same stuff. She spotted two surveillance cameras—one in the bedroom, one in the bathroom. Like the one in the living room, they were rounded mirrors, probably gave the person at the other end a clear view of every part of the room. No privacy here.
She unpacked her clothes and put them away in a tall wooden wardrobe. No place in there to hide drugs or weapons. Or phones. Or spare pee.
It was going to be tough to move around without being seen. She’d have to do what she could. Maybe one of the other inmates had been there with Craig, or maybe she’d find some chink in the security that she could exploit. Or maybe Aidan could make like a super spy in the movies and hack the cameras.
Light glinted off something on the floor of the wardrobe, and she bent to pick it up. It was a small metal heart with the words ‘Snow Cone’ and a phone number engraved on it. Snow Cone’s doggie tag. Craig must have brought his dog, or at least the tag, into rehab.
That meant he’d been staying in this very room. She shivered, then tucked the tag into her pocket. She’d get it back to Jenna.
A quick rap on her door, the sound of a lock being turning, and Polly walked in as though she owned the place, which, technically, she did. This was going to take some getting used to.
Polly pulled the chair over to the bed. She carried a clipboard and a small bag. “You only checked OxyContin on the form.”
“I took it for a knee injury,” Sofia said. “And now I can’t seem to shake it.”
Polly put a blood pressure cuff on her and pumped it up. Sofia wondered what the result ought to be for a drug addict. Polly wrote down some numbers. “Often, when they first arrive, people like to keep secrets about their drug use.”
“That seems counter-productive.” Had Craig lied to Polly? Hard to imagine, since his drug use was all over the Internet.
Polly handed her a plastic cup with a lid. Sofia’s name was written on it in marker. Polly pointed toward the bathroom. “I’m going to need a sample. I’m sure you understand.”
Sofia went inside. This was the first door she’d seen at Waves that didn’t have a lock. She stared at the cup. What was she supposed to do now? She’d given Aidan back the drug pee, and the second Polly tested hers, she’d know Sofia was lying.
She waited a while, washed her hands, and came back out with the empty cup. “Shy bladder.”
“That’s not what the Internet says,” Polly said with a smile.
“That time I’d started before I knew I was being watched.” She adopted a cynical Drug Addict Sofia stare.
“If I can’t get a sample from you by tomorrow, I’m sorry to say that you’ll have to leave Waves.” Polly gave her a sympathetic grandmotherly smile. “But the first night is the hardest. You’ll get used to it before you know it, and then you’ll be amazed at the good it’s done you to be here.”
Sofia nodded, wondering what came next. “I’m sure I will.”
Polly packed up her little bag, but she left the cup on the bedside table, presumably so Sofia could use it later. “Once I get your urine values, we can look into getting you something to take the edge off the withdrawal symptoms.”
“The edge off?”
“For OxyContin withdrawal, the drug of choice is Sub Oxone. The doctor comes tomorrow morning, and he can make a decision then. I’m afraid you’re in for a rough night. I’d give you something, but we really can’t until we have your urine analysis.”
They wanted to give her drugs in a rehab facility. “I don’t want to take anything for withdrawal.”
“Not right now, that’s clear,” Polly said. “You seem fine. But in a few hours you probably will.”
“No!” Sofia almost yelled the word. She lowered her voice. “I don’t want to take anything. Cold turkey.”
“We’ll see how you feel in the morning.” Polly patted her hand. “It’s here for you if you need it.”
“Here?” Did they have those drugs on site? She wasn’t sure, but she bet Sub Oxone was also an addictive drug.
“We have a drug safe,” Polly said. “But, obviously, access is strictly controlled and, as I said, I can’t give you anything until I’m sure of exactly what’s in your system.”
“I understand.” She was going to find that safe first thing. It sounded like a good place to hide evidence.
“For our records, how did you hear about us?” Polly asked.
“A friend of a friend recommended you. He heard about you through Craig Williams.”
Polly’s left eye twitched. “Such a talented young man.”
“Did he have a good experience here?”
“What did your friend say?” Polly sure wasn’t giving anything away easily.
“That Craig’s stay was transformative,” Sofia lied.
“Craig made some important breakthroughs, but he had powerful demons.”
Was Polly one of those demons? She seemed so nice. “Did he get clean here?”
“Yes,” Polly said. “And he seemed committed to staying clean.”
“Then what happened?”
“We don’t gossip about our clients,” Polly said. “I’ll no more gossip about Craig than I will about you.”
Which wasn’t an answer. “I wondered, because I want to know what will happen to me.”
“Your recovery is your own,” Polly said. “If you can surrender yourself to a higher power and work on your own flaws, you can become a clean addict, but you must always remember you’re an addict, and you can fall back under the spell of your addiction if you don’t take your recovery seriously.”
“I do take it seriously,” Sofia said. Well, she would if this were real.
“I certainly hope so, Sofia.” Polly’s green eyes bored into Sofia’s. She looked worried. “I can’t give you any medication, but if you need me, call out. I can come hold your hand and be with you.”
“Thanks,” Sofia said. “That’s really kind.”
“I want you to have a good experience,” Polly said. “And I’m here to help all I can. What you’re doing is very difficult, and I’m proud of you for taking the first step.”
Then Polly locked her inside.




CHAPTER 12
Sofia woke up with regret. She should have stayed up all night working on her character’s bio but instead she’d fallen asleep. Now she sat in a wooden lawn chair on manicured grass looking out at the ocean with four strangers, and she had no idea what to share. It didn’t help that she knew Aidan was listening. She sipped a cup of strong coffee and waited to see how this would go.
She’d sat purposely in the sun and kept fidgeting. Those were the two withdrawal symptoms she’d chosen to focus on this morning: sweatiness and restlessness. She’d also started limping on her once-injured knee, deciding the withdrawal might make it have phantom pain.
Polly sat at the top of the circle. Today she wore a strawberry-red suit with a pale green shirt. Her red shoes were aligned parallel on the grass and she smiled encouragingly at the woman on her right.
Sofia recognized her. Anyone who had a television would. She was Monaco Jane, a well-known party girl who had her own reality show with her father, Richard, called Fun with Dick and Jane. Someone had leaked a sex tape of her onto the Internet, and she’d gotten the nickname Moaning Monaco. Her ratings had soared, and her presence at Waves meant paparazzi. There was no way Sofia was getting out of this anonymously.
Monaco was too famous. And rich. The Jane family owned a company that made cruise ships and custom yachts. Monaco had two half-sisters from her father’s previous marriage, and they were on the show, too. But they were older than and not quite as pretty as Monaco, who was always the star. Sofia knew she watched too much reality TV, but now she could chalk it up to research and never have to feel guilty about it again. Letting go of guilt was a whole chapter in one of the books she’d found in her room. So, she was making progress.
“My name is Monaco.” Monaco fluttered her long black lashes at the group. It was her signature move from the TV show, but nobody looked impressed. “And I’m an addict.”
“Good morning, Monaco,” the group chorused. It reminded Sofia, bizarrely, of kindergarten class.
Polly patted Monaco’s knee. “Go ahead, dear.”
“I’d like to welcome you to the morning support group here at Waves.” Monaco beamed at everyone. She looked so manic that Sofia glanced over her shoulder for a camera crew. Hard to believe that she overacted off-camera, too.
“Remember that whatever you say is kept in the strictest of confidence, and likewise don’t blab anything that anyone else says either.” Monaco flipped her long black hair behind her shoulder, and one manicured hand floated to her lap. “Or put it on the Internet.”
It sounded as if she’d gotten the rote speech a little wrong, but Sofia nodded with everyone else. She wanted Drug Addict Sofia to stay under the radar, and keeping everything off the Internet sounded good.
“Amber, do you have anything to share?” Monaco smiled at the blond girl next to her.
Sofia recognized her, too. Amber Lindberg was Monaco’s sidekick. Amber’s parents owned a couple of restaurants, but she wasn’t anywhere near Monaco’s league financially. Her only role on the TV show seemed to be to agree with Monaco about everything. Oh, and to help her decide what to buy while shopping. She was blond where Monaco was dark, short where Monaco was tall, and meek where Monaco was outspoken.
“Thanks, Monaco.” Amber looked down at her hands. “My name is Amber, and I’m an addict.”
The way she avoided eye contact made Sofia wonder. Either she wasn’t comfortable talking in the group, or she wasn’t an addict. There was a secret there.
“Good morning, Amber,” everyone chorused. Sofia knew to join in this time. She was getting the hang of this meeting thing. She’d taken lessons on choral speaking for her old job.
Sofia crossed one leg over the other and starting swinging it. Restlessness. Check. She thought about biting her nails, but decided against it. It would make her look anxious, but then she’d have to grow them back. Plus she might need them to scratch someone, although she couldn’t picture anyone here attacking her. But Brendan always said never to let your guard down.
“I’ve been thinking about how drugs and parties can dim your light.” Amber wasn’t the brightest bulb, at least not on the TV show, so dimming probably wouldn’t do her any favors. “How different our lives would be if we weren’t addicts.”
“Please don’t use ‘we’ language,” Polly admonished her. “Use ‘I’ statements.”
“I guess I’m thinking about life is all.” Amber fell silent. “And how we should get off drugs.”
“I should get off drugs,” Polly corrected. “Remember how Monaco took responsibility with ‘I’ words? That’s what you need to do.”
“I’m sorry,” Amber said, which sounded like an ‘I’ statement to Sofia, but maybe there was something she wasn’t getting. “I think this partying hasn’t really helped us.”
“Helped you,” said Monaco.
“Helped me,” Amber repeated. “Or anyone.”
She really didn’t have the hang of the ‘I’ statements, but at least she seemed sincere. On the show, she seemed like the innocent one, more strait-laced than Monaco. Maybe she’d come to rehab to support her friend. Or maybe she was different in real life than she was on TV. Just about everyone was.
“That’s why it’s important we stay clean,” Amber said. “Really important.”
“Important that I stay clean,” Monaco gave her a dirty look. “‘I’ statements.”
“I should work hard to stay clean when I get out tomorrow.” The words sounded like a threat.
The two of them were getting out the next day. Sofia would have to talk to them today.
Monaco moved on to the other woman in the group, the most famous of all of them—Brandi Basher. She was a bona fide rock star. She’d recorded a couple of platinum albums, won a Grammy, sold out stadiums, and was known for her no-bullshit candor. Sofia had hung a poster of Brandi Basher in a leather jacket and a nose ring above her desk when she was a teenager. Brandi didn’t let anyone jerk her around.
She’d been arrested a few months before for sprinkling a fan’s ashes around the Y in the Hollywood sign. She’d had to knock out a park ranger with a beer bottle to get to it, so there was probably an assault charge in there as well as some kind of drug offense. Sofia was willing to bet Waves was Brandi’s court-ordered rehab.
“I’m Brandi Basher, and I’m an addict.” Brandi spoke in a bored sing-song. She ran a be-ringed hand through her spiked green and orange hair. Her middle finger stuck out a little more than the others when she did.
“Good morning, Brandi,” everyone chorused. Sofia said it louder this time.
Brandi took a cigarette pack out of the cuff of her jeans and fiddled with it. She couldn’t light it, because they’d been told there was no smoking in circle. “I pass.”
Passing was an option? Sofia’s stomach unclenched. She didn’t have to invent a complicated drug-addict history and perform it in front of this small but far-too-knowledgeable audience. A couple of days of passing and she’d be able to get out of there without making anything up.
Monaco pressed her lips together. Apparently she didn’t like people who passed. Polly nodded to Brandi as if she were relieved about the pass.
“You’re new here.” Monaco seemed to be the one running the meeting. She smiled at Sofia. “Go ahead.”
Drug Addict Sofia had already decided she would base her personality on Brandi. Brandi was the coolest addict here. “My name is Sofia, and I’m an addict.”
“Good morning, Sofia,” everyone said, and Sofia had to admit she liked being good-morninged.
“I’m going to pass, too.” She waited for the meeting to move on without her, studying the sun on the pink bougainvillea.
Monaco shook her head. “You can’t pass on the first day.”
Where was that written down? Sofia looked at Brandi, who gave her a lopsided smile and rubbed her middle finger on a barbell piercing her eyebrow.
“You can do it,” Polly said. “Everyone here was new once, and you have to give to get. It works if you work it.”
Sofia remembered Jenna’s comments about The Book of Polly and how Craig had started using all these weird pat phrases.
Everyone stared at Sofia. Monaco and Amber looked earnest, Polly like she couldn’t wait to hear what Sofia might say, and Brandi like she was writing a new song in her head. Probably something with lyrics about how idiotic the whole idea of high-priced rehab was.
“OK.” Sofia wondered what Drug Addict Sofia would say next. “I’m, you know, trying to stop using drugs. That’s why I’m here.”
“What kind?” Monaco asked.
“OxyContin.”
“And?” Monaco prompted.
“And I hope this place will help?” Sofia wasn’t sure what the right answer was. She looked at Brandi for help, but Brandi had balled up the cellophane from her cigarette package and was tilting it back and forth to catch light.
“It will only help you if you let it.” Monaco sniffed. “You have to give to get.”
Those phrases again. Maybe Drug Addict Sofia should use them, be a compliant addict and say all the right things. That would make Polly like her. But she didn’t want to. She crossed her arms and kept quiet.
“You’re supposed to say what it was like being an addict, what happened to you, and what it’s like now.” Amber touched Sofia’s arm gently. “It’s scary the first time, but it gets better. Really.”
Sofia felt like a jerk. She was going to have to lie, and suddenly it felt like she was lessening everybody else’s truth, mocking them. She closed her eyes and took a breath from deep in her belly button. She let the inhalation bring in yellow light and creativity, and the exhalation take away darkness and fear. This was how she got ready to perform.
She hunched her shoulders a little to give herself a slouch, crossed her legs so that one ankle rested on the opposite knee, and tried to become Drug Addict Sofia. Acting was a lot easier when someone else wrote the lines.
“My name is Sofia.” Her voice suddenly had a hint of a Hispanic accent, even though she didn’t usually have one. She barely spoke Spanish. Maybe she was channeling the dad who’d run off when they were kids. For all she knew, he was a drug addict. “I started taking OxyContin when I fell off a horse during rehearsal. My knee was in a lot of pain, but we couldn’t stop filming, so I had to keep going.” It hadn’t actually been that bad, but they didn’t need to know that. “It hurt, and I liked how the Oxy filled out in my knee like a warm bath, washing the pain away. It took the edge off everything.”
Brandi nodded as if she agreed with her. OK, that took care of what it was like doing Oxy. It left what had happened and where she was now.
She felt herself gaining confidence, sinking into the character. “I feel like I’m under a lot of pressure, and I get overwhelmed and want to escape from everything. It’s like I fall down into a hole.”
Polly leaned forward, her face screwed up into an expression of sympathy. Sofia didn’t want to like her, but that might be hard. She seemed so sincere. It must be how she got people to let their guard down.
“And?” Monaco asked.
“It was easy to get prescriptions for it. I got the names of a couple of doctors.” Was she borrowing that from a Lifetime movie script? If so, she hoped the writer had done her homework. “And I never stopped taking it. But I think I should.”
Brandi snorted. Apparently, Sofia wasn’t selling this enough.
“I moved on to … other stuff.” She didn’t know the logical progression. OxyContin straight to heroin? Lots of steps in between? Better to keep it vague. “And one morning I found myself walking along a beach and I didn’t know how I got there or what happened to me.”
She looked down at her hands. She’d clasped them together and they were twisting around. Her hair fell across her face. She left it there. “I mean, I guess I know. But I don’t want to talk about it. Or repeat it. So, I came here.”
She decided crying was too much, but she felt she could do it if she needed to. She thought of herself, real Sofia, wandering along a beach half dressed, all alone and too messed up to help herself. That was sad. She breathed that in and out a few times.
“What do you want right now?” Amber prompted.
To get the hell out of here and make Aidan come to rehab instead. “To get my head on straight. To not do any drugs today.”
Everyone sat silent, as if they expected her to say more, but Sofia thought she’d made a fine start. Drug Addict Sofia was only going to dribble out revelations.
“Thank you for your honesty, Sofia,” said Brandi, which kind of surprised her and made her feel guilty.
Monaco spoke again. “I haven’t used for over a month, since we got in here.”
That meant Monaco and Amber must have overlapped with Craig.
“Last night I heard somebody drive by on the street with the car radio cranked up,” Monaco said. “I couldn’t hear the words, just the beat, and it sounded so hot that I wanted to climb over the wall and jump in. But I didn’t.”
Muffin would probably have eaten her if she’d tried.
“Good for you, Monaco!” Polly beamed at her. “You’re learning to resist those urges, to make healthy decisions.”
That seemed like a stretch, but Sofia didn’t say anything. Drug Addict Sofia would keep quiet. The sun made her feel sleepy and relaxed. She sat up straighter and fidgeted, trying to think restless thoughts.
Soon after, the meeting broke up, and Brandi headed for the front gate toward the ashtray. It was the only place they were allowed to smoke. Sofia followed her and stood next to her, glancing out through the gate at the empty street. Neat houses lined both sides, the occupants probably already at work. Well, she was at work, too.
Up close, Brandi looked older than she had on Sofia’s poster. Her skin was papery, and a long white scar ran along her hairline down to her ear. She lit a match on her thumbnail and fired up a cigarette. “Want one?”
“I don’t smoke,” Sofia answered, realizing that was a lame thing to say.
Brandi took a long drag on the cigarette and blew smoke out of the corner of her mouth away from Sofia. “Don’t do drugs either.”
Sofia knew better than to react to that. “How long are you here for?”
“Thirty days,” Brandi said. “My publicist thinks it’ll help my image.”
“When did you get here?” Even this early in the day, heat shimmered off the pavement behind Brandi’s head. The street outside looked like a mirage.
“Last week.” Brandi flicked the cigarette between the bars of the gate, and Sofia wanted to lecture her about fire safety, but she didn’t. “Gus is some kind of Fascist. Polly’s as sweet as a caramel apple, and just as likely to pull out your teeth, especially the gold ones.”
“What makes you say that?” Sofia’s heart had sped up.
“She’s latched onto the richest one here.”
“You’re not doing so bad, from what I’ve read.”
“You can’t latch onto me. I might as well be made out of glass.” Brandi smiled with half her mouth. “Of course, glass breaks. Just part of being a rock star.”
“Did you know Craig Williams?”
“Subject change?” Brandi lit a new cigarette. “Or are we talking about the same thing?”
Sofia shrugged.
“I partied with him a few times. Liked his sister.” Brandi flicked ash through the gate. “He shattered in the end, though, didn’t he?”
For a long moment neither of them spoke.
“You do want to stay away from drugs. They’re for bad girls,” Brandi said. “And you’re not really a bad girl, are you?”
“Is anybody?”
“We’re all bad girls here.” Brandi took another long drag on her cigarette. “Or, at least, that’s what Gus tells us.”
“Does he?” He shouldn’t be working in rehab if he was that judgmental.
“You’ll need to fail the urine test to stay.” Brandi smiled. “Which I imagine you won’t.”
“Why would you think that?” She’d just have to keep stalling.
“Oxy? Plus other things?” Brandi laughed. “You might fool Polly, but you don’t fool me. You’re a tourist here. On vacation.”
“Why would I do that?” She could think of a lot of places she’d rather visit. Like anywhere.
“Kick-start a flagging career? Get attention? Settle a bet?”
Sofia kept her face completely composed. She wasn’t going to let Brandi know what she was thinking. She wrapped her fingers around the wrought iron and waited to see what else Brandi would say.
“If you don’t have a dirty urine test by the end of the day, you’ll be back on the drug-filled streets. And you won’t find whatever it is you’re looking for.”
“What am I looking for?” Sofia asked.
“Not the same thing as me.”
“What are you looking for?”
“Peace. And the personality that would make me think peace is a good thing.” Brandi grinned, and Sofia had to grin back.
“Nothing wrong with peace.”
“It’s booooring.” Brandi rattled the gate, and Muffin loped over. “Don’t worry, Rin Tin Tin. I’m not busting out.”
Muffin sat next to them. Sofia petted him again. He let her, but it was clear he wasn’t interested. She scratched the special spot behind his ear that had made the dog on set go crazy, and got the tiniest tail wag. Maybe she could win him over.
“We test after the meeting,” Brandi said. “If you reach under the toilet tank, there will be a cup stuck up against the bottom with double-sided tape.”
Sofia looked up from the dog. “What?”
“I don’t know why you’re here, but I’m hoping it’s to screw over Polly, so I’m on board. I’ll put a sample into that cup. My urine won’t pass any drug test, and I’ll share my polluted bounty with you.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Sofia said.
“You have two choices,” Brandi said. “If you want dirty urine, I can leave you some under the toilet tank. If you want clean urine, you have to talk to Amber. She gives Monaco her samples, but I bet she’d sell you some if you needed it.”
Sofia considered it. These days she spent too much time talking about pee.
Brandi turned and walked toward the front door without looking back.
Sofia turned her back to the surveillance camera and pulled a napkin out of her pocket. She’d folded it around a piece of bacon at breakfast. She held it out to Muffin, but he turned his head away. She’d expected him to be trained not to take food from strangers, but she’d learned a trick from a TV dog trainer. His dog wouldn’t eat anything, unless the trainer gave it to him with his left hand.
Carefully, she switched the bacon to her left hand, making sure that her body blocked the camera. Muffin leaned over and delicately pulled the bacon from her fingers. He gulped it in one bite, then licked her fingers clean. She bent down and kissed him between the ears. They weren’t friends yet, but it was a start.




CHAPTER 13
Sofia found Brandi’s cup where she’d said it would be. It was on the side away from the camera, and she pulled it free without being seen. She set it down on the white tile floor and wondered what to do with it. Should she trust Brandi? Maybe it was exactly what Polly was looking for, and maybe it was lemonade. Even if she could get her nose down there without the camera catching it, she wasn’t about to sniff it to find out.
She looked at her own empty specimen cup. Brandi might have lied but, basically, Sofia didn’t have a choice. Brandi’s urine was way more likely than hers to show traces of drugs, and Aidan couldn’t get her a tainted sample in time. If she got kicked out, they might never find out what had happened to Craig.
She leaned to the side as if messing with the toilet paper. Working one-handed, she tipped Brandi’s sample toward her own cup.
“Hurry up in there!” Monaco called through the door, and Sofia almost spilled the precious pee all over the floor. If she really had a shy bladder, that would have been enough to clench her right up.
“Just a minute!” Sofia made her voice sound light and cheery. It wasn’t easy doing any of this stuff, since she had to look natural for the camera. Luckily, she’d spent a lot of her life positioning herself in front of a camera and acting natural.
She got the pee in her cup, then stuck Brandi’s back to the underside of the toilet. If this worked, she’d need a sample again tomorrow.
She flushed and went to wash her hands. When she put the cup down next to the gleaming sink, she realized Brandi’s sample wasn’t warm enough. Hunching over the sink so the camera couldn’t see what she was doing, she held the cup between her palms and ran hot water over it, the hottest she could stand. This wasn’t the glamorous part of the private-detective lifestyle.
“There’s a drought,” Monaco called again. “Please conserve water.”
She recalled the episode of Fun with Dick and Jane where Monaco had thrown up in the pool and the whole thing had had to be drained and refilled. She hadn’t cared about water conservation then.
“Just a minute!” Sofia called again in her cheery voice. It was going to take a lot of acting to make friends with Monaco.
Sofia dried everything off and went out. Monaco had apparently just hung around long enough to nag at her because she was gone now. But Polly stood by the door with her hand out.
“Overcoming that bladder shyness?” she asked.
“It’d be easier without all the cameras.” Sofia handed over her sample.
Polly thanked her and headed toward the back of the house, a woman on a mission. She looked as if she wanted to test Sofia’s sample and kick her out of the house as soon as possible. Which could still happen, if Brandi wasn’t trustworthy.
For now, Drug Addict Sofia had to hope for the best. She followed Polly into the kitchen. The room was huge, with Saltillo tile floors, blue and white accents, and a giant black Darth Vader refrigerator and range. No expense had been spared on this remodel.
Monaco and Amber were rinsing off breakfast dishes and putting them in the dishwasher.
“Hi, M&M,” Monaco called to Polly.
“Help with the washing-up, Sofia.” Polly went through a door in the back of the kitchen.
Monaco pouted as if she’d been expecting something else from Polly. Like a hug and a kiss, or maybe even an acknowledgment that she’d spoken.
Sofia cleared dishes from the counter and brought them to the sink where Monaco had stopped working.
“What’s behind that door?” Sofia asked.
“Polly’s office,” Amber said. “She tests all the samples there.”
“And the drug safe,” Monaco said. “Nothing good in there, though.”
Sofia rinsed off a plate and handed it to Amber, who put it in the dishwasher. Monaco had apparently decided this was a two-person job, and she wasn’t needed any more. Whistling, she headed out of the kitchen toward the living room where Sofia had checked in the night before. She was a bad whistler.
“How long have you guys been here?” Sofia asked Amber.
“Five weeks.” Amber groaned. “Thirty-five days.”
“Does it help?” Sofia asked.
Amber shrugged and dropped a plate into the dishwasher.
“Were you here when Craig Williams was here?” She handed her a rinsed plate.
“We were.”
“What was he like?” Sofia asked. “Was he nice?”
“Very nice,” Amber said. “And he brought in this cute little dog named Snow Cone.”
“We’re allowed to bring in pets?”
“Not usually. But Craig said that Snow Cone was an anxiety dog, and he had to have her around to stay calm.”
“An anxiety dog?” Sofia had heard of them, but didn’t know much.
“The dog kept him calm. She was really sweet, with red ears and the softest fur. She used to sit in my lap sometimes.” Amber smiled wistfully. “She was a great little dog. Fun and energetic. Everybody loved her, even Muffin, and Muffin doesn’t like anybody but Gus.”
“But—”
“Oh, except for Polly,” Amber interrupted. “She loved Craig, but she hated his dog.”
“She loved Craig?” That wasn’t professional.
“She took him under her wing and really worked with him. I thought for sure that he was going to stay clean.”
“But he used again.”
Amber dropped a clean spoon into the dishwasher. “Maybe it was just that one time. He wasn’t using in here.”
Sofia was so shocked that she dropped a plate. “Is anybody using in here?”
“Of course not!” Amber said it so quickly and so strongly that Sofia knew it was a lie.
She decided to change tack. “I heard that Polly was really close to Craig.”
“She was. Like she is with Monaco. Monaco adores her.”
Was Amber jealous? “I thought you and Monaco were close.”
“For the cameras, maybe.” Amber dropped the next plate in so hard it chipped. That was exactly the action of someone who was angry and jealous.
She decided to stoke that fire. “I heard her call Polly M&M. What’s that mean?”
“It’s not like the candy.” Amber ran a finger over the chip on the plate. “It stands for the letters M, N, and M again. MNM.”
Sofia ran hot water into the giant cast-iron skillet in which Polly or maybe Gus had fried the bacon. “What’s that stand for?”
“My New Mom.” Amber slammed the dishwasher closed and walked out of the kitchen.
Sofia finished loading it, then wiped the countertops and stove. She didn’t know why she’d been so surprised to hear that people did drugs in rehab. Everyone knew that. Sometimes she felt like a toddler.
Brandi came in. “If you avoid the kitchen after group, you don’t have to do KP.”
“I like it.” Sofia did. “Doing dishes is restful.”
“You probably haven’t had to do too many of them.”
Sofia’s mom had always insisted the girls help around the house, and Sofia usually had done dishes while Emily took vacuuming. She scrubbed the skillet that she had put into the sink to soak.
“Did you accept my offer?” Brandi asked.
Before Sofia could answer, Polly came out of the lab. She gave Sofia a nod. So, the urine sample had failed the test. Sofia wondered what she was addicted to.
“Brandi, don’t just sit there.” Polly smiled at her. “You need to help. You’re part of a community now.”
Brandi picked up the dish towel. “Let me help you, Sofia. Again.”
Monaco came back into the room. “Hi, MNM!”
This time Polly smiled at her. She took Monaco’s hand. “Let’s go sit in the garden! I’ll have Gus get some Starbucks, and we can have a little chat.”
The two headed toward the front door. On the way, Polly must have said something funny, because Monaco laughed. Monaco’s laugh sounded just like it did on the show—like a donkey braying. Entire Internet discussion groups were dedicated to why Monaco didn’t go to a vocal coach to do something about her terrible laugh. Sofia kind of liked it.
She rinsed the skillet and handed it to Brandi. “What’s the deal with those two?”
“Polly adores Monaco.” Brandi sounded like Amber. “Says she has the voice of an angel.”
“Does she?”
“Angels don’t sing to me.” Brandi snapped her towel an inch from Sofia’s butt. “Not ever.”
Sofia picked up the other towel and snapped back.
“No horseplay.” Gus stood in the doorway, arms folded across his giant chest. “You have a one-on-one with the doctor, Sofia.”
Brandi snapped her towel in Gus’s general direction.
“You don’t want to tussle with me, Brandi,” Gus said.
“You aren’t my tussle type.” Brandi looked him up and down. “Not even in the same platoon.”
“I don’t date junkies.”
“Aren’t we officially ex-junkies?” Brandi asked.
“No such thing,” he said. “Junkies can’t keep their bodies pure.”
“But you, you’re like the driven snow?” Brandi raised an eyebrow.
“No drugs will pollute the temple that is my body,” Gus said.
“You know that steroids are drugs, right?” Brandi asked.
Gus definitely looked like he’d pumped some steroids into that temple of his. His shoulders and upper body were blown up like balloons. His skin got a little redder when he glared down at Brandi. He looked like a throbbing veiny erection.
“Where is my session?” Sofia figured someone should break the tension before Gus erupted all over Brandi.
“Follow me.” Gus did a crisp right turn, like he was on parade, and Brandi saluted his back. Either he didn’t notice, or he pretended not to.
Sofia followed him through the living room and over to a small outbuilding. It, too, was Spanish style—white walls, arches, tiled roof. A dollhouse next to the big house.
“Knock and then go in,” Gus said.
She followed his directions, noting that he didn’t leave until she was inside.




CHAPTER 14
Sofia closed the door behind her and leaned against it. She was in a hall with a tall arched ceiling and terracotta tile floors. In front of her were three closed oak doors, the one on the left marked with a universal bathroom symbol. The one on the right and the one straight ahead were blank. The room was cold, and she shivered.
The next step was lying to the doctor. She hated the idea, but if he was in on Polly’s scam, it was necessary. She centered herself and tried to sink into her Drug Addict Sofia character.
The door straight ahead swung open.
“Hi, Sofia,” said a familiar voice.
Sofia gulped. “Dr. Khan?”
He stepped through the door and smiled at her. She was too floored to say anything. Dr. Khan had dated her mother when she was twelve. He had been a consultant for Half Pint Detective, and her mother had met him on the set. He still looked pretty much the same—black hair with a little gray at the temples, light brown skin, sympathetic wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. Today he wore an ochre suit. She and Emily had always wondered where he bought his suits, because they came in colors you never saw anyone wearing, even in Los Angeles.
“I’m filling in for Dr. Cavanaugh today,” he said. “I hope you can feel comfortable with me.”
“OK,” she sputtered. This man had given her and her sister their first Tamagotchi pets. Predictably, Emily’s had done quite well and Sofia’s had died because she quickly lost interest in the electronic toy and forgot to feed it. She couldn’t imagine how she’d be able to lie to him.
“We don’t have to talk about your rehab experience.” He smoothed his amethyst-purple tie. “But rest assured that, if we do, it’s completely confidential.”
She glanced at the plain white ceiling. No surveillance cameras were stuck up there, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any bugs. Apparently, Drug Addict Sofia was paranoid.
“Let’s go into my office—or, rather, Dr. Cavanaugh’s.” He gestured that she precede him into the room and, obediently, she did so.
It was a friendly room, done up in oranges, yellows, and greens. A green and brown Mission-style couch ran along the wall under the window. A light gauzy curtain kept anyone from seeing in, but still didn’t block her view of a lacy California pepper tree casting shade over a wrought-iron bench. The perfect place to curl up with a book. Across from the couch and window were a leather Mission-style chair and a coffee table, with a box of tissues, magazines, and an orange glass bowl full of candy.
Dr. Khan eased himself into the chair and crossed his long ochre legs.
She knew she was supposed to sit on the couch, but she couldn’t settle. “Do you have any music? They took my iPod.”
He looked a little surprised, but he took out his cell phone—she wanted to grab it and run back to her room with it, she missed her phone so much—and fiddled with it. Duke Ellington’s big band filled the room. Her mother loved Duke Ellington, as he probably knew, and there was no way she’d lie with that as the soundtrack.
She perched on the edge of the couch, picked up his phone, and turned up the volume, just in case. It felt good in her hand, and she longed to check her email and call Aidan and tell him everything she’d found out, make sure that he really was listening through her earring, or even just play a game of Bejeweled. If she was addicted, it was to her phone. Reluctantly, she placed Dr. Khan’s phone back on the coffee table next to the orange bowl and paused, studying the room one more time. Nothing looked like a surveillance camera, or hidden microphone, but spy gadgets were so small, these days, that she’d never know. She touched her earrings, reminded again that Aidan was listening. He wasn’t going to like what she had to say, and she thought about taking them off and hiding them under a yellow couch cushion. Instead, she took a deep breath and let it out. “I have a confession to make, Dr. Khan.”
His brown eyes widened sympathetically. He was trying to be professional and stoic, but she could tell he was sad that she had ended up a drug addict. She would have been sad, too. “Yes, Sofia?”
“As you might know,” she said, “I recently stopped acting.”
“I had heard that.” He folded his hands across one knee.
“What you probably don’t know is that I’m doing a different job now.” She imagined Aidan’s face. He was probably waving his hands and shouting, “No, don’t you dare!” That made it easier.
Dr. Khan tilted his head to the side, like someone who was really listening. She remembered that look from when she was a kid.
She lowered her voice to barely a whisper. “I work for a private investigator, like in the show.”
“I see.” He raised an eyebrow.
“You can call them if you want. The firm is Maloney Investigations.”
“Why would I want to call them?” His deep voice was familiar. And loud.
“In case you want to verify what I’m about to tell you.”
“I don’t need a third party to verify your words, Sofia. I trust you.”
What could she tell him without lying and without breaching client confidentiality? “I trust you, too.”
Mostly.
“I understand that it might be awkward for you to talk to me, but I think it might help you to try. When did you decide you needed rehab?”
“I work for a detective agency,” she whispered. He leaned forward to hear. “We’re investigating this facility, but I can’t tell you anything more than that.”
“Denial is a common reaction to addiction,” he said. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”
“I’m not an addict,” she hissed. “But please don’t tell anyone.”
He studied her. “Would you please repeat that last part?”
“Don’t tell anyone I’m not an addict?”
He lowered his voice, finally. “Usually people don’t want to be known as addicts. I have to wonder about your approach.”
“It’s not an approach.”
He had a really warm smile. Her mother said it was the first thing she’d noticed about him. “Do you want to talk about it?”
“I can’t because of client confidentiality.”
“To a studio?”
“To the agency.” She’d thought he was smarter than this. “The detective agency. I’m stuck here because of them.”
“You make it sound like you’re a prisoner, here against your will.”
“I feel like a prisoner, but I’m here because of my work.”
“Acting is a very stressful profession.”
Not as much as this. “Have you worked here long?”
He shook his head. “This is my first day, actually.”
Just her luck. “How did you end up here?”
“I’ve met Dr. Cavanaugh socially, and when he came down with measles, his wife asked me to fill in. His usual substitutes are on vacation.”
“Measles?” Grown-ups could still catch measles?
“Apparently he couldn’t be vaccinated because of allergies. He caught it at Disneyland. He’s quite ill.”
“Will you be here tomorrow?” she asked.
“I believe so.”
She felt better. There was someone here she could trust, at least a little. “Could you make sure they don’t give me any medication?”
“To treat withdrawal symptoms?”
“I won’t have those symptoms, or at least not really, and I don’t want to take any drugs.”
He looked into her eyes and took her pulse. “You seem very healthy to me. Maybe a little tired.”
“I’m tired because I was up all weekend with Emily’s kids.”
“Emily has children?”
“Two, Violet and Van. They’re adorable.”
“How do you feel that she has children, and you don’t?”
“Grateful,” Sofia said. “I’m glad I get to spoil them and send them home again at the end of the weekend. Right now I’m happy to have a pet seagull.”
“Do you think it’s a sign of trust that Emily let you take her children for the weekend?”
“Of course she trusts me. Why wouldn’t she?”
He looked around the room. “Because you’re in drug rehab.”
She wanted to wing that orange bowl at his face. “That’s not real!”
“I can’t help you if you won’t admit you have a problem.” Dr. Khan tapped his pen against the pad of paper he held. “That’s the very first step, but it’s often the most difficult.”
Her biggest problem right now was that he didn’t believe her. “How well do you know Polly Coggins?”
“I’ve met her once, when we talked about me taking over for the day. She seems concerned about patient health and welfare. And her rehab center is doing quite well. She’s about to open a second in San Juan Capistrano.”
Maybe that’s where Craig’s money was going. “Do you know anything about her background?”
“We’re not here to talk about Mrs. Coggins’s background. We’re here to talk about yours.”
She wasn’t going to get anything out of him. “Did you know Craig Williams?”
“I can’t talk about my patients,” he said. “Surely you must know that.”
“He was a patient?” she asked.
“Let’s get back to what brought you to this place.”
“Do you think it’s odd that he left all his money and music to Polly Coggins, thought about changing his will, and was found dead the next day?” That was confidential, kind of, but it was also mostly public record, so she felt she could say it.
A flicker of something passed across his face. Surprise? Annoyance? “I couldn’t comment about that.”
Someone knocked on the door. “It’s me, Polly. I’d like to come in now.”
“Polly is part of my therapy?” Sofia asked.
“Of course,” Dr. Khan said. “Come in!”
Polly sat down on Dr. Khan’s right. “Are things going well between you two?”
“Sofia was about to start talking about what brought her here, and what she needs to do to move forward.”
At least he hadn’t given her away. She wished that she were anywhere else. She should have realized being in rehab meant talking about your addiction all the time, but somehow she wasn’t prepared for it. She picked a foil-covered kiss out of the glass bowl.
Polly patted her arm. “What did bring you here, Sofia?”
Drug Addict Sofia had the answer. “A yellow Porsche.”
Nobody laughed. Tough crowd.
“You need to meet us halfway,” Polly said. “What brought you here?”
Now she had to lie in front of Dr. Khan. Fine. She took a cleansing breath, shook her shoulders, closed her eyes, and opened them as Drug Addict Sofia. “OxyContin. I’ve been taking it, and I want to stop.”
“Good,” said Polly. “But that’s only the top layer. Why do you think you started taking OxyContin?”
“Because I hurt my knee in a riding accident. A plastic bag was blowing by and it got caught in a tree and made a flapping sound and the horse spooked and threw me and I landed wrong.”
“That’s why you got the first prescription,” said Dr. Khan. “But why did you take more after the prescription ran out? Why can’t you stop now?”
“Aren’t you two the addiction experts?” she asked. “You’re supposed to know that.”
“People come into rehab for many reasons.” Polly straightened her green blouse. “Some because it’s court ordered. Others because a loved one insists. Others, sadly, try to exploit the process for personal gain.”
“What does that mean?” Sofia wondered if Polly was on to her.
“It might mean that some people have come here to get a contract to be on a rehab TV show, like Celebrity Second Chances,” Polly said. “Or write a tell-all book about the other participants.”
“That’s terrible!” Sofia said. “We all signed non-disclosure forms, so I don’t see how we could write a book. Anyway, I’m here for the same reason as my friend, Craig.”
Hopefully, that would convince Dr. Khan not to say anything else.
“I thought you said Craig was the friend of a friend.” Polly scrunched up her face and looked suspicious.
Sofia was caught in another lie. She decided to ignore it. “He came here to kick his addiction, didn’t he?”
“Yes. He came here for the right reasons,” Polly said. “Did you?”
“Why did you set up the center if not to help people like me?” Sofia was tired of being on the hot seat. Let someone else answer some questions.
“I did,” Polly said. “The center’s history is well known. I opened this facility to keep other mothers from losing their children, as I lost mine.”
Now Sofia couldn’t ask a question without looking like a jerk. She decided Drug Addict Sofia would be quiet.
“Healing from addiction is a difficult process.” Dr. Khan gave her an encouraging smile. “But you have to take the first step. You have to admit that you have a problem, and let us help you.”
Drug Addict Sofia looked at Polly. “I did. I said I was an addict.”
Dr. Khan nodded approvingly, as if he’d been waiting all along for her to make the admission. As if he wanted her to be an addict. “Good, Sofia. That’s the first step.”
A car horn beeped, and Polly looked over her shoulder.
“Polly,” called Gus through the door. Had he been standing in the hall the whole time, eavesdropping?
“I have to see to this,” Polly said. “We’ll try again later.”
Dr. Khan watched her go. “So, you said that you were an addict, Sofia. Let’s talk about that.”
She glared at him. “Didn’t you listen to anything I said before?”
“Now, Sofia, I know you’ve always had an active fantasy life.”
“I need to use the bathroom.” She stood.
“It’s around the corner.”
Sofia went across the room, down the short hall, and into the bathroom. It was nice, blue and white Spanish tiles, lemon-scented soap, and a fluffy blue towel. She turned on the water to muffle anything she was going to say, apologized silently to the drought gods, and gave a quick summary of everything that she thought was important to the investigation. Hopefully, Aidan was at the other end listening and not out romancing paralegals.
Then she washed her hands and went back for the rest of her session. She refused to talk about being an addict, and Dr. Khan gave her a lecture about denial. She was glad her mother had dumped him.




CHAPTER 15
P olly clapped her hands together. “Welcome, everyone!”
The sun had already set, and the air was chilly. Everyone was gathered in the front yard under the pepper tree. Leaves rustled in the evening breeze. Sofia took off her shoes and stood barefoot in the green grass. It felt cool and soft under her feet.
“I’m happy to see each and every one of you here this evening,” Polly continued.
Sofia couldn’t face another meeting to talk about her addiction. Couldn’t they all go back to their rooms to bed?
She glanced around the group. Monaco leaned against the tree trunk, her brown eyes glazed. She looked either sick or high. But she couldn’t be high, right? She’d been in rehab for weeks, and she was passing all her urine tests.
Amber stood with one hand protectively on Monaco’s arm. Whatever she’d said in the kitchen, she clearly cared about her friend. She spoke to Monaco in a low, steady murmur. Sofia couldn’t hear the words, but it sounded comforting.
Brandi sat next to Sofia holding an unlit cigarette and a cup of coffee. Sofia hadn’t seen her without one or the other all day. Nicotine and caffeine apparently didn’t count as addictions. Cell phones probably didn’t either. Sofia totally missed hers. She’d kept reaching into her pocket every couple of minutes all day only to remember that she wouldn’t find the sleek black rectangle that usually connected her with the world.
Polly and Gus stood on either side of a giant brown box. It had been delivered to the backyard a couple of hours before, and someone in an orange vest had fiddled with it for a while before leaving. Gus had kept everyone away, as if they might bribe the installer to help them escape.
“Fire is a powerful element,” Polly said. “Our ancestors used to gather around a fire pit to tell their stories. Sometimes you can say things to the flames that you can’t in the light of day.”
Great. More talking. Sofia recalled an item on Aidan’s list of things that would disqualify a woman from dating him: ‘Must not want to talk about deep seated psychological issues.’ She was starting to agree with him. It got old fast.
“But we can’t have fire pits here.” Polly shook her head sadly, clearly stricken. “We’re not zoned for it.”
Sofia knew from living in Malibu that getting permission to do anything from the city was almost impossible. Not that it stopped people who lived there. She looked at the brown box. It came up just past her knee, and was about as big as a sofa.
Polly lifted the top off the box. Sofia craned her neck to peer inside. Rocks. Hopefully they weren’t some kind of special addiction rocks that you had to talk to.
“So, I bought this.” Polly beamed with her little Strawberry Shortcake smile. “It’s called a fire box, and it runs on natural gas.”
Brandi snorted. “Plenty of fuel here, then.”
Drug Addict Sofia thought this was funny, so she cracked a tiny smile. She was pretty laid back, that Drug Addict Sofia.
“I thought we might toast marshmallows and have s’mores,” Polly said. “Bond with the flames.”
S’mores didn’t sound bad, which made Sofia suspicious. She bet there would be talking about addiction crammed in there somewhere. Polly knew how to ruin even s’mores.
“It’s an important night,” Polly said. “Assuming they test clean tomorrow, Monaco and Amber will be leaving here, ready to start their lives on the outside.”
Polly started to clap, and Sofia and even Brandi joined in. At least someone was getting the hell out. Amber smiled, but her heart wasn’t in it. Monaco stared straight ahead at nothing.
Gus lit the fire, then Polly and he went into the house. Brandi was first at the flames, poking her cigarette in to light it. Amber led Monaco over and sat her on the edge, then perched next to her, holding her hand. Polly didn’t seem to notice that Monaco was acting strange, which made it all much weirder.
Sofia sat next to Brandi. In the orange firelight, Brandi looked young and happy, more like the poster Sofia had once hung over her desk. She’d found a stick somewhere and stirred the rocks.
“Thanks for this morning,” Sofia said.
“Anything I can do to screw Miss Strawberry Shortcake,” Brandi said.
Sofia laughed, her first real laugh since Aidan and Brendan had left. “I call her that, too.”
“She ought to sue American Greetings for stealing her likeness for the cartoon.”
“Is Monaco all right?” Sofia whispered.
“High as a kite.” Brandi took a deep drag on her cigarette. “Doesn’t seem to be in any danger, though.”
“Why doesn’t Polly do something?” She looked back at the house. No sign of Polly and Gus.
“You are a cute little half-pint, aren’t you?” Brandi asked.
Patronizing, but probably accurate. “How did Monaco get stuff in here?”
“At first I thought she had a stash.” Brandi poked the rocks. “But I never found it, so now I’m thinking somebody brings it in to her.”
“Visitors?” Sofia asked.
“She hasn’t had any since I’ve been here.”
That left Polly and Gus. Muffin came over and sat nearby. He was a dog-shaped shadow, barely recognizable in the darkness, but his regular panting gave him away.
“Where’d you get the stuff?” Brandi raised her voice to ask Monaco.
“What stuff?” Amber stroked Monaco’s arm.
“The good stuff she’s on,” Brandi said. “You know you’re supposed to share.”
“It’s from Polly,” Monaco said. “From the safe.”
Brandi shook her head. “You look too happy to be on detoxing drugs.”
Monaco smiled dreamily and looked into the flames.
Gus and Polly were back with large trays. They had metal skewers, marshmallows, chocolate, graham crackers, glasses, and a giant pitcher of milk. Very summer camp, but Sofia liked it.
She slid a marshmallow onto a skewer and started toasting it. The other inmates piled in after, and soon the air smelled like burnt sugar. Brandi caught hers on fire and held it up like a torch while humming a marching song.
Polly handed Sofia a graham cracker with a square of chocolate on it. Now it really felt like summer camp. Sofia snitched a raw marshmallow off the plate and fed it to Muffin when Polly and Gus weren’t looking. The dog ate it and gave her a tiny tail wag. She was making progress.
She munched happily until Polly said the thing that always ruined campfires: “How about we sing?”
Brandi cackled. “I can’t sing unless you speak to my agent.”
Sofia wished she’d thought of that.
Polly handed Brandi an acoustic guitar Gus must have brought from the house. Brandi was one of the best guitarists in the world, and Sofia bet she wouldn’t be able to resist playing it.
Brandi put the guitar strap over her shoulder and stroked the wood softly. A faraway smile settled on her face. She ran her fingers across the strings in turn, adjusting the pegs so that it was properly tuned. Then she launched into a version of “Kumbaya” that Sofia could only describe as sarcastic. She wasn’t sure how Brandi did it, but it was fast, brilliant, and angry, like Brandi herself. Everyone stopped what they were doing to watch, and Sofia had an unreal fangirl moment, something she hadn’t had in a long time. She was here with Brandi Basher, close enough to touch her, listening to her play. Wow.
When the last note died away, Sofia was the first one clapping. “Encore!” she shouted.
Brandi looked up with a grin.
“Could we have that slower?” Polly asked. “And … friendlier?”
“I don’t do requests.” Brandi launched into ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow.’ It was up tempo and fun, but a little too fast, almost manic. Sofia had never heard anything like it.
Polly must have realized she wasn’t going to get anything better than that, because she started to sing. She gestured to Monaco, who joined in, then Sofia, and finally Amber.
Sofia tried to sing quietly, because she wasn’t proud of her voice. It was adequate, but not in the same league as Brandi’s playing. She listened to the others. Polly was bad—breathless and off key, but Monaco was truly terrible. Sofia could see why they never visited any karaoke bars on her TV show. It was probably in her contract. But Amber? Amber was a revelation.
Her voice was brilliant. It was so amazing Sofia stopped singing to listen, and Monaco and Polly followed suit. Amber’s voice trembled for a second when she realized she was singing alone, but she steadied it and finished the song.
Brandi let out a whoop. “Girl’s got talent.”
“And how!” Sofia said.
Even in the flickering orange firelight, she saw Amber blush.
“I guess.” Monaco sounded mad. She clearly didn’t like being upstaged by Amber.
“You guess?” Brandi pointed the guitar neck at her. “Are you fucking nuts? She’s brilliant. Why doesn’t she sing on that stupid show of yours?”
Polly reached over and turned off the fire. “I thought Monaco was the best singer.”
Sofia and Brandi stared at each other, open-mouthed. Amber’s face fell.
“Thanks, MNM,” said Monaco.
“That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said, Polly.” Brandi took the guitar from around her neck, and Gus snagged it. “And considering the crap you usually spout, that’s not easy.”
“Early bedtime for you, Miss Basher.” Polly picked up the tray with the s’mores fixings. “The rest of you are done here for tonight. Monaco, would you like to help me carry these in?”
Monaco stood unsteadily.
“Have you ever thought about singing on your show, Monaco?” Polly cast a disdainful look at Amber. “Solo?”
They marched up toward the house arm in arm.
“I think you’ve been dipping into your drug safe,” Brandi called after them.
Sofia smothered a laugh.
Gus loomed over them. “You heard Polly. Get to your room, Brandi.”
“I’d hire you in a second,” Brandi said to Amber, ignoring Gus. “I have some tunes that would be perfect for your voice.”
“Amber,” Polly called over her shoulder. “Please help in the kitchen!”
Amber gave Brandi a quick smile and hurried after Polly.
Sofia was angry. Polly had deliberately slighted Amber and praised Monaco, who had a terrible voice. Polly had to have heard the difference.
“To the house, ladies.” Gus pointed at the front door as if they didn’t know where the house was.
Sofia ambled across the lawn next to Brandi. As soon as Gus was out of earshot, she asked Brandi, “What was that about?”
Brandi looked thoughtful. “Not musical ability, I’ll tell you that.”
Gus caught up with them again. “Early to bed for you both.”
“It’s not even nine.” Sofia didn’t remember a bedtime being mentioned anywhere in their literature.
“First night rules.” Gus held the guitar in one hand, and took her elbow with the other.
“It’s my second night.”
Gus started walking her toward the house. She thought about pulling away, but decided throwing a temper tantrum wasn’t going to help her reach her goal of late-night prowling privileges.
Brandi tossed off a two-fingered salute as Gus increased the pressure on Sofia’s elbow and frog-marched her to the front door.
One day down.




CHAPTER 16
Gus pushed her into her room without saying good night. The door locked from the outside. Figuring it would take him awhile to get to the surveillance cameras to see what she was up to, she dropped to her knees and studied the lock.
It was covered by a metal plate on her side, so she wouldn’t have been able to pick it even if she’d known how. She made a mental note to ask Aidan to teach her when she got out. The door’s hinge pins were on the other side, too, so she couldn’t remove them. Not surprisingly in a facility for drug addicts, the door was secure. She was trapped.
A thorough examination of her bedroom and bathroom windows showed she wouldn’t be going out that way either. In the event of a fire, she could break the glass and climb through, but that would attract too much attention. As she assessed the room’s security features, she kept up a running commentary, just to keep Aidan informed.
While she put on her pajamas and brushed her teeth, she tried not to be creeped out by the fact that Gus might be watching her through the cameras. She kept herself turned away from them, determined not to give him any more of a show.
She flopped back onto her bed and stared at the ceiling. She made a list of things she would do once she had earned the privilege of being outside at night:
1.Stuff a pillow under the covers to look like her and then go exploring.
Surely Gus had to sleep sometime. He couldn’t monitor the surveillance cameras all night long. But maybe Polly had a security guard for that. That meant she might get caught right away. But it was worth a shot. It seemed like something Drug Addict Sofia would do, and it didn’t seem that suspicious. Probably everyone tried to wander around. She bet Brandi did.
2.Get into Polly’s office and see if she’d left any papers lying around, or even a computer.
Maybe she’d have a manifesto called How I Killed Craig Williams right there in plain sight.
3.Try to break into the safe.
She knew even less about breaking into safes than she did about picking locks. This list wasn’t looking promising. She started a new list of what she had already learned:
1.Polly favored Monaco just like she had favored Craig.
Weird, because Monaco didn’t look like a payday. She could probably have made more from Brandi than Monaco, but Brandi would be a lot harder to fool. Maybe she didn’t have a profit motive. Maybe she really wanted to help Monaco, and she’d really wanted to help Craig. But she sure wasn’t nice to everyone, if Amber was any indication.
2.Polly was in charge, and Gus followed orders.
Why did Gus work there at all, since he really seemed to hate addicts? Maybe Polly forced him to. Or maybe he liked watching addicts suffer.
3.Monaco was still using drugs.
That had been clear from her appearance by the campfire. Did Polly know what Monaco was doing? As an addiction specialist, she had to have noticed Monaco was high. So, she must be looking the other way, maybe even supplying Monaco with drugs. How common was that in rehabs? She’d ask Brandi later. Brandi would know.
4.Monaco was really attached to Polly.
The whole My New Mom thing was creepy. Jenna had mentioned that her brother called Polly his mother. Monaco seemed eager for Polly’s attention, and Polly seemed to be driving a wedge between Monaco and her best friend, Amber. Was that what Polly had done with Craig and Jenna?
5.Amber wasn’t doing drugs.
If Brandi had told the truth, Amber had drug-free urine and was passing it along to Monaco. How could Brandi even know something like that? OK, Brandi probably had her ways.
6.So far she had a lot of suppositions, but nothing useful.
Polly hadn’t told her anything specific about Craig, and neither had anyone else. She’d found no evidence that the rehab center wasn’t legitimate. She’d been stuck in there faking an addiction and hadn’t learned anything. She’d write it off as a waste of time, but at least she’d seen Brandi play and heard Amber sing. That was something.
A board creaked in the hall, and Sofia threw off her covers. She looked through the tiny window in her door, right into Brandi’s eyes. Brandi held up a key and pantomimed unlocking Sofia’s door.
Sofia nodded. She ran over to her bed and adjusted the covers and pillow so it looked as if she was all tucked in for the night. If Gus was watching, he’d catch her for sure, but if he tuned in later, it’d just look as if she was sleeping. She’d know soon enough.
Brandi opened the door, stepped inside, and bowed. Sofia couldn’t stop grinning. She was out past her bedtime. Brandi put one finger up to her lips and motioned for Sofia to follow her.
They stepped out into the shadow together. A dark lump across the hall told her that Polly was sleeping in front of Monaco’s door, just as she had slept in front of Craig’s. But anyone who watched Monaco’s TV show knew that her money was tied up in a trust fund and dispensed by her father. If Polly was a killer for profit, she wouldn’t make any money out of Monaco.
Sofia looked at Brandi.
Brandi put her hands together and held them near her cheek. She seemed to think Polly was asleep. Sofia sure hoped so.
A creak came from the next room. It sounded like Amber had turned over in her bed. Sofia looked at Amber’s door, then back at Brandi. Brandi shook her head. Apparently, they weren’t breaking out Amber.
Barefoot, Sofia crept down the hall. It was too dark to see much, but hopefully that was making things harder for the surveillance cameras.
When they were out of earshot in the living room, Brandi whispered in Sofia’s ear, “Do what you need to do.”
Sofia wanted to deny that she was up to something, but she just nodded and hurried through the living room and the kitchen. The kitchen was empty, but messy. Polly had left the marshmallows and s’mores fixings on the counter.
Sofia’s hands trembled a bit with excitement as she tried to open Polly’s office door. Locked. It didn’t look like much of a lock but, again, she didn’t know how to pick locks.
Brandi opened the fridge and took out a basket of strawberries. She popped one into her mouth and came to stand behind Sofia. “There aren’t any good drugs in there.”
“I’m not looking for drugs,” Sofia whispered.
Brandi shrugged and pulled a key out of her pocket. “OK with me if you were.”
She reached over and unlocked the office door.
“Where did you get the keys?” Sofia asked.
“Picked Gus’s pocket when he was marching you out,” Brandi said. “Usually the dog would have been on me, but I think he likes you.”
That meant this might be her only chance to search the office. Gus might discover his keys had gone at any minute.
Sofia slipped into the office. It smelled of old paper and oranges.
Brandi closed the door and flicked on the light. Sofia did a quick check around the room for cameras. It must be the only place in the house that didn’t have them.
Not a lot of furniture. A giant old desk with a computer monitor and keyboard on top, a bookshelf, a fern that looked dead, and a blue chair with a green-gray sweater thrown over the back.
Polly wasn’t nearly as tidy as Sofia would have thought. Stacks of paper covered her desk, and a pile of orange peel sat on the front edge of a bookshelf. The books had titles like Helping an Addict. A photograph of a much younger Polly, Gus with a moustache, and a boy with wavy hair rested next to her computer. The boy had a crooked grin, as if he wasn’t sure he should be smiling, and he stood ramrod straight, like his father. On him it looked graceful.
“The Coggins family,” Brandi said. “In happier times.”
Sofia hit the return key to wake up the computer. While it booted up, she looked at the papers. She paged through her own admission forms, a receipt for the fire box in the yard, grocery lists. No smoking gun here.
The computer had a password, of course. She tried password, but expected Polly to be smarter than that. On a hunch, she tried Polly’s son’s name: Oliver. That worked.
“What was her password?” Brandi asked.
Sofia felt weird telling her. “Oliver.”
“Ouch,” Brandi said. “It almost makes you think she has a soul.”
Sofia glanced through Polly’s emails. Request for treatment spaces, an email from Experian with Sofia’s name on it, and a letter from a lawyer. She opened the one with her name on it, and clicked on the attachment.
“She has my credit report!” Sofia was outraged. As if her privacy hadn’t been violated enough here.
“Makes sense,” Brandi said. “She needs to make sure we can pay.”
“No, she doesn’t,” Sofia said. “We pay her in advance. Doesn’t matter what our credit rating is.”
“Really? Is mine there?” Brandi asked.
Sofia searched for messages containing the word Experian and found one with Brandi’s name (her real name was Alice Miller). She did a quick search and found credit reports for Monaco, Amber, and Craig.
“Guess she knows what we’re worth.” Now Brandi sounded angry, too. Good.
Sofia also found messages from Trinity Consulting, a private detective agency who competed with Maloney Investigation. She opened up the Trinity email with her name on it, and her jaw dropped.
Polly knew a lot about her: how much she’d made on her movies, who her friends were, what property she owned, where she hung out. She didn’t seem to know Sofia worked for Maloney Investigations, which was a relief. The Trinity investigator had thought that she was dating Aidan and that was why she hung out at the office. She was livid. How could anyone even think she was dating Aidan? Or that she had nothing better to do than hang out at her boyfriend’s office all day?
Sofia forwarded the message to Aidan, knowing it would probably drive him nuts, too, and a similar report for Craig Williams. Polly had known exactly how much he was worth, how much they were all worth. She was going to send Monaco’s along, too, when a board creaked.
She deleted the evidence from Polly’s Sent folder, then put the computer back to sleep.
Brandi turned off the light, hopped under the desk, and pulled Sofia down next to her. She smelled like cigarettes and toasted marshmallow. She put a hand on Sofia’s shoulder as if to hold her in place.
The office light came on again.
“Who’s in here?” Gus’s voice, and he sounded angry.
His footsteps came closer. Sofia held her breath.
“I see you under the desk,” Gus said. “Get out of there right now.”
Before Sofia could decide what to do next, Brandi pushed the keys into Sofia’s hand and shoved her out from under the desk. Sofia sprawled on the floor and nearly smacked her head against the wall.
At least she’d had a little time to look at Polly’s computer. Maybe Aidan could use those reports to make a better link between Craig and Polly.
“I didn’t expect it would be you, Salgado,” Gus said. “You seemed like a good girl. Give me the keys.”
Sofia scrambled to her feet.
“How did you get out of your room?” he asked.
“A magician never reveals her secrets.” She walked around the desk toward him. Sure, she was caught, but maybe Brandi would get away with it.
“I’m surprised I didn’t find you bent over the drug safe.”
She shrugged.
“I might bend you over that safe myself,” he said.
“What did you say?” Sofia couldn’t believe she’d heard correctly.
“I could get you heroin for it,” he said. “Don’t pretend you junkies won’t trade sex for drugs.”
He smiled, and she thought of Monaco’s glazed eyes.
“Guess I’m not that kind of junkie.” She wanted to punch him in the face.
“You’re all that kind of junkie.” He took a step toward her.
She started running through attack strategies in her head. He wouldn’t be easy to take down. He looked strong, probably had military training, but that didn’t mean she was easy prey. She threaded his keys between her fingers, ready. Hopefully Aidan was listening.
Brandi popped up from the desk. She’d taken off her shirt, and her breasts jiggled.
“What the hell?” Gus stopped advancing.
“We were looking for a place to have some fun,” Brandi said. “And this is the only room without a camera.”
Brandi dropped an arm over Sofia’s shoulders and flashed her trademark bad-girl smile.
“What the hell is going on here, Gus?” Polly stood behind him in light-green pajamas with dark-green shamrocks on them.
Monaco and Amber arrived right behind her. Brandi didn’t seem to care that she was topless. Sofia realized nobody in the facility was locked into their rooms besides her. That hardly seemed fair.
“Please put on a shirt, Brandi.” Polly looked up at Gus as if she wanted to say something else, but didn’t. “And then all of you girls need to get back to bed. Gus, please return to your post.”
Gus shot Sofia an angry look and left. Not good.
Sofia bent down behind the desk. She pushed the keys inside Brandi’s balled-up shirt, hoping no one else would see. Brandi pocketed the keys in one easy movement, and slipped into her T-shirt.
Sofia leaned in close to Brandi, gave her a hug, and whispered in her ear. “Come for me just before daybreak.”
She wasn’t staying in here another day with Gus, case or no case.
On the way back through the kitchen, she grabbed a handful of marshmallows.




CHAPTER 17
Sofia lay on her bed and thought about packing. She didn’t want to leave anything here. But if she did pack, her activities would show up on the camera, and that might bring Gus running. Best to send for her stuff after she was outside. It was just stuff. Except for Snow Cone’s dog tag. That was in her pajama pocket. Jenna would want that.
Sofia stood and fastened her sheet over the curtains. That cut down on the light, and hopefully would hamper the camera. If anyone asked, she’d say she needed darkness to sleep. But no one came.
Maybe Gus wasn’t at his post.
She waited for a long time, too keyed up to sleep, and ran over her plan in her head. She’d already bunched up her pillows under the quilt so it would look like she was still in bed. She needed Gus to be absent from his post for a few minutes.
A quiet click told her that Brandi hadn’t let her down. Holding her marshmallow-stuffed shoes in one hand, she crept to the door in stockinged feet and slid through sideways.
Brandi carried a backpack over her shoulder, and gestured for Sofia to lead the way. Polly was curled up in front of Monaco’s door, snoring. If she wanted to protect someone, it ought to have been Sofia, damn it.
She tiptoed past the sleeping woman, shoes held high. She felt like a kid in a ridiculous sitcom sneaking out of the house after bedtime.
Polly rolled over and stopped snoring. Sofia froze. Brandi ran into her from behind, and Sofia teetered. For one stomach-dropping second, she thought she would fall on Polly and Brandi would fall on her and it would be an un-fun game of Twister. But she righted herself. She held her breath for a count of ten, and hoped for the snoring to start back up. It didn’t. She didn’t dare wait longer. Gus might catch them at any second.
She tiptoed down the hall again. She had never noticed how creaky the floor was, like walking across a pan of popping popcorn. Brandi was a lot quieter. She must have roamed around at night before.
They got to the end, crossed the living room, and eased out of the front door. Muffin stood on the top landing. He growled but didn’t bark.
Brandi stayed behind Sofia and whispered. “He’s going to be a problem.”
“No, you’re not, are you, Muffin?” Sofia took a marshmallow out of her shoe and held it out in her left hand. Muffin trotted over and took it. “You’re going to shush like a good boy!”
Muffin shushed and licked his lips. Brandi raised her eyebrows in silent mock surprise.
“‘Cavalry,’ Aidan,” Sofia said. “Sooner would be better. ‘Cav-al-ry.’”
She hoped that he hadn’t been lying about the earrings. What if he’d done that as a prank?
Brandi gave her a startled look.
“Friend on the outside,” Sofia said. “I hope.”
She edged down the stairs. Brandi was as close as her shadow. It took one more marshmallow to get to the bottom. Sofia paused on the last step and ruffled the dog’s fur. “Good boy!”
He didn’t relax, but he didn’t seem as if he was about to take her arm off either. That might be as good as things were going to get.
She glanced at the gate. No sign of Aidan.
She spent another marshmallow getting them across the lawn, then dropped two at the base of the gate. She still hadn’t had time to put on her shoes.
Brandi clambered up the wrought iron like a monkey. Sofia wasn’t far behind. She swung her leg over the top. She was almost free.
Still no sign of Aidan, but she’d walk home if she had to.
“Get down from there!” Gus yelled from the top of the stairs. “Muffin, go!”
Muffin knew who his master was. He swallowed the last bit of marshmallow and launched himself at the gate. It shook from the impact, and Sofia almost fell on top of him. Her shoes did, one sneaker landing on his snarling muzzle. He’d gone from good dog to fierce dog pretty darn fast.
Brandi leaped from the top of the gate, rolled, and jumped to her feet like some kind of martial arts expert. Violet would have been proud.
Afraid to jump, Sofia tried to climb down. The gate started to move under her like the lamest amusement-park ride ever. She lost her balance, her pajama pants ripped up the back, and she tipped toward the ground. She reached out with one hand and grabbed the wrought-iron bar.
The sidewalk looked very far away, but the dog and Gus were close. Her feet were inches from Muffin’s snapping teeth, and Gus was halfway across the yard, bellowing as he ran. He had a dark shape in his hand. A Taser. No more time to be careful.
She let herself drop, bending her knees as she landed to take up some of the shock. It still hurt.
Brandi grabbed her arm and yanked. The two took off, running down the street. Sofia was still in her socks and the breeze on her behind meant her pajama pants were well and truly open and she was flashing her booty at Gus and the dog.
The whine of the gate’s motor kept going. Once Gus got it open even a few inches, Muffin would squeeze through, and the jig would be up.




CHAPTER 18
Sofia stumbled and went down on one knee. Brandi hauled her upright again. Dark houses lined both sides of the empty street. No chance they’d be able to get help in time.
A triumphant bark urged them on. They’d never be able to outrun a German shepherd. She hoped Muffin had been trained not to injure his prey. Hopefully, he’d just knock them down so Gus could Taser them and drag them back by their hair. Yeah, that was probably the best case scenario.
A flash of yellow streaked by and screeched to a stop in front of them. Aidan’s Porsche. The door popped open. “Come with me if you want to live,” he said, in the worst Austrian accent she’d ever heard. She didn’t care.
She pushed Brandi inside and piled in after her. Yanking her foot out of the way, she slammed the door. Muffin’s paws thudded on the window glass by her ear. He barked at her through the glass. He looked both angry and apologetic.
Aidan spun out and left the dog behind. They streaked down George Avenue, passing streets with the names of British royalty on either side—Charles, Elizabeth, and William. It was as if they’d been plunked down in a London suburb.
“There’s slobber on my window, isn’t there?” Aidan asked.
Sofia’s heart was bounding around in her chest, like the moles in Whack-A-Mole.
“Will. Clean. Later,” she puffed.
“Brandi Basher!” Brandi stuck out a hand, and Aidan shook it.
“Big fan,” he said.
Sofia squirmed around in the seat. She was wedged against the door, and Brandi wasn’t giving her any extra space. “What took you so long?”
“You’re welcome,” he said. “I got here in record time, because I was right around the corner, you ingrate.”
She wiggled so that the window controls weren’t embedded in her butt. “Worried about me?”
“Just in the neighborhood,” he said. “You got lucky.”
“In the neighborhood?” It was residential. He must have been staking her out and didn’t want to admit it.
“Sheila,” he said. “Flight attendant with a rich dad.”
“She made it through all the items on the checklist?”
“Mostly,” he said. “But she laughs like a horse, so that’s a new item for the list.”
“Can you drop me at the Cobra Cave?” Brandi asked.
“We can take you home.” Sofia had no idea where Brandi lived, but her back hoped it was close.
“Cobra Cave is as close to home as I’m gonna get,” Brandi said.
“Your wish is my command.” Aidan had already headed north west toward the PCH.
Sofia wanted to thank Aidan and tell him everything she’d discovered, but she couldn’t really do that with Brandi in the car.
“Nice rescue,” Brandi said. “Heroic, even.”
“I drove up and opened a door,” he answered. “Basically, I’m a valet.”
Brandi laughed, and Sofia joined in. They both laughed until they were breathless. Maybe Aidan was that funny, but it was probably the shock.
“How was rehab?” He got onto the PCH and headed north. Gus and Polly would never catch them now.
“I don’t care how high the thread count is on the sheets,” Sofia said, “I’m not going back.”
“But you had Muffin eating out of your hand!” Brandi giggled.
“I also had him nibbling on my ankle bone.” Sofia twisted around to look down at her ankle. Blood soaked her pajama pants and the side of her sock.
Aidan followed her gaze. “Don’t bleed on the upholstery!”
She pulled her ankle away from the leather. “You’re full of the milk of human kindness, you asshat.”
“What happened to my hero status?” he said.
“That was minutes ago.” She gritted her teeth and pulled the fabric of her pajamas away from the wound. It immediately started bleeding again, but it didn’t look too bad. Muffin or the gate had taken the skin off the tip of her ankle bone. It could have been a lot worse.
“I don’t think you’ll lose the leg,” Aidan said.
Brandi put an arm around Sofia’s shoulders and squeezed. “His knight-in-shining-armor act sure wore off fast.”
“If you give her sympathy, she gets weepy,” Aidan said.
Sofia swallowed her tears and flipped him off.
“Cranky Sofia is who we need,” he added.
A few minutes later they pulled up in front of the Cobra Club, and Sofia practically fell out of the car. Brandi climbed after her. Sofia shook her right leg to get some feeling back into it.
A man from the club whistled and yelled, “Bootylicious, Sofia!”
Her butt was hanging out of her ripped pajamas. She quickly spun around and planted it against Aidan’s car. He’d better not say one word.
“Want to come party with me?” Brandi wore the same smile she had in the poster above Sofia’s childhood desk, and she was flattered to be asked.
“No, thanks.” They’d brought an addict to a club notorious for the antics of drugs-addled celebrities. She should have thought of that earlier. “Will you be OK here?”
“I’m off the horse, but I’m not on the wagon,” Brandi answered. “It could be a fun night.”
Sofia was still trying to parse that first sentence when the car behind Aidan beeped.
“I want to get home and go to bed.” Sofia remembered her poor little trailer, messed up by the kids, and wondered if a hotel wouldn’t be a better idea. “Or at least put on some pants.”
“Thanks for getting me out,” Brandi said. “And if I can ever help you screw over Polly, Gus, or even that damned dog, call me.”
Cameras suddenly surrounded them, flashbulbs strobing like a disco ball. Brandi made a peace sign and strode off toward the club.
Sofia backed into Aidan’s car and closed the door.
Aidan pulled out as she buckled up and started to enjoy the use of the entire car seat. Porsches weren’t meant for three.
“How was rehab?” he asked.
“Aren’t you afraid you’ll make me weepy?”
“You can be as weepy as you want.” He gave her a quick glance before pulling out onto the busy street. They went two car lengths before stopping. Traffic.
It was going to be a long ride home.
She started to talk.




CHAPTER 19
By the time she was done, they had battled through the worst of the traffic, and she’d started to worry about Brandi. But Brandi was going do whatever she wanted. There was no protecting her from herself.
“You found lots of incriminating stuff,” he said, “but no smoking gun.”
Sofia yawned. She felt tired but was way too keyed up, again, to sleep. “I just about found a crackling Taser.”
“You learned a lot.” He patted her shoulder. “You weren’t under cover long, but you got a lot of info.”
She waited for him to turn it into a jab, but he didn’t say anything else. “Thanks.”
“I did some digging into Polly’s financial affairs while you were on the inside. They’re complicated, but I think I’ll be able to tease something out eventually.”
“Cyber detection, your favorite kind,” she said.
“You have to admit it’s a lot easier to sit in an air-conditioned office drinking coffee than working under cover with crazies.”
She looked out of the window at the moon on the water. “Easier, but not more fun.”
Aidan laughed. “You should have seen yourself hanging on that gate with the dog underneath. And then your ducky pajamas tore open. If I’d had a camera, you’d be on YouTube right now.”
“I hope no one else was around to film it.” She wondered about the photographers at the Cobra Cave. They had pictures of her outside the club in her jammies with Brandi Basher, who was about to go on a bender. That would be on the Internet soon, if it wasn’t already. Her mother would be worried. “Did you call my mom?”
Aidan shook his head. “I tried, but could only leave messages. She’s probably totally oblivious to what’s been going on here.”
“She has magical mom-radar. She’ll know.”
Aidan pulled into Sofia’s parking lot. “Do you want me to walk you to your door?”
“I’m fine.” She opened the door and climbed out.
“Sofia!” he called through the window.
She leaned down. “Yes?”
“You might want to tie this around your waist. Spare the neighbors.” He handed her a jacket.
She covered up her butt and tied the sleeves across her belly. “Thanks. And thanks for the rescue. It was more knight than valet. Mostly.”
“On words of faint praise, I take my leave, my lady.” He tossed her a salute and drove off.
The night air was cold, and she took his jacket from around her waist and put it on. It smelled like his musky cologne. As she walked up the path to her comfy little trailer, moonlight sparkled on the waves, and she felt the tension of the past few days leaving her. It was good to be back in the world.
“Nice morning for a walk.”
Sofia jumped and spun around. She faced a white-haired woman wearing a lavender track suit. “Morning, Tex.”
Tex lived a few trailers over, on the other side of Gray. She had moved to Malibu to take care of her sick parents and Tex looked like she was in her mid-sixties, so Sofia imagined her parents must be in their eighties. They had expected her, a nice Chinese girl, to become a doctor and to get married, but instead she’d run away from home and become a wildcatter in Texas, finding oil and making a fortune in the process.
“Just coming back from a wild night of debauchery?” Tex grinned. “Nothing beats the walk of shame. Am I right?”
“I went into rehab for work, broke out, and ended up flashing half of Cobra Cave. Which was all less fun than you may think.”
“Sounds like good times to me.”
“I ruined my pajamas.” Sofia remembered the look on Gus’s face as they’d sped away and started to laugh.
“Pajamas?” Tex, looking disgusted, walked away. She stopped to call over her shoulder, “Do yourself a favor. There’s a sale at Fredericks of Hollywood. Fifty per cent off till Thursday.”
That was exactly the kind of thing Tex would know. Sofia waved to her back, took a deep breath, and gazed at the ocean. The sky lightened over the mountains behind her, and the water shone a pearly gray. It felt good to be there with her sea and her sky.
Eventually, she reached her front porch. A white bird squawked from her roof.
“Heya, Fred!” she called. “Bologna coming right up.”
Fred settled on her railing and opened his beak, like a baby bird.
“That’s over the top,” she told him. “Maybe come up with something a little more subtle.”
Fred didn’t take direction. He clacked his beak and opened it again. She’d better get some food for him before he decided to take a chunk out of her arm.
She turned her doorknob. Locked, of course, and her key was back at the rehab center with her stuff. Fred squawked impatiently. He didn’t concern himself with details like keys and locks.
She cast a glance at Gray’s house. His lights were out. He had a spare key, or he’d let her crash on his sofa if he’d lost it, but she couldn’t wake him up so early. He had a morning call, and had to be at the studio in a few hours for filming. He needed his beauty sleep.
That left one option. She looked at the newly mended window next to the door. Jacob did good work. She picked up the table leg that Van had removed. With a quick swing, she broke the window again. It was a lot easier than she’d expected, although noisy.
Fred didn’t budge from his perch. Swinging clubs and broken glass didn’t bother him. He was a Malibu gull. He’d seen a lot worse.
Still barefoot, she stepped carefully around the shards of glass and turned off the alarm. Then she slipped into a pair of flip-flops, fed Fred, and started picking pieces of glass out of the carpet. Déjà vu all over again.
She was suddenly very tired, and her ankle hurt. She dropped the last big piece of glass into the overflowing garbage can and plopped onto her couch. Her hand landed on an old pizza crust. The trailer was a disaster.
She made a list:
1.Get the window fixed. Again.
2.Clean up the kid messes in the living room.
3.Do something about the newspapers and paint in the kitchen.
4.Find a unicorn.
Everything on her list seemed equally likely.
No point in moping. She washed her ankle, dabbed antibacterial cream on the wound, and changed into intact pajamas. This pair had moustaches on them. She bet Tex had better lingerie than she did.
She climbed into bed and stared at the ceiling. Sleep would not come. She was still too keyed up. She needed to relax. That led her to Jose.
Jose was the bartender at her favorite restaurant, and they had an agreement. He was always happy to get a booty call at any time of night or day, and he never talked to the press. She wasn’t really sure how to describe their relationship, but it worked. He wasn’t a guy you’d want to have a deep, meaningful conversation with, never mind a relationship. He was pretty to look at, but as dumb as a post. Still, he gave the most amazing massages. She’d earned a good massage.
What could possibly go wrong?




CHAPTER 20
Sofia was dreaming that Violet had a giant battering ram and was smashing her front door over and over. Just when she thought it would break in half, the sound changed and she woke. The knocking came from her real door, not the dream one. She groaned and sat up.
She fumbled into her slinky red robe. She’d discarded it by the side of the bed last night, before Jose had started his massage. He was sleeping like a baby. He did look cute when he was asleep. He also didn’t speak, which made him all the more attractive. Jose had many fine qualities, but conversation wasn’t one of them.
The knocking stopped, and her front door opened and closed. Someone must have unlocked it through the broken window, like she had last night.
She started, suddenly wide awake, and grabbed the baseball bat she kept next to her bed for this kind of emergency. Any second now, the alarm would go off, the police would come, and the intruder would flee. She just had to hang tight until that happened.
The alarm didn’t go off.
She poked Jose in his perfectly toned shoulder, and he opened one eye. Good enough.
“Someone came in the front door,” she whispered.
Jose struggled to open both eyes. She wasn’t going to wait for him to wake up. That usually took forever.
She stalked out with the bat held high. The hall had never seemed so long. But at least it was empty. The intruder must be in the front of the trailer.
She tightened her grip on the bat and stepped into the living room, looking around wildly. Her mother stood by the couch, house keys in her hand, gaping at her. Emily was across the room next to the alarm system. Of course. Her family had keys and the security code.
Sofia lowered the bat. “Isn’t it too early for this?”
She looked over at the Mr. Smiley. It was already eleven. She was officially late for work. “Why are you back already, Mom?”
Gray Cole entered and closed the front door. He gave a little wave, but he looked nervous. What was going on?
Quick footsteps in the hall, and Jose ran into Sofia from behind. The bat flew out her hand and hit her mother’s arm.
“Are you OK?” Sofia hurried toward her.
Janet looked over Sofia’s shoulder. She turned to see what had caught her attention.
It was Jose. Naked and ready for the morning. For a second no one seemed sure which bat was more worrying.
Jose shouted something in Spanish that sounded like an apology and sprinted back toward the bedroom. He had a really nice butt from that angle. Janet had averted her eyes, but Gray had a small smile on his face.
Sofia’s bedroom door slammed.
Stricken, Sofia’s mother looked at Gray. She had this idea that Sofia and Gray were a couple because they sometimes attended industry events together, and the press went wild on rumors.
“Gray?” her mother asked.
Gray looked puzzled. “I thought we were here for Sofia.”
Her mother turned back to Sofia. “How many men do you have running in and out of here?”
“I’m a grown-up now.” Sofia pulled her silk robe closed and wished she’d grabbed the flannel one. “And that’s none of your business.”
“But what about Gray?” Janet asked. “And Aidan?”
“There is no Gray or Aidan,” Sofia told her.
“I’m right here,” Gray said.
“I mean we’re not a couple,” Sofia said.
“Of course not,” Gray said. “Where would you get that idea?”
“It’s all over the Internet,” her mother said.
“That’s not why we’re here, Mom.” Emily straightened Sofia’s sofa cushions and dumped pizza crusts in the garbage can.
Before Sofia could ask why they were there, her front door slammed open.
Jeffrey Weiner burst into the room in full angry-agent mode. His shirt was half tucked into his slacks, and his hair stuck out in all directions. He looked as if he’d been awake about as long as Sofia had.
“Rehab!” he shouted. “Without cameras?”
“That’s why we’re here.” Emily was the only calm one in the room. She’d finished cleaning the couch and was clearing the coffee table. “Mom saw a picture of you on top of the gate at Waves Rehab.”
“Oh, that.” Sofia skirted the area in front of the broken window in case any glass was still lying around. She found a coffee pot and filters, then realized she was out of coffee. Of course she was. It was that kind of morning.
“I had you signed up for Celebrity Second Chances,” Jeffrey said. “High six figures, plus points on the back end. Remember?”
“I remember.” She opened the refrigerator. Nothing but bologna. Violet and Van were a couple of locusts. She thought about eating a slice, but figured it was best to leave that for Fred.
“We can only help you if you let us.” Her mother clopped into the kitchen and pulled Sofia into a long hug. “You know how much we love you.”
“We already did this, remember?” Sofia said. “I’m not taking drugs.”
“There’s a picture of you breaking out of rehab, mooning the photographers, and being chased by an attack dog,” Gray said. “Quite a night.”
“Muffin wasn’t going to hurt me. Probably.” She’d known someone had to be there, snapping a picture of her naked butt.
“You said you’d call me if you ever went into rehab.” Jeffrey used his best ex-actor voice, and it did project nicely. “You said we’d set something up.”
“I said no such thing.” Sofia wanted coffee, and then she wanted everyone to leave. Everyone but Emily, who was still cleaning. The living room looked like humans could live in it now.
“Your seagull just about took my eye out,” Aidan announced from the doorway. Now he was here, too. One more member of the audience.
“He does that,” said Gray. “He’s a scary bird.”
“He’s just hungry.” Sofia felt she ought to stick up for Fred, even though he was scary.
Aidan smiled at everyone. “Nice morning for a party.”
Aidan might be annoying, but he had a coffee cup. She went over and pried it out of his hand. She took a nice long sip and felt much better.
Jose came back into the living room fully clothed. She should have told him about the back door. He walked up to her mother. “I apologize from the deepest part of my heart for what you saw.”
“It must be awkward for you.” Janet patted his shoulder. “But don’t worry, by the time you hit my age, you’ve seen a lot of things.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Sofia.” He ducked his head and darted out of the front door without meeting Sofia’s eyes. She wondered if she’d ever be able to convince him to come back. It was hard to find somebody as easy to be with as Jose, and she would miss him. All it took to get him to give her a massage with benefits was a text message.
“That’s the guy at the top of your checklist?” Aidan reached for his coffee cup.
“I don’t believe in checklists.” She moved out of reach and took a long sip of his coffee. “I want a real relationship.”
“That walking penis is a real relationship?” Aidan looked genuinely shocked.
“Why do you care?” She finished off his coffee, because he deserved it. Now, all she needed was to get a new phone, and her addictions would be topped up for the day.
“Aidan isn’t your dealer?” Sofia’s mom glared at him. “Is he?”
“The only thing he brings me is coffee,” Sofia said.
“I didn’t bring you coffee. You stole it from me.” Aidan took the empty cup out of her hand and shook his head. “I came to check up on you, and take you with me to a work meeting.”
Janet handed her a clear plastic cup with a lid. Sofia recognized its purpose immediately.
“This is for me to pee in?” Like she hadn’t done enough of that lately.
“Please.” Janet’s eyes were big and worried. “For me.”
“But then you have to let this rest, OK?” Sofia said.
Her mother’s lower lip trembled, and she nodded.
Sofia took the cup and headed to the bathroom by the master bedroom.
“Emily!” Janet called. “Go with her.”
“Really?” Sofia asked.
“You get used to it,” Emily said. “I haven’t peed in private since Violet was born.”
“It doesn’t matter whether it’s clean or not,” called Jeffrey. “You blew a big opportunity here. You could have resurrected your career, made us both some money, and you threw that away. As your agent—”
“You’re not my agent, remember?” Sofia wanted to throw the pee cup at him, but decided to wait until it was full.
“I know you don’t really mean that,” Jeffrey said. “You’re having an awkward day.”
That last part was definitely true.
A loud squawking came from the porch.
“Where do you keep the bird food?” asked Gray.
“In the fridge,” said Aidan. “Top shelf. Bologna and organic whole-wheat bread.”
“Just bologna,” Sofia called. “I need to go shopping.”
She stalked back to the bathroom with Emily in tow. “It’s for a case. I explained the whole thing to you when you came for the kids.”
“I tried to tell Mom that, but when she saw your butt on the Internet at that rehab place, she kinda flipped.” Emily laughed. “You should see the expression on your face when your shoe landed on that dog.”
“Really?”
Emily held out her phone. Sofia saw a picture of herself hanging onto the top of the gate and staring down in horror.
“I liked that shoe.” She started to laugh.
“The dog’s name was really Muffin?” her sister asked.
“Mm-hmm.” Sofia couldn’t talk, she was laughing so hard.
“Muffin, the Shoe Killer?” Emily giggled.
“He was a lot scarier than he sounds now.” Sofia couldn’t stop laughing.
Emily reached out and took her hand. “Muffins have carbs. Of course they’re scary!”
Sofia punched her lightly in the shoulder, and they leaned against the sink, still laughing.
Finally, Emily pulled herself upright. “Let’s get this test out of the way.”
“Do you think I’m an addict?”
“If I thought there was even the slightest chance of it, I’d never let you take the kids for the weekend.” Emily looked fierce.
“Thanks.”
“If I’d known you were going to teach them to build rubber-band guns out of everything in the house, I’d have thought twice, too.” Emily unscrewed the lid of the cup.
“So, why is everyone here?”
“Mom. She’s going through some weird overprotective phase all of a sudden. She said I had a suspicious mole on my arm and ought to see a doctor.” Emily held up her arm. “It’s been there as long as I can remember. Now pee so we can get out of here.”
Sofia peed, handed her sister the cup, and washed her hands. Emily dunked a white strip into the pee.
“How long?”
“Four to seven minutes.”
Sofia went into her bedroom and got dressed in slacks and an Oxford shirt. She wasn’t going back out there in a robe.
“How long?” she called to Emily.
“Three more minutes.” It sounded as if Emily was straightening up the bathroom.
“You don’t have to clean.”
“I just found some Lego pieces. Are they yours?”
Sofia laughed. “Take them to Van.”
Emily put them into her pocket.
Sofia combed her hair and did a quick tooth brushing. “Is it ready now?”
“You’re clean.” Emily waved the drug kit’s testing stick around. “Let’s go announce it.”
She took Sofia’s hand, and they walked out to face the room.
“Clean?” Janet leaned forward, eyes on the strip in Emily’s hand.
Sofia felt weird about everyone looking at it.
“As a whistle,” said Emily. “Now everyone can go home.”
Janet hugged Sofia so hard her ribs creaked. She didn’t care.
“Nothing to see here,” Emily said. “Everyone move along.”




CHAPTER 21
Sofia slid into Aidan’s car and shut the door. Her mother had made her promise to come home for an I’m-sorry-I-didn’t-trust-you dinner. Jeffrey had continued ranting until Emily had physically pushed him out of the door. Even by agent standards, he was persistent, which was saying something. The car seemed like the safest place she’d been all morning.
“You look as eager to leave here as you did last night when you broke out of rehab.” Aidan tapped his empty coffee cup against the steering wheel.
“I expected to have to run away from that,” she said. “This ambush caught me by surprise.”
Aidan put the car in gear and headed up the steep road to the PCH. She rolled down the window and breathed in the smell of sea air and eucalyptus.
“Please stop at the Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf. I really need coffee. Preferably via an IV drip, but I’ll settle for a cup.”
“You remind me of your seagull right now. It’s a little scary.”
“And a croissant. I definitely need a croissant.”
He didn’t say anything rude until after they’d pulled into the Malibu Country Mart, and she had her coffee in her hands. His instinct for self-preservation was stronger than she’d thought. In appreciation, she bought him a coffee to replace the one she had stolen.
“Ready to talk now?” he asked.
“Fill me in on the case.” She handed him his coffee and they went out to the car again. LA was all about time in the car. She didn’t remember the part of her childhood that she’d spent in Indiana being like that. They drove, sure, but it was a small part of their day. Not like here.
“While you were gathering human intelligence, I was looking online.” He flipped out the holder and set his coffee cup in it.
She wasn’t going to let go of hers until she’d drunk every delicious drop. She bit into her croissant and nodded for him to continue. Aidan preferred information he could find with a computer. He claimed that people lied, but data didn’t.
“It was a tricky bit of detecting,” he said. “I had to look through—”
“Bottom line.”
He grimaced, probably mad he didn’t get to show off his intelligence gathering. “It looks like Polly Coggins founded Waves not long after she received a large bequest from a patient she nursed, Rocky Hannaford. We have an appointment to meet with his son who inherited almost nothing in the will. Rocky left it all to Polly.”
Sofia swallowed the last bite of croissant and took a long swig of coffee. “But she seemed kinda nice.”
“She’d have to. Otherwise she’d never convince people to leave her everything in their wills.” Aidan zipped along the PCH.
The ocean slipped by Sofia’s window, and a flock of seagulls whirled and dove over the water. Fred’s hungry cousins. Aidan was right about Polly, although she wasn’t going to say that aloud. Instead she finished her coffee.
He turned left, and they headed up a bumpy road. Scrubby bushes and yellow grass passed by on both sides. The house at the end had once been red, but it had been a long time since its last paint-job. A battered VW microbus was parked next to a wooden ramp that ran up to the front door. It was the most decrepit car she had ever seen. Rust showed through the flowers painted on the sides, the front bumper hung at a weird angle, and a series of dents ran down the side.
As Aidan pulled up next to it, a man in a wheelchair came out of the front door with a black Labrador at his side. The wheelchair looked as battered as the VW. It had rusty spokes and a strip of duct tape ran along one armrest. She compared the scene in front of her to the costly perfection at Waves and started liking Polly less.
“I’m Rocky!” said the man in the chair. “Rocky Junior. And this is Rex.”
She stepped out of the car, self-conscious about staring at his chair. She’d never seen one in such bad shape, but that was no excuse. “Nice VW. It’s a classic.”
Rocky threw back his head and laughed. “Diplomatic way of putting it. It’s an old beater, but it’s been in more movies than you have, Miss Salgado.”
“How so?” She’d only been in a handful.
“I get approached by prop departments to use the old beater for films. That bus was in Lost Boys, Goonies, and Speed. Recently it was in one of the X-Men movies.”
So LA. A car with a better resume than most actors.
“Does it have its own IMDB page?” Aidan asked.
“It ought to. Come on in.” Rocky popped his wheelchair backward, spun to the side, and shot through the front door. It was a slick maneuver, and Sofia felt like applauding. Rex followed, with a stately stride.
Aidan walked up the stairs next to the ramp. The paint had peeled away, revealing gray wood underneath.
Inside, the house was in better shape than the VW, but not much. A threadbare orange couch and chair sat next to a high coffee table. A surfboard with a half-finished tile mosaic of a palm tree on the front lay on it, with several colorful glass tiles.
“Wow,” Sofia said. “Do you do commissions?”
“Yup,” he said. “What do you want?”
“Something like this.” She could already see the board in her living room hanging on the wall. “Maybe with some more blue.”
“I have a design for a black palm tree against a moonlit background that might work for you.” He wheeled out of the room. Rex stayed, and his brown eyes never left them.
Sofia clicked her tongue, but Rex didn’t budge from his position. “He’s as disciplined as Muffin.”
“Let’s try to stay focused,” Adrian said. “We’re not here to shop.”
“No harm in shopping.” Rocky was back already. He handed Sofia a three-ring binder. “Surfboards are in the back.”
She flipped through the pages. He’d done a lot of boards—some with waves, others with surfer chicks in silhouette, a couple of palm trees. He was an amazing artist.
“As you know from our phone conversation,” Aidan plowed ahead without her, “we’d like to talk about a former employee of your father’s, Polly Coggins.”
“Ah, Polly,” he said.
“My understanding is your father left his entire estate to her?” Aidan asked.
“Most of it.” Rocky shrugged. “She’d probably have this house if it hadn’t been in escrow when he made the will. It was a pretty thorough will.”
“Why would your father do something like that?” She looked up from the book. She’d already decided on the palm tree at night that he’d initially recommended. It was perfect.
“I think it was because she did the one thing I couldn’t do for him.” Rocky picked at the duct tape on the arm of his chair.
“What was that?” Sofia asked.
“She killed him.” He picked a green tile off the table and flipped it across the back of his fingers. Rex nosed his leg.
“Why didn’t you go to the police?” Aidan sat up straight and paid attention now.
“Didn’t want to. And there’s no proof I’m right.”
“She murdered your father and you didn’t want to tell the police?”
The tile moved across his knuckles from index finger to pinky and back.
“My father had bone cancer. Excruciatingly painful disease. No hope of recovery. He was in his house down on the water, and Polly was taking care of him. He didn’t have long, maybe a few months. But they were going to be hell on earth.” Rocky kept the tile moving with little flicks of his fingers. “She was in charge of his morphine, and I think she had the courage to do what I couldn’t—end his suffering once and for all. Far as I’m concerned, she earned every penny of that money.”
“When exactly did this happen?” Aidan asked.
“The night he died. I had him cremated, so there’s no evidence. He was up at the old house with her and her husband.” Rocky pointed at the book in Sofia’s lap. “See anything you like?”
She shook her head. It felt wrong to be ordering artwork from a man who talked so easily about his father being killed.
“She took your father’s money and used it to open a rehab center called Waves. Ever heard of it?” Aidan kept going.
“Good for her.” Rocky dropped the tile back onto the pile on the table.
“And one of her clients died under very suspicious circumstances.” Aidan gave Rocky a pointed look, but Rocky didn’t seem to care.
Sofia looked at a framed photo on the end table. It showed Rocky, Rex, and another man standing on the edge of a cliff. The other man was turned away from the camera, petting Rex. Something about the guy was familiar, even though Sofia couldn’t see his face. She filed that away for later.
“Where were you on the night your father died?” Aidan didn’t even try to sound casual.
“In a hospital in Thousand Oaks. I had pneumonia.” Rocky tapped his chest. “Happens to the wheelchair bound more often than to regular walking folk.”
She’d be willing to bet her lunch, which was getting more valuable by the second, that Aidan would be double-checking Rocky’s alibi.
“Do you think Mrs. Coggins manipulated your father into turning over his money to her?” Aidan asked. That was why they’d come here.
“I think he manipulated her. He got what he wanted, she got what she wanted. Everyone’s happy.” Rocky picked up the tile again, and Rex tapped his leg. This time Rocky put down the tile and petted the dog’s head.
Aidan looked around at the ramshackle house. “Everyone but you.”
“I’m happiest of all. I didn’t have to see my father suffer any more. At the end, he begged for death. She gave him peace, and I won’t have you hassling her. I invited you here today so you would understand that she did my father a good turn, not a bad one.”
That wasn’t what Sofia had expected. This man had lost a lot of money to Polly, money he clearly could have used, and she’d killed his father. She would have expected him to be angry with Polly, but he wasn’t. Polly was a murderer. Although if his dad had wanted to die because he had only agony to look forward to in his final weeks, was that really so bad?
“Euthanasia was illegal in California at that time.” Aidan sounded like the former cop he was. “If Mrs. Coggins assisted in the death of your father, whether for financial gain or otherwise, that’s a crime.”
Rocky pushed his wheelchair up next to Aidan’s legs. “I’ll have to ask you to leave.” Rex stood by his owner’s side. He wasn’t growling, but he didn’t look friendly.
Sofia stood up. Time to stop picking on the guy in the wheelchair. Aidan must have thought so, too, because he got to his feet and gestured that she go ahead of him outside. She cast one last glance back at the photograph on the end table. Something about it bothered her, but she couldn’t say what.




CHAPTER 22
By evening, her life was almost normal again. Sofia had transferred her info to an old phone she kept in a drawer in the kitchen and ordered a new one. Jacob Schmidt had fixed the broken window, again, and she’d cleaned the trailer from top to bottom. She’d given up on repainting the kitchen and had bundled away all the tools and newspapers. She’d even had lunch—Thai food that was delivered because she still hadn’t gone shopping.
And now she was thinking about Rocky. Aidan was going after Polly and maybe Rocky, too, but she wasn’t so sure that what they had done was wrong. Aidan said it was about the law, not her personal sense of right and wrong. She hadn’t been sure enough about it to argue with him.
She decided to concentrate on Craig’s case instead. Polly wasn’t the only one who had benefited from Craig’s death. What about Buster Taylor, the manager who’d said Craig was worth more dead than alive? She Googled his name, but the first result was an article about the rehab center Buster had found for his client. Naturally, that led with a picture of Sofia on top of the gate, Brandi staring up at her with a giant grin. Brandi looked like she was having fun, while Sofia looked completely demented. No wonder her mother had flipped out.
She skimmed the article. It was pretty much what she’d expected, but it also reported that Monaco had left the center today. Amber probably had, too, but she didn’t get a mention. This meant that Waves was empty—two released and two escapees. Somehow, the thought of the rehab center empty was worse than the thought of it full.
Someone knocked on her front door, and she was glad to have an excuse to close her laptop and go see who it was.
Gus stood on her porch in khakis and a blue Waves rehab shirt. One beefy hand held the handle of her suitcase. She’d practically forgotten the stuff she’d left at the center. Gus shaded his eyes with his free hand and knocked again.
She thought about going back to her bedroom for the baseball bat.
“I brought your items from the center,” he called. “And I have a form I’d like for you to sign, saying that you left the program of your own free will.”
She joined him on the porch, arming her alarm with her right hand as she left. Now all she had to do was open the door or break the window again, and the police would come. Plus, she could grab the table leg if Gus got out of hand.
“I’m not trying to cause you any distress, Miss Salgado. Can you say the same thing to me?” He set her suitcase down and pulled a sheet of paper out of his shirt pocket.
“Why would I want to distress you?” Unless you’re working with a killer.
“Your arrival at the center and your actions since then have been … erratic.” He held out the paper for her to take.
“I’m an impulsive person.” She skimmed through the paper. It looked straightforward. “I’m not signing that.”
Gus’s eyes narrowed. He was a man who wasn’t used to being told no, and she shifted a little closer to the table leg. “Why not?”
Because Drug Addict Sofia would never sign it. Drug Addict Sofia didn’t trust Gus, and neither did Regular Sofia. Fred swooped down and landed on the railing. He wanted a snack.
“We’ve been very patient with your shenanigans,” Gus said. “But we don’t have to be.”
“Whatever do you mean?” Somehow she’d stopped being Drug Addict Sofia and turned into Mary Poppins. She had to get back in character.
“You got a lot of free publicity from your departure last night.”
And who didn’t want to be splashed all over the Internet with her butt hanging out?
“I didn’t feel safe staying inside, and I could get publicity from what happened there, too.” If he wanted to threaten her, she could threaten back.
Fred squawked impatiently. He wanted food, not posturing.
“I think you’ll find that, if you take us on, you’ll come out the worse for it.” Gus tilted his head first to one side and then the other, as if stretching out before a run. His neck cracked.
“Is that a threat?” She picked up the detached table leg and held it next to her leg. She’d been afraid of him last night, but now he was on her turf, and she wasn’t going to run away again.
Fred flapped his wings and took off. He obviously didn’t want to be part of this. She didn’t blame him.
“Sign the paper. We go away happy. You go away happy.” Gus didn’t look happy.
“Who says I want to be happy?” She knew she ought to de-escalate the situation instead of making him angrier, but he had scared her last night, and she was still mad.
As if he had read her thoughts, Fred dove straight for Gus’s nearly bald head. Gus slapped at him, but Fred dodged the blows easily. He looked like he’d had a lot of practice.
“Don’t touch the bird,” she said. “That’s an animal-cruelty charge, and California takes those seriously.”
Gus ducked to the side away from Fred, and stopped swatting. Fred took to the skies again, screeching and flying in a tight circle. Fred the seagull, alarm system.
“It’s all on my surveillance cameras. The feed goes to Oregon somewhere, I think.” She was making that up. The feed went to her security company and some underpaid guy probably deleted it daily.
“The document.” Gus pointed to the paper in her hand.
“I’ll be referring it to my lawyer.” She didn’t actually have a lawyer, but she supposed Jeffrey could find her one if need be. She wasn’t going to sign it anyway.
Gus sidestepped away from Fred and collided with Sofia’s wobbly table. He lost his balance and fell. The table gave up on its three-legged stance, and collapsed on him. The marble top bounced off his muscular chest. That was going to leave a mark.
Gus stood up, yanked the paper out of Sofia’s hand, and stalked off.
“You’ll regret this,” he yelled over his shoulder. He may have sounded like a movie villain, but the effect was unnerving.




CHAPTER 23
T  he next morning Sofia was stuck behind a rolling roadblock—two RVs driving side by side at exactly 55 miles per hour clearly on cruise control. They were keeping the PCH law-abiding for everyone, and the cars were stacking up behind them.
She’d planned to take the 1 South all the way to Santa Monica so she could stay close to the ocean and drink in the view. But if she had to do that at 55 m.p.h., the stress at poking along and the fumes from all the cars stuck around her would outweigh the serenity.
Telling herself she was doing it because it was faster and not because she was a speed demon, she cut onto the 1. There was nary an RV in sight. A little over an hour later she’d put the top down and was whipping along Mulholland Drive in the Hollywood Hills, feeling good about her decision.
Before she’d left she’d shot off an email to Aidan, describing Gus’s visit, asking him to look into Buster Taylor, and telling him where she was going next. He hadn’t responded, so she’d sent him a text, and he hadn’t responded to that either. Phoning now would seem clingy, so she’d gotten into her car and started driving.
Her phone GPS started talking to her sternly, telling her when and where to turn. The GPS was a stern task-mistress, but she did know where she was going. Sofia slowed. She kinda knew how to get there. Everyone who’d ever watched Monaco’s reality-TV show did. Expensive homes, set back from the street and guarded by iron gates, lined both sides of a broad street.
She pulled into a driveway wider than the two-lane street. The gates towered over her car. The family who lived here was richer than a visitor would ever be, and they wanted to make sure they knew it. Houses like this were one reason she’d bought her trailer. She’d wanted to opt out of that world.
She goosed the Tesla up to the intercom box. Her car might be funky and expensive enough to get her to the gates, but she’d have to rely on her old Hollywood glamor to get inside. Even reality-TV stars were impressed by movie stars.
“Yes?” said a clipped British voice. Monaco’s butler. They’d imported him.
“Sofia Salgado here for Monaco.” Would he recognize her name and let her in? What if he didn’t? What if he did, and there was a film crew in there? She should have called first. Gray probably knew someone who knew Monaco’s cell number.
“Enter, please.” Even though he’d said ‘please,’ it still sounded like a command. Bristol. His name was Bristol. Like Bristol Palin, except completely different.
“Thank you.” She decided not to use his name. It might be easier if he didn’t know she’d seen him on the show. He seemed pretty dignified and above the whole TV thing, and she didn’t want to make him mad.
The gates opened soundlessly, and she followed the curving driveway to the front door. Her tires rumbled over imported Italian cobblestones as she passed under a massive oak. Its branches cast leafy shade across the driveway and the side of the sprawling white mansion. Everything else might have been imported, but the oak was the real deal.
Monaco’s modernist house looked like a pile of blocks and glass assembled by the world’s largest toddler. On one episode, Monaco’s father had toyed with selling it, and had received offers of thirty million dollars. He’d changed his mind when Monaco dissolved into a crying mess on the marble floor at the thought of losing her childhood home. She’d said, “I learned to walk here!” in such a pitiful tone that even Sofia had felt sorry for her. Although, when she thought about it, Sofia had no idea what the house where she’d learned to walk looked like, and that lack of knowledge hadn’t hurt her.
She scanned the driveway for a film crew, but didn’t see any vans. Maybe they were on hiatus. But how could they have missed Monaco’s triumphant return from rehab? That story would probably be milked for weeks.
Just in case there were cameras inside, she flipped down her visor and used the little mirror to apply a bit of makeup and to smooth her hair so it didn’t look like she’d stuck her finger in a light socket. It wasn’t the same as having a team of personal makeup artists, but at least she wouldn’t scare any TV viewers.
Bristol walked to her car, back as ramrod straight as Gus’s. “Miss Salgado?” He sounded just like he did on TV.
“That’s me!” she answered, with a friendly smile that he didn’t return. Instead, he opened her door and she hopped out.
“Miss Jane is not currently at home,” he said. Monaco’s last name was Jane, and nobody but Bristol ever used it.
“Oh.” She should have called. She’d wanted to talk to Monaco about Craig Williams and Gus, catch her by surprise before she’d had time to come up with a good lie, but that wasn’t going to happen now. Was Bristol going to stuff her back into her car and tell her to drive off?
“But Mr. Jane would like to speak to you.” Bristol gestured toward the house.
Monaco’s father. That was odd.
“OK.” She sounded way less suave than the butler.
“Please follow me.” He spun in a graceful half-circle and glided toward the house. Did he have dance training, or was that kind of stuff standard in British-butler school?
They sailed through the grand entranceway, down a towering hall, and into an airy living room. One wall was floor-to-ceiling glass, and all of Hollywood was spread out in front of them, obscured by a light brown layer of smog. The view was gorgeous, probably even more spectacular at night when you could see the lights but not the pollution.
“Miss Salgado?” Mr. Jane rose to take her hand. He walked with a slight tilt, and she realized he was probably drunk. “The famous actress?”
“I’m here as a friend of Monaco’s,” she said. “I wanted to check in with her and Amber, congratulate them on coming home clean.”
“You haven’t heard?” He led her into the backyard and gestured toward an aqua lawn chair that looked like something from Mad Men.
“Heard what?” Sofia sat on the edge of the chair, and Mr. Jane dropped heavily into his. Bristol had discreetly disappeared.
“Amber didn’t pass her urine test.” He picked up the sweaty glass sitting next to his chair and took a quick sip, as if to reassure himself that it was still there.
“Amber?”
“I know.” He shook his head. “I always thought Amber was the good influence.”
Brandi had told her Amber was the only one who wasn’t using drugs in the facility. She’d seen Monaco high but never Amber. She hadn’t been the only one faking her test. “Where are Amber and Monaco now?”
“Would you like a drink?” he asked.
Bristol materialized as if out of thin air.
“A club soda, please,” Sofia said.
“I have good Scotch,” Mr. Jane said. “An eighteen-year-old Glenlivet single malt.”
“I’m driving,” she offered, by way of excuse. She wasn’t going to drink Scotch before lunch. Especially not when she had to drive.
Bristol dropped his chin in a quick nod and slid back into the house without making a sound. He must wear noise-cancelling shoes.
“Where did you say Amber was?” Sofia tried again.
“Didn’t say.” He took a long sip. “Don’t know.”
“And Monaco?”
“I thought you might be able to tell me.” His brown eyes were unfocused from the drink, but the intention behind them was sharp.
“I’m sorry. I don’t know.” If she did, why would she have come here?
“I saw a clip of you on the Internet,” he said.
“Which one?” Hopefully not the peeing one.
“Breaking out of Waves. Last night.”
Ah, the one with her bare naked butt swinging in the breeze. She waited to see where he was going with this.
“Why would you do that? You could have checked out the next morning.”
“I could have.” She wasn’t sure how much to tell him.
“But you didn’t,” he said. “And I’d like to know why.”
“I didn’t feel ...” she searched for the best word, “... comfortable there.”
“Monaco’s been using for years,” he said. “I know what that looks like.”
He waved his hand. Bristol appeared with a brown bottle, an ice bucket, and Sofia’s club soda, set them down, and vanished again. He ought to do surveillance work, she thought. Maybe he already was. She wished she could ask him for tips about blending into the background.
“She’s all grown-up now.” Mr. Jane stared across the pool at the city below. “Not my problem any more.”
“No?” In the show, he always viewed Monaco as his problem, even though she was twenty-five. She’d been grown-up for a while.
“Tell me about Mrs. Polly Coggins.” He turned his gaze to her, a man who had built a multi-million-dollar fortune, a man who couldn’t easily be fooled. “Why did you choose to abandon her hospitality?”
“Maybe I was missing the outside world.” Again, she wasn’t sure what she could and couldn’t say without violating client confidentiality.
“Straight arrow, you. Not touched by all this crap here.” He waved his glass around. “You didn’t need a fix. You weren’t running toward something. You were running away.”
He was a lot smarter than he seemed on the show.
“Is Monaco OK? Is Amber?” she asked.
“Monaco cut Amber off. She cut me off.” He sat up suddenly, and Scotch slopped onto the flagstones by the pool. “And I want to know why.”
“That must be difficult.” It sounded like Craig Williams all over again.
“Is Monaco in danger?”
She thought about Craig Williams and his mysterious overdose. She needed to tell Monaco’s father the truth, or at least some of it. “I don’t know. But I do know that another client died mysteriously after he left the facility.”
“Craig Williams?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.” She kept her face deadpan, although he clearly knew.
“Monaco told me that he OD’d a week after he left. She seemed surprised by it, said he’d kicked the addiction inside. It scared her how quickly he’d slid back.”
That tallied with Jenna’s assessment, too. “Sometimes that happens.”
“Monaco’s entering a very vulnerable period.” Mr. Jane put his glass down on the flagstone with a clink. “She needs real friends around her. Like Amber. Maybe like you.”
“I don’t know your daughter, Mr. Jane. I only met her at Waves.” She wasn’t Monaco’s friend, and she didn’t want to be. “What do you mean by a vulnerable period?”
“After rehab, you know,” he said quickly. “Do you know where she is?”
“If I had to guess, I’d say that she’s with Mrs. Coggins.”
He looked surprised, maybe a little disbelieving.
She kept going. “The other client cut off all his friends and family and moved into Mrs. Coggins’s home immediately after leaving rehab. Maybe Monaco did, too.”
“Thank you,” he said. “Everyone thinks she’s just some rich bitch in a reality-TV show, but she’s my little girl.”
“She’s not a little girl any more.” Oops. She shouldn’t have said that.
“So they say.” He picked up his Scotch again. “She says she’s going to be a singer now. Girl sings like a cat being strangled.”
“She’s not that bad.” He wasn’t far off. She took a sip of water.
“And you say you aren’t her friend.” He smiled for the first time. “Can you help me to find her?”
Was that a conflict of interest? Brendan would know, but he wasn’t there. “Have you checked with her friends?”
“I’m not a fool, despite the evidence to the contrary. I’ve called her friends, ex-boyfriends, and other family. Those who have heard from her say that she told them she’s not speaking to them any more, that they are enablers who are dragging her down.”
That sounded like what Craig had told Jenna. It also made scary sense: step one, isolate the victim.
“Do you have Amber’s cell-phone number?” Amber might know. Even if Monaco had pushed her away, she’d keep track of her old friend.
He held up his phone with Amber’s number, and Sofia put it into hers.
“But you can’t reach her,” he said. “She’s gone up to Canada. Left as soon as she heard that the TV series was cancelled.”
“Cancelled?”
“Monaco’s contract was up, and she didn’t renew. It’ll be in the papers by tomorrow.”
It would be out on the Internet sooner. Would dropping the show make Monaco more or less valuable to Polly?
“Can you find her?” He looked old and drunk and sad, not at all like the hard-edged mogul he portrayed on the show.
She put her glass down on the flagstones and stood. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Keep on being a straight arrow.” He didn’t budge from his chair, but Bristol had magically arrived and gestured back the way she had come.
The butler seemed to be the only one doing his job.




CHAPTER 24
Sofia’s good mood of the morning seemed like a distant memory by the time she got to the office. Amber hadn’t taken her call, and she had started to worry about Monaco. She was a mean airhead, but Sofia should have tried to warn her about Polly.
Aidan’s Porsche was by the door, a shining yellow lemon in the sun. Maybe he’d solved the case while she was driving, Polly had been arrested, and Monaco was safe to go back to her vacuous life. And maybe he had a unicorn for her.
She swiped her key card and went inside. Aidan sat in front of his monitor, eyes glued to the screen. He had on giant headphones that looked as if they could squish his head like a grape. The door to Brendan’s office was closed, which meant he was in there.
“Hey!” She walked past the gun safe toward Aidan.
He pulled off his headphones. “Got your text, but I got a weird message when I tried to text you back. Are you sure your new phone works?”
“It’s my old phone and, no, I’m not sure it works.”
“Is that Sofia?” Brendan stood in his office door. Despite the warm day, he wore a perfectly pressed white shirt and a dark blue tie. Brendan and Bristol the butler would get along great.
She was suddenly aware of her rumpled pants and sweat-soaked shirt. Her hair was probably a disaster, too. “Reporting for duty.”
“Do you two have time for a quick rundown on the Williams case?” Brendan asked.
She and Aidan were already halfway to his office. She took a quick detour to grab three water bottles from the fridge. If Aidan and Brendan turned them down, she’d drink all three.
Brendan sat behind his desk and she snagged the comfy couch usually reserved for clients. Aidan got the interrogation chair. He shot her a dirty look, and she gave him a cheery smile and held up a water bottle. He didn’t take it, so she opened it up and drank half in a single go. The water tasted better than anything had in a long time. The long drive there with the top down had definitely dehydrated her.
“I’ll be talking to Miss Williams later today, and I’d first like to go over what we’ve ruled out.” Brendan looked at Aidan.
“Craig’s manager, Buster Taylor, doesn’t seem to be a strong suspect. He has solid long term assets and spends modestly. He retired after he took on Craig Williams, who was his last active client. He’s almost eighty, and he doesn’t seem to have any expensive vices.” Aidan paused.
Sofia was glad to hear it. Jenna liked him, and it would be a shame if she lost that friend, too.
“And?” Brendan prompted.
“Based on Jenna’s reports, Polly Coggins seems like a strong suspect. She was in debt at Waves and it looked like she might lose the entire facility. Craig’s bequest gave her enough money not only to save the center but to expand.”
“She’s opening up another rehab center?” Brendan asked.
“In San Juan Capistrano,” Sofia said. “I would have told you, but Aidan went first.”
“So, she needed the money, and she started spending it right away.” Brendan nodded to Aidan. “Please continue.”
“If we’re right, she groomed Craig to hand over his assets, and he did. He might have changed his mind later, but he was dead before he could do anything about it. Her involvement in the Rocky Hannaford case seems to indicate that this might be part of a pattern.” Aidan scowled. “I think we should send that lead to the LA County Sheriff’s Office for follow-up.”
“I already have.” Brendan tapped his fingers on his desk. “But I don’t expect them to do much. Rocky Hannaford senior was terminally ill. There is no evidence to fall back on and, even if there were, it’s a tough case to prosecute with the son supporting Mrs. Coggins.”
“One more weird thing,” Aidan said. “Gus withdraws one thousand dollars every week in cash from their joint account. I don’t know what he does with it.”
“Gambling?” Sofia asked.
“Most gamblers don’t have a budget,” Aidan said. “Whatever it was for, he stopped taking it out a few weeks before Craig died, then started again for a while and stopped when Polly put the money into the second facility.”
“It’s an interesting detail. Keep trying to find out where that money goes.” Brendan looked at Sofia. “Your turn.”
She quickly summarized what had happened at Waves, ending, “I’m concerned about Monaco Jane. It looks like Polly was buttering her up in rehab, the same as Craig. Then she got out of rehab and distanced herself from her friends and family, the same as Craig.”
“To pile on here, I did some digging on Monaco Jane and discovered that her portion of the family fortune, about twenty-four million dollars, is tied up in a trust and that she receives the money when she turns twenty-five.” Aidan leaned forward. “Tomorrow is her twenty-fifth birthday.”
Uh-oh. Sofia’s stomach got queasy. “How can we help her?”
“I’d say she’s in no danger until she makes a will. Knowing who her father is, I’d also say that the will needs to be drawn up by an experienced attorney.” Brendan sounded confident, but he looked worried.
“Maybe we could warn her.” She wasn’t sure Monaco would listen. “But she’s gone, and no one knows where she is.”
“Aidan?” Brendan asked.
“Polly and Gus Coggins own a house in Malibu, not far from the rehab center, and the center itself. That’s it.”
“We can check those out,” Sofia said.
“We’ve subcontracted surveillance to another firm, but so far there’s been little activity. Gus is off the radar. Polly sticks pretty close to home and the center. There’s no sign of Monaco,” Aidan said.
“Monaco Jane?” Brendan asked.
“Her father owns a lot of real estate,” Aidan said. “She could be in one of a dozen houses, or at a friend’s, or staying in a hotel somewhere.”
“Her father looked for her,” Sofia said. “He couldn’t find her, and said he didn’t think she was staying with family or friends.”
“I can print out a list of properties, and we can split up and check them all,” Aidan said. “I can’t think of anything better.”
“Maybe Jenna knows,” Sofia said.
“Explain,” Brendan ordered.
“She said that Craig didn’t go home, that he moved in with Polly. Maybe that’s the same place Polly would take Monaco.” She knew it wasn’t much, but it might lead somewhere.
“Good thinking.” Brendan handed her the office phone and flipped his Rolodex open to Jenna’s card. Brendan had to be the last person on Earth using a paper contacts system. “Call her and see.”
She felt them both watching as she dialed Jenna’s work number. It was like being on stage with an intensely focused audience of two. She put the call on speakerphone.
“Jenna’s!” Jenna sounded cheery but tired.
“Sofia Salgado here, from Maloney Investigations.”
“What did you find?”
“Nothing definitive.” She wasn’t sure what to tell her so she decided to say nothing and let Brendan sort it out later. “But I was wondering if you could answer a couple of questions?”
“Anything.”
Brendan and Aidan leaned closer to the phone.
“When Craig moved in with Polly, did you know where they were living?” Sofia asked.
“Thirty-eight seventeen Hacienda Drive. It was an old ranch-style house on the left side of the street.”
Sofia wrote down the address on the back of a sheet of paper. The front had a picture of a blob drawn in ink. It looked like Violet’s mug shot drawing of Aidan. She flipped the paper around so Aidan could read it.
“Polly’s house,” he mouthed, and shook his head.
That one was already covered.
“Do you know if he went anywhere else? Another house, maybe?” She crossed her fingers.
“No. It was hard enough getting that address out of him.” Jenna sighed into the phone. “If he went anywhere else, I didn’t know about it.”
Sofia had one more question, but she didn’t think it would help Monaco. “What happened to Snow Cone?”
Brendan raised his eyebrows in a question. He probably didn’t know about Snow Cone.
“Craig’s doggie?” Jenna asked. “She disappeared when he died. I’ve checked the local animal shelters because she’s microchipped. They’d probably call me if she came in, but I want to be sure.”
“Makes sense,” Sofia said.
“I’ve put up flyers, too, but no one’s called me yet. The police think she might have run off when he died, but I don’t think she’d have left his side. Not for one second. Someone took her.”
“What did the dog look like?” Sofia asked.
Brendan and Aidan were staring at her, probably wondering why she was wasting time. Maybe she was, but she hated to think of that cute little dog running around alone. She ignored them.
“A Bichon Frise. Small, white, fuzzy, big brown eyes. And I dyed her ears black cherry the day Craig got out of rehab, as a surprise for him because he loved that shade of red.” Jenna sounded wistful. “And because she loves being fancy.”
“Let me know if you hear anything about her.” Sofia thanked her, and got off the phone.
“No luck,” she said to Brendan and Aidan.
“I’ve already sorted Mr. Jane’s properties into three lists,” Aidan said. “You can take north, Sofia, and Dad and I will split the properties to the south, since there are more of them.”
“And keep your eye out for that dog,” Sofia said. “I think the killer took her.”
“Why would they kill a man, but balk at killing his dog?” Aidan asked.
“Snow Cone is a cute dog.” Amber had told her that Polly hated the dog. If so, maybe she hadn’t scooped her up and taken her away. Maybe poor Snow Cone had suffered the same fate as her master.
That thought made her even sadder. Snow Cone was an innocent little fur ball. She’d never hurt anyone, just loved them and made them happy. A creature like that deserved better.




CHAPTER 25
Stars dotted the sky by the time Sofia pulled into the Nirvana Cove parking lot. She’d been chased by dogs, yelled at by security guards, and almost run the Tesla into a fence when GPS had sent her the wrong way. But she hadn’t found Monaco.
Her phone rang as she turned off the engine. “Aidan? Any luck?”
“Nothing,” he said. “Dad didn’t turn up anything either.”
He sounded as discouraged as she felt. “Tomorrow is another day.”
“Maybe not for everyone,” he said.
“Yup.” She eased out of her car and took a deep breath. The sea air made her feel a little better. She was stiff from being in the car so long, and she needed to pee.
But Aidan knew the magic words. “I’m down the road from you, and I have pizza.”
“See you soon.” She jogged to her trailer, hoping to get her blood circulating again. Plus she couldn’t remember if it was clean or disastrous inside. Not that it mattered. It wasn’t like she needed to impress Aidan.
Fred was happy to see her, if squawking and stomping on the porch railing meant happiness. She gave him the next to last slice of bologna. She had to go shopping soon. She’d heard that gulls slept at night, but Fred was no ordinary seagull. He had some kind of inner alarm that went off whenever she got home.
“One day, that bird will eat you.” Aidan was behind her.
Sofia jumped. Fred screeched and flashed into the air. “You said something about pizza?”
Aidan followed her inside. He whistled. “I love what you’ve done with the place.”
“What?” It looked like it always did.
“Cleaned it.”
She bopped him on the shoulder and headed into the kitchen. “I have beer.”
“No wonder that penis with legs spends so much time here.”
“His name is Jose, and I haven’t heard from him since the incident.”
Aidan flopped down on her couch. “Is that what you’re calling it?”
“I’d call it a disaster, but in the general scheme of my life’s disasters, it’s pretty minor.” She handed him a beer and the opener.
“You’re larger than life.”
“Are you calling me fat?” She flipped open the pizza box—straight up pepperoni and black olive. He was forgiven.
“We should watch that documentary on Polly and the rehab center.” Aidan took a long pull on his beer. His hair got curlier at the end of the day, and his eyes looked darker blue than usual.
She took a bite of the pizza. Chewy crust, salty pepperoni, and the tang of olives. “Maybe the film crew followed Polly somewhere that’s not on any of our lists, and that’s where she took Monaco.”
“Or something.” Aidan took a second slice of pizza. He didn’t seem to have chewed the first.
She turned on her TV, navigated through the maze of providers, and started streaming Waves of Sorrow, Waves of Joy.
It started out with Polly talking about her son, Oliver, and his struggles with drugs. She tried to keep her voice level, but it was clear her son’s addiction had hit her pretty hard. She looked older in the footage than she had when Sofia had met her.
They’d lived in Pittsburgh, where she worked as a nurse. She talked about her regrets with Oliver, how she hadn’t understood the nature of addiction or learned about it in time. She talked about early warning signs and tough love. Gus didn’t say anything. He was on camera so little that it was easy to forget Oliver had even had a father. On the few occasions he appeared, he sat tight-lipped, arms folded, and frowned every time Polly spoke. Sofia stopped the video.
“Gus doesn’t approve of the documentary.” She’d finished her pizza, and took a sip of beer. “Or Polly.”
“Maybe he’s upset about losing his son.” Aidan always wanted to argue.
“It’s more than that. Look how his body language changes when he’s onscreen with her, how he turns away when she talks, the scorn on his face. He doesn’t like Polly. Or he didn’t when they were filming this.”
“You may be right,” Aidan said.
“Could you say that again? Slowly,” she said. “I’ve never heard that before.”
“You gotta earn it.”
She gave him a look that must have worked because he went to the kitchen and brought back two more beers. She started the documentary again.
At that point Gus disappeared from the footage completely. Polly talked about Oliver’s descent into full addiction—stealing drugs from the hospital where she worked and getting her fired, disappearing for weeks and then months. She’d always wondered where he was, what he was doing to get his next fix, until a hospital in California called to say he’d OD’d and almost died. The emotion in her voice was real, and the camera lingered on her face as she struggled to maintain her composure.
Sofia felt sorry for her. She couldn’t even imagine how hard that situation would be on her own mother. No wonder she scheduled interventions at the drop of a hat. Everyone talked about the toll that addiction took on the addict, but a lot less was said about the toll on their friends and family.
Then Oliver came back home and stayed with them until he disappeared. Months later his body turned up in the Allegheny River. It was so badly decomposed that Gus had to identify his son from a tattoo on his ankle.
Gus wanted to move to Los Angeles to start over, and Polly had agreed. She had studied addiction and treatment and, eventually, they’d started up Waves. With Mr. Hannaford’s money.
“Where there’s life, there’s hope,” onscreen Polly said.
The director cut to a picture of Oliver before he’d started using.
Sofia paused on the photo. He had a dancer’s posture. “There’s something familiar about him.”
Aidan studied the photo. “He looks like his mom.”
“I think it’s more than that.” Sofia was good at recognizing faces. “I saw a picture of him as a kid in Polly’s office, so maybe that’s where I’m remembering him from.”
She tapped the remote control, and the documentary picked up with Polly standing in front of Oliver’s grave.
Someone knocked at her door.
“Expecting company?” Aidan put down his beer.
“I hope it’s not Gus again.” She stood up and went to investigate. Aidan was right behind her. She liked having backup.
When she opened the door, it wasn’t Gus. It was Jose. Backup was suddenly a problem.
“Hey there, Jose,” Aidan said. “I barely recognized you with your pants on.”
“Hello.” Jose looked between Aidan and Sofia. “Is this a bad time?”
Aidan grinned. “It’s a great time! Come right in, buddy!”
He stepped aside, and Jose came in.
“This is Aidan, from work.” Sofia stressed the last word, then felt stupid because she shouldn’t have to explain anything to Jose. They didn’t have an exclusive agreement or anything. They were bunk buddies. Okay, adult bunk buddies.
“We work very hard.” Aidan waggled his eyebrows. “Want a beer?”
“Gracias.” Jose sat down in the middle of the couch.
“Help yourself to the pizza!” Aidan called from the kitchen. “It’s still warm.”
It’s my house, Sofia said silently. She didn’t see how she could say that aloud without coming across as a jerk.
“I hope your mother was not too … shocked?” Jose looked so worried she had to let him off the hook a little.
“She’s fine.” Janet had way bigger things to worry about than seeing Jose naked.
Aidan handed him a beer. “Her mom’s pretty mellow.”
Sofia turned to look at him. Aidan had never used the word ‘mellow’ in all his life. What was he up to?
Jose helped himself to the pizza. “She seems like a very nice lady.”
“She and Sofia are close.” Aidan clinked his beer against Jose’s.
“You know Sofia and Janet well, then?” Jose asked.
“Since Sofia was practically in diapers.” Aidan smiled. “Right, Sofes?”
She wasn’t sure where this was going, but she was pretty sure she didn’t like it. “We were watching a documentary.”
“For work?” Jose had already eaten half his pizza.
“It’s related to a case we’re working on, yes.”
“You should have seen her as a little girl. She used to take off all her clothes and run around the house naked.”
Aidan must have overheard her mother telling that story because, by the time she’d met him, she was eleven. She tried to give him a warning look, but he was smiling at Jose and not looking her way at all. Probably on purpose.
“May I see this documentary?” Jose asked.
“I’m sorry, but you can’t.” Sofia stood up, hoping he would follow suit. She wanted to get him away from Aidan. “Client confidentiality.”
“It’s a public documentary,” Aidan said. “Anyone can see it.”
“We need to discuss it, take notes.” She walked toward her front door, and Jose stood. He looked between Sofia and Aidan. “You can take your beer and the pizza with you.”
Aidan shrugged. “Women.”
What the hell was that supposed to mean?
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said.
“If it works out.” Jose leaned in to give her a kiss, then changed his mind at the last second and veered away. “Only then call.”
He walked out onto her porch, tore a chunk off his pizza, and left it on the railing for Fred. Fred swooped down and snagged it up without landing, and Jose walked off into the darkness.
She closed the door and glared at Aidan. “What was that all about?”
“Just being friendly to your booty call.”
“He’s not just a booty call.” He was. He totally was.
“So, you’re serious about him? Long term? Marriage? Kids? White picket fence?”
She wasn’t serious about anyone long term. Aidan knew that, which was why he was asking. To get under her skin. “Let’s watch the rest of the show.”
Aidan chuckled and turned it back on. She tried not to sit and steam, because she really didn’t have anything to steam about. Aidan had been friendly. Jose had been friendly. Jose and Aidan seemed to get along fine. Maybe that was what bothered her. She pushed it out of her mind and watched the last of the documentary.
After it was over, Aidan turned to her. “What’s your analysis, Salgado?”
For a second she thought he was talking about the situation with Jose, but then she caught herself. “There’s something off with Polly.”
“Like what?”
“When she talks about her son being dead, she never says dead. She says ‘gone’ or ‘away.’ It’s as though Oliver stepped out to get a pizza, but he’ll be back some day.” Sofia stared at the blank screen. “But Gus identified his body. They buried him in the family plot. He’s not coming back.”
“Maybe she doesn’t want to face it because she’s too upset,” Aidan said.
Sofia shook her head. “It’s not that. It’s like she’s not upset enough.”
Aidan turned to face her, looking interested. “How so?”
“It’s as though she’s acting sad, but she isn’t really. When she talks about the addiction, her whole face and body are involved. Watch.” She brought up a scene. “See how her eyebrows are?”
“They’re raised?”
“And sad. She’s genuinely upset about her son’s addiction. It’s real to her, and she feels pain because of it.”
“OK.” Aidan set his beer down on the table. “Then what?”
“But when she talks about his death ...” she moved through the footage, trying to find the right part. “... she’s not as engaged. Her shoulders are tight, she looks down, and her face isn’t moving right. It’s as if she doesn’t believe that her son is really dead. Maybe she’s just numb. Sometimes people go numb after a tragedy.”
Aidan watched the clip without saying anything, and Sofia began to doubt her instincts. Maybe Polly was keeping her emotions tightly in check. Maybe she didn’t want to share her feelings about her son’s death with the world.
Brendan had once told her that people were often suspects in murder investigations because their reactions didn’t ring true to the detectives. Sometimes the detectives were right, but often they were wrong. There was no right way to talk about the death of a loved one with a stranger.




CHAPTER 26
Sofia woke to the sound of someone pounding on her door. Based on the light leaking in behind her curtains, it was early in the morning. Was she ever going to get a full night’s sleep?
She pulled on her flannel robe and picked up the baseball bat next to her bed. Burglars probably didn’t knock, but Gus had knocked yesterday, and he’d meant trouble. She choked up a little on the bat to get a better grip. She’d played Little League ball before they moved to California so Emily could become an actress, and she’d learned how to swing. If a baseball broke through her front door, it’d be in real trouble.
Brendan had taught her that looking through the peephole was a bad idea. The person on the other side could see your shadow in the hole: they would know where your head was and could blow you away through the door. Brendan was full of helpful advice. If she listened to all of it, she’d live under her bed.
“Who’s there?” she called, moving as she spoke just in case the person on the other side could get a lock on her through the sound of her voice.
“Sunshine and happiness,” said a familiar voice.
“Brandi?” Sofia put down the bat and opened the door. Brandi wore a beat-up leather jacket, tight leather pants, and carried a motorcycle helmet. She seemed awfully chipper for such an early hour.
“Why are you dressed for bed?” Brandi shouldered past her and slammed the door.
“Because it’s four in the morning, and I was sleeping.”
Brandi stumbled by and sat on the couch. “Coffee.”
“I’m out.” Sofia hadn’t had time to buy groceries since this case had started.
“How do you live like that?” Brandi dropped her head back against the couch and looked at the ceiling.
“If you want I can put on some clothes and we can go to Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf. In an hour. When they open.”
“Do you have water? Maybe a teabag?”
Sofia rummaged through her kitchen and found a box of Earl Grey. Gray had brought it because he didn’t like coffee. She put on a kettle and made tea, setting cups and saucers and sugar and milk on a tray. The tea set was a gift from Gray. She added a package of English biscuits he’d also brought. Gray was serious about tea.
When she’d set the tray on the couch, she turned to look at Brandi. Her eyes were closed, and she was snoring. Sofia decided against waking her up. If she left Brandi on the couch, maybe she could grab a few more hours of sleep, and they could talk about whatever it was over a cup of coffee.
She took one slow step toward her bedroom, her footfalls silent on the carpet.
Brandi’s eyes snapped open. “Earl Grey?”
Sofia sat down again. “So, a long night for you?”
“A long one for you is coming up.” Brandi dumped five spoons of sugar and a giant dollop of milk into her cup and stirred vigorously.
Sofia put in a spoonful of sugar, but no milk, and waited for Brandi to get to the point.
“Have you looked at TMZ this morning?”
“You mean the pictures of my ass hanging out? Old news.”
“Nah.” Brandi took a quick sip of the tea. “Those are funny.”
Sofia’s stomach dropped and the hand holding the cup did a little jump like it didn’t want to know what was coming. “Something new?”
“Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue.” Brandi unwrapped a biscuit, took a bite, and spat half-chewed cookie into her hand. “What the hell are these things?”
“Digestive biscuits. They’re pretty awful.” Gray liked them, but Sofia had reacted like Brandi when she’d tasted the first one.
“Worse than dog biscuits.” Brandi wiped her tongue with a paper napkin and took a long gulp of tea.
“TMZ?” Sofia reminded her. TMZ had carried embarrassing footage of Sofia before.
“Right.” Brandi sat up straight on the couch, fiddled with her phone, and handed it to Sofia. She picked up her spoon and stirred her tea again, avoiding Sofia’s eyes.
Sofia didn’t want to take it, didn’t want to know what could possibly be on it that had prompted Brandi’s early morning visit, but she had to know. She took the phone and pressed the play arrow. The video was called Troubled Star Suicidal?. Not a promising start.
The video started rolling. It showed Sofia in a chair with pink bougainvillea at her back. It had been taken at Waves. She’d looked around for cameras in the garden but hadn’t spotted any.
“It hurt, and I liked how the Oxy filled out in my knee like a warm bath, washing the pain away.” She heard her own words from the group session. She held her breath until On-screen Sofia finished talking about her addiction, how overwhelmed she felt, and the mysterious incident at the park. She didn’t usually watch her own TV shows or movies, and she was impressed by how authentic she sounded. But, of course, that was the problem. She’d have to call her mother.
“They leaked your sharing.” Brandi’s blue eyes flashed. “That’s the worst kind of violation.”
Sofia wasn’t sure what to say, so she shrugged.
“We should rain down fire on them.” Brandi shook her teaspoon with every word. Would that knock her off Aidan’s dateable list? “It’s a gross violation of privacy!”
“It is.” Sofia was already trying to figure out how to explain this to her mother. Emily, as always, would understand. Most of her friends probably wouldn’t believe her, especially with this footage coming out after she was photographed breaking out of rehab. If she still wanted an acting career, she’d have to submit to regular drug tests, and the cost to insure her on a film had just shot into the stratosphere.
“We could start a campaign.” Brandi was wound up. “I think you should get in front of this. I have contacts in the press. I know you do, too, but just in case. We could get you on with somebody sympathetic.”
“I need to call my mom,” Sofia said. “Wait there. Don’t move. Don’t call anyone. Just drink tea. And don’t eat any more biscuits. They all taste like that.”
She left Brandi on the couch and went back to her room to get dressed. She didn’t want to have this conversation with her mother in a robe.
Janet answered on the first ring. “Sofia? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” Sofia sat on the edge of her unmade bed. She should have made the bed before she called. Her mother hated unmade beds. “But we need to talk.”
Covers rustled as they were thrown back. Her mother had climbed out of bed. “I’m ready.”
“Some footage of me was leaked by the rehab center.” Her call waiting buzzed. Jeffrey. She ignored it. “It’s not true.”
“OK.” Muffled thuds and clinks sounded in the background. Her mother was making coffee. “What kind of footage?”
“I think I should start at the beginning.” She pictured her mother sitting in one of her wooden kitchen chairs, smoothing her hair and waiting for the coffee to brew.
“The beginning. Go ahead.”
Janet was a great listener, which Sofia had never appreciated as much as right now. “This is confidential, but I have to tell you anyway, OK?”
“Of course. You know I can keep a secret.”
Sofia did, so she explained why she’d gone into rehab, not sparing any details.
It sounded like Janet took a long sip of coffee. Sofia wished she were next to her, drinking some coffee herself. “If you didn’t tell me this yesterday, I imagine there’s a reason you’re telling me today.”
“Someone leaked me talking about my fake addiction to TMZ. It’ll be all over the Internet soon, if it isn’t already.”
“That’s it?” Janet took a slow sip of coffee.
“I wanted to warn you, and tell you my side.”
Janet laughed. “And keep me from breaking in on you and that handsome young man again?”
“His name is Jose, and I don’t think he’ll be hanging around to be broken in on for a while.”
“I think Gray is much better for you.”
Gray, the hunky world famous sex symbol, was gay and would never be interested in her. But that wasn’t Sofia’s secret to tell. “Gray and I are just friends.”
“What about Aidan?” Her mother’s favorite topic.
“Aidan and I aren’t even always friends.” Because he was an asshat. Sometimes.
“I think—”
This wasn’t the time for that argument. “Mom, can you stop trying to fix me up and call Emily? I have a few other things.”
“You’re still coming over for dinner tomorrow?”
“Of course.”
Sofia rang off. She had missed ten calls. She typed in a quick text to Jeffrey, since he’d called her six times. Tell them it’s rehearsal for a role.
It was a lie, but somehow she didn’t mind lying to the liars. And it would keep Jeffrey off her back while he dealt with it, although he’d be pestering her about this new role soon enough. One thing at a time.
She went out into the living room. Brandi had drunk all the tea and was determinedly crunching on a digestive biscuit.
“We can go out to get some breakfast.”
“Maybe these cookies are an acquired taste.”
“You can take the whole bag.” Gray would bring more. He always brought more.
“You’re going to want to lie low today.” Brandi put the cookie down, temporarily defeated. “The paps are going to swarm.”
She was right, but it didn’t matter. “I have to find Monaco.”
“Did that bitch leak the clip?” Brandi glared.
“I don’t think so.” She’d bet on Gus. “But I still need to find her.”
“She’s moving around between empty houses, and Amber’s worried about her.”
“You’ve talked to Amber?”
“We’re buds. We were in rehab together, remember?” Brandi grinned. “Great set of pipes on that girl, too. I might want to recruit her for the band.”
“Do you know Monaco’s current location?”
“Amber can get it off Find My Phone. She always keeps track of Monaco that way. I’ll text her for it. Then we have to get you out of here in a way that keeps you from leaving a trail for the paparazzi.”
Sofia picked up her teacup and drained it. It wasn’t coffee, and that made it inferior.
“You have a back door, right?” Brandi had a wicked grin.
“I do.”
“Let’s do a little Pied Piper.” Brandi fished a set of keys out of the pocket of her battered leather jacket. “Can you ride?”
“A motorcycle? Or course.” The Half Pint Detective had ridden a Vespa and had once used a real motorcycle. She had trained for that scene for over a week.
“Then I have a plan.”




CHAPTER 27
Sofia wasn’t so sure about Brandi’s plan, but she had to admit it was fun. She had donned Brandi’s jacket and leather pants, and she wore a blond wig, but that wasn’t going to matter much. Brandi had put on Sofia’s jean jacket, jeans, a black turtleneck, and a black wig. Sofia had been given the wigs after various film shoots. She had a red and a green one, too.
Brandi put on a giant floppy sun hat and a huge pair of sunglasses—standard issue Hollywood camouflage. “How do I look?”
“Probably close enough.” Or this plan was going to be over quickly.
“I’ll go out the front door,” Brandi said. “Give me a five-minute head start to the parking lot.”
“Please don’t wreck my car.” Brandi had wrecked at least four cars that Sofia knew about.
“Beggars can’t be choosers.” Brandi pulled the hat lower across her face and stepped to the front door.
Sofia darted to the side so she’d be hidden when Brandi opened the door.
Brandi stepped out onto the porch. Cameras flashed and shutters clicked. Brandi pulled the door closed behind her. Outside light cast her silhouette against the curtains. She dropped her head low, hunched her shoulders forward, and walked quickly toward the parking lot. She had plenty of experience dodging photographers. She’d be OK.
Sofia hoped she’d do as well. She’d already texted the address of Monaco’s phone to Aidan and Brendan, but she didn’t expect them to be up for a couple of hours. She pulled on the motorcycle helmet and played with the keys in her pocket, waiting for her timer to go off.
At the five-minute beep, she hurried to the back door, set the alarm, and eased outside. She didn’t see anyone, but her peripheral vision was obstructed by the helmet. She had to hope for the best.
Brandi’s leather pants were a little too tight, and she definitely felt it as she scrambled through her yard. Gray had a fence, but he’d once shown her the hidden gate and told her the alarm code for this kind of situation. She held her breath and entered the numbers. If he’d changed the code without telling her, the alarm might bring everyone running back.
The alarm flashed green and she stepped through the gate. Gray’s motion sensors lit up, but hopefully they wouldn’t be seen from the street.
She flashed a peace sign at the house. That was their signal. If Gray was even up, he’d know it was her. Assuming he was looking out of the window at exactly that second. Otherwise, he’d probably call the cops.
A quick trot across his yard, and she was free. She slipped through the gate and closed it behind her, then walked straight into Tex, who went sprawling on the path.
Sofia gave her a hand up. “Sorry!”
Tex had dirt all over her hot pink track suit.
“Sofia?” Tex asked. “You’re definitely not who I’d expect to come sneaking out of that gate in the early morning.”
“It’s an emergency.”
“I saw the flashbulbs.” Tex put a hand on Sofia’s arm. “Should I call in extra security guards? Get those photographers out of here? Go out there with my shotgun and raise some hell?”
Sofia was touched. “Not yet.”
“Let me know if there’s anything I can do.” She started down the path without saying good-bye.
Sofia turned toward the parking lot, breathed in some creativity, and got moving. She tried to walk like Brandi, shoulders open and back, legs doing a kind of rolling stroll, like a sailor on land.
When the lot came into view, she knew she owed Brandi big-time. At least fifty photographers had swarmed her, but Brandi had kept on her hat and her glasses. She wasn’t even yelling and swearing, which had to be hard for her. Instead, she opened the Tesla’s door, started it up, and sped off. The paps scattered to follow her, and the parking lot was quickly deserted.
Even so, Sofia used her Brandi-walk all the way to the motorcycle. It was a Harley with high handlebars, red and wicked looking. The bike was more powerful than anything she had trained on, and her heart sped up just looking at it. It wanted her to ride it. It wanted to go fast.
She could see why her mother had always tried to talk her out of buying a motorcycle—they were dangerous, especially on the crowded freeways around Los Angeles. But today she had to ride one. It was the only way to get away from the paparazzi. It was the safest choice. She heard herself explaining that to Janet, and she heard the beginning of her mother’s lecture. Maybe her conscience wasn’t as clear as she pretended.
She swung one leg across the bike and started it up. The roar of its engine drowned out her mother’s voice and her worries. This engine wanted to run. Apologizing in her head to her neighbors, she drove the noisy beast out of the parking lot and up the road to the PCH.
Brandi, if she’d followed instructions, had gone south. That left Sofia free to go north to Monaco’s, driving fast along the ocean, on a nice flat road that was as empty as it ever got. She wove between the sparse cars and held tight to the handlebars, entranced by the dark scenery blowing by. She rolled past indigo waves with curls of white on top, drove between brown peaks that smelled of eucalyptus and oak, and finally reached paved city streets lit by streetlamps and red and green stoplights. In spite of her worries about Monaco and the leaked video, she was exhilarated by the ride. She didn’t want to give the bike back. Maybe she could sell her Tesla and buy one of these.
All too soon, she had to slow to search for the address in the winding streets of the Hollywood Hills. As promised, Brandi’s helmet had a voice-activated GPS. Sofia fired it up and gave it the address. The chirpy voice in her ear seemed confident, which was lucky because Sofia’s confidence was waning.
She hadn’t really thought this through, just let Brandi’s enthusiasm drive her out of the house and onto the road. But now that she thought about it, she would be knocking on a stranger’s door in the middle of the night. Polly probably hated her. Sofia barely knew Monaco. Gus was downright dangerous. Maybe she should wait until Monaco came out of the apartment in the morning, intercept her, and talk to her about the danger she was in.
She laughed at the cautious thought. It wasn’t as if she could stake out the house from a giant flashy motorcycle. Somebody would probably call the cops right away. A Harley was not designed to blend in.
“Destination on right,” the cheery GPS woman told her, and Sofia rolled to a stop next to a cracked sidewalk. A ramshackle wooden house with its windows ablaze looked back at her. The whole structure seemed ready to collapse at any second—brown paint peeled off weathered gray boards, plants overflowed from sagging gutters, a window had been broken and boarded up, and dirty white curtains covered the windows. A droopy oak stood in the front yard, casting a shadow against the side of the house, and a for sale sign tilted at a crazy angle. A rusted Impala with no license plate was parked on the street. Easy to see why no one wanted to buy the place. It was the house in every haunted-house movie she’d ever seen.
Sofia double checked the address Brandi had given her against the mailbox. They matched. Maybe Brandi was messing with her. No way would someone like Monaco be caught dead at this address. Monaco did not slum.
She should take the Harley to her mother’s house, borrow her car, and come back later in the day with Aidan, just in case there was something to see. The last thing she should do was go to a haunted house, knock on the door, and explain what she was doing there to a complete stranger.
She told herself to pull it together. This wasn’t a Scooby Doo episode. She was on a street in one of the most expensive neighborhoods in the world. She could probably throw a stone through any window and the cops would be there in a minute, sirens blazing. It was a miracle that the neighbors hadn’t bought the old shack and torn it down.
A ghost-like white figure scuttled across the sidewalk toward her, and she jumped. It was probably just a plastic bag being blown by the wind. It drifted over to her boot. She climbed off the bike and pulled off her helmet to get a better look. It wasn’t a ghost. It was a little dog.
She held her hand down for the dog to sniff. It wagged its little tail. In the light spilling from the front windows the fur was dirty gray, the ears darker.
“Can I pick you up, little fellow?” she whispered.
The dog’s tail wagged faster, and she took that as a yes.
She scooped up the little bundle. It didn’t have a collar. Its once white fur was matted, an oak leaf was stuck in the fur on its belly. “Been living rough for a while?”
The dog snuffled at the back of her hand, and she wished she had some food. She bet it would like Fred’s bologna. Gently, she worked the leaf free and let it drop to the sidewalk. With one finger she brushed the fur away from those dark brown eyes. In spite of the state of its coat, the dog was bright-eyed and healthy-looking. It shook its head, and the light caught on its ears. They had an undertone of pink.
“Snow Cone?” she whispered.
The dog yapped and wagged its tail furiously.
Craig’s body had been found at an abandoned house in Laurel Canyon, and that was miles away. She could never have walked this far, but maybe Snow Cone wasn’t the only little white dog with pink ears in Los Angeles. She should take the dog to Jenna and have her identify it. She flipped it over. It was a girl, like Snow Cone, but that didn’t prove anything. Still, Sofia knew she was already convinced.
A distinctive laugh came from the house: a donkey’s bray. Monaco’s. The laugh ended in a whimper.
Sofia put down the dog and tried to dial Brendan’s number, but she either didn’t have any connectivity up here, or her old phone wasn’t working. Whichever, she couldn’t expect help from that quarter.
She dialed 911. Sure, she’d look stupid trying to explain why she was calling, but it was better to look stupid than to let something happen to Monaco. Her phone screen went black. She suddenly remembered why she’d bought a new one.
Every house on the street was dark, which wasn’t surprising at this hour of the morning. No help there. Maybe she should take the dog and drive until she got cellular connectivity and dial 911 from there.
Something that sounded like a slap came through the window of the haunted house, then a whimper. Someone was hitting Monaco.
Time for Plan A. Sofia looked across the street to a well-kept ranch house with a sign from an alarm company by the front door. She hoped the sign wasn’t a decoy. Some people put up signs without installing an alarm system. Only one way to find out.
She stooped down, picked up a stone, and pitched it at the house. The stone clattered against the siding and fell to the ground. She picked up another stone, aimed more carefully, threw it, and was rewarded by the sound of breaking glass. An alarm blared.
Good enough. In a neighborhood like this, that sound should bring the cops right away.
“Stay,” she whispered to Snow Cone. The dog sat and looked at her. She should probably sit tight, too, and wait for the police to arrive. But what if the people inside the house heard the alarm, too, and left with Monaco?
She remembered an old Half Pint Detective plot where she’d marked a car so that it would be easier to follow. She hurried over to the Impala and crouched behind it. Nobody was watching her. With a quick swing, she broke out the right rear taillight with Brandi’s helmet. Red glass fell into the street. She moved closer to the house to listen, and Snow Cone followed her.
“Hold still,” hissed an unfamiliar voice from inside.
“I thought we were going to party.” Monaco’s words were slurred and slow. She sounded even more stoned than she had at Waves.
“Tighten the band,” said the voice. “I need a good vein.”
He was going to inject Monaco with something, maybe even overdose her as someone had Craig Williams.
The street was still empty. Nobody was coming to the rescue. At least, not in time.
She wanted to run in and help Monaco, but she didn’t dare. She didn’t know how many people were in the house, or if they were armed. Fighting wasn’t an option. But she didn’t need to fight them, just stall them until the cops came about the broken window across the street.
She picked up a stone and tossed it at the living room window of the dilapidated house. The sound of glass shattering told her that she’d broken her third window in the last two days. She’d turned into quite a vandal.
She backed away from the car toward the drooping oak in the front yard. That ought to give her some cover, although if they looked out of their window, they’d be sure to see the Harley. It couldn’t be overlooked, any more than Brandi could.
“What the fuck was that?” a man inside yelled.
She reached the safety of the tree. From this angle, she was invisible to anyone in the house. At least, she hoped she was.
Then Snow Cone ran up to her, barking.
She put a finger to her lips to tell the dog to be quiet. Apparently Snow Cone didn’t know sign language because she kept barking. The alarm from the ranch house across the street went silent. They must be up. Hopefully, they’d call the cops about the rock in their living room right away.
But what if they didn’t?




CHAPTER 28
T  he front door of the house banged open and she backed further into the shadow of the tree. But she didn’t need to. The man who came out of the house didn’t look in her direction.
He dragged Monaco along by her hand.
“Slow down!” Monaco said. “Everything is slow and dreamy. I want to curl up in a soft bed.”
“Soon,” the man said. It was too dark to see his face so that she could describe him later, but he was taller than Monaco, maybe about five nine, and skeletally thin with dark hair. Either he was ill, or he was an addict, too.
Whoever he was, he clearly wasn’t Polly or Gus. Maybe Monaco had found her own trouble that had nothing to do with Waves.
The man dragged Monaco to the Impala and pushed her inside. Sofia worried when he rounded the back of the car, but he didn’t notice the broken taillight or the red shards of plastic on the pavement. He didn’t even notice Brandi’s Harley.
“Snow Cone,” he called, in a sing-song voice. “Come here, baby!”
So much for Monaco finding her own trouble.
The man whistled. Snow Cone gave Sofia one last anxious look, then trotted across the lawn and jumped into the car. They sped off into the night.
Sofia ran to the Harley, pulled on her helmet, let them get a good head start, and pulled out after them. The Harley was so loud that she hung back to keep them from hearing it.
While she drove, she figured things out. That guy was going to kill Monaco. He’d killed Craig Williams and stolen his dog. He might not be Polly or Gus, but he was probably someone they’d hired to do their dirty work.
She opened up more space, letting a car get between her and the Impala. The broken taillight made it easy to spot. Not that she really needed it. The road was pretty empty this late at night.
The Impala stopped in front of another house with a for sale sign in front of it. This guy must have a list of empty houses where he could do whatever he planned without being disturbed. Maybe he cruised around, hunting for places to kill party girls.
She tooled by on the Harley because it was too late to stop. The couple in the car didn’t seem to notice her. She rounded a corner, made sure she couldn’t see the house and they couldn’t see her, and stopped.
“Please,” she whispered, and pulled out her phone. It had rebooted itself, and it had a bar of coverage. She took off her helmet and dialed Aidan’s number.
“Where are you?” he yelled. “We’re at some abandoned house with a broken window. The alarm-company cops are here, too.”
“Lock in on my phone signal and send them here,” she said. “He’s got Monaco inside the house. Send the cavalry.”
“What house? What’s your address?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I followed them here on Brandi’s motorcycle, and I didn’t see.”
“Stand down,” he said. “Wait for us in a position of safety.”
That sounded like a great idea, but the guy in there had Monaco, and every second might count.
“What street are you on? Do you see any street numbers?”
Her cell phone died again. She missed the new phone, the one that had worked perfectly until it was killed by the Pacific Ocean.
“Drop the phone and raise your hands!”
“The phone doesn’t work anyway.” She dropped it, feeling a certain satisfaction when it cracked against the asphalt. She raised her hands.
“Turn around.”
She still couldn’t see his face, but his emaciated frame was enough to prove that he was the man who had taken Monaco. Her heart raced, and she could barely breathe.
“Walk forward,” he said.
She started walking. She had to pull it together. If this were a movie, what would she do? Whatever was in the script, and she would know in advance whether she was going to live or die. Not good enough.
She fought against panic. She had to stay calm, or she would die. Maybe if she pretended that this was just a movie, that it wasn’t real, she would find the courage to stall him until Aidan found her, or she could see an opening to save her own life.
“You want to let me go,” she said.
“Because you’re famous?” He pointed back around the curve toward the house. “The little half pint is playing a real detective now.”
“I’m flattered you recognized me.” She walked as slowly as she could. If she stalled him long enough, Aidan might arrive with the cavalry. Or he might not, since her phone had probably died before he could lock in on her signal.
“I saw you slumming in Waves with Miss Monaco Jane.”
She could see the house now. It wasn’t much nicer than the last one. It was a single-story ranch, dilapidated and ready to fall down. “The last guy who tried to kill me wanted my autograph first.”
If he gave her a pen, maybe she could attack him with it.
“I think I’ll pass on that one, thanks.”
She crossed the yard in a dream, mounted the stairs, and put her foot through the boards of the front porch. She yelped in surprise and pain.
“Damn it,” he said. “Get out of there.”
“I’m trying,” she said, but she wasn’t. So long as he wasn’t going to shoot her for not moving, she was going to stay right there where anyone passing on the street might see her. She moved her leg back and forth. “I’m stuck.”
Snow Cone came out of the open front door and licked her hand.
“Shut up,” the man ordered.
She wasn’t sure if he meant her or the dog, but she shut up. So did Snow Cone.
The light from the streetlamp fell across his face when he moved, and she recognized him. His face was thinner than it had been, his cheekbones sharp against the tight skin of his face. He looked more like a skeleton than a person, but she knew him at once. She’d seen him in the picture in Polly’s office, in the picture in Rocky Hannaford’s living room with his face turned, and in the documentary.
Oliver.
She was so surprised that she forgot she was supposed to be pretending to get herself out of the hole. She stood stock still and stared at him.
Gus must have lied about the identification. She remembered Aidan’s voice telling her that Gus took out one thousand dollars in cash every week, and nobody knew where it went. She knew now. It went to his son.
The timing of the murders made sense now, too. Gus had stopped paying him when the business started to go under, then Polly had been put into Craig’s will. Craig had died not long after, and money had started to flow to Oliver again. It had stopped once more when Polly invested all her money in the new facility. So, that was why Monaco had to die. Oliver needed more money.
That was how he’d chosen this house. As a realtor, he knew where the secluded places were, how to find empty houses, and how to get inside.
Great. Now that she’d put everything together, she was going to die anyway. Even worse, Aidan wouldn’t know that she’d solved the case. He wouldn’t give her enough credit. A giggle threatened to spill out of her, but she bit her lip hard to keep it in. This wasn’t the time to get hysterical. This was the time to think.
“Just pull your damn foot out!” Oliver ordered.
“I can’t.” In fact, she could. Her thrashing had broken the boards that had originally pinned her foot. If she tried, she could easily pull her foot out, but she felt safer out there on the porch than with him in the house.
Monaco waved from the couch in the living room. “Sofia! Did you come to party?”
“We’re in danger, Monaco,” Sofia called. “Come help me.”
Monaco laughed her donkey laugh and rested her head on the back of a ratty brown sofa. She was going to be about as helpful as she always was.
“You can’t hurt her,” Sofia said. “Her father will come after you with everything he has. He’ll contest any will. You’ll be tied up in litigation longer than Anna Nicole Smith.”
“Will I?” Oliver laughed. “How would you know that? You’re not a lawyer. You didn’t even play one on TV.”
“That’s a good one.” She forced a laugh. Every second she kept him talking gave Aidan time to find her. Or maybe a car would pass by and the driver would see the drama playing out in the front yard. “I know because he told me so today.”
“You visited my father?” Monaco lifted her head again. “In the big house with the ocean view? Isn’t Bristol adorable?”
“That guy really knows what he’s doing,” Sofia said.
“We hired him away from a British noble house,” Monaco said. “He costs a fortune!”
“Totally worth it,” Sofia said.
“Stop talking!” Oliver waved the gun at Sofia. “And start moving.”
“The police will be all over you and your mother,” Sofia said.
“Like my mother knows anything.” Oliver grimaced. “Pull your foot out.”
Maybe Polly was innocent. Maybe she did think that Craig had died of an overdose, just like everyone else did.
“What about your father? They can arrest him, too, you know.”
Oliver shrugged. “He gets what he gets. Him and my mom should have supported me all along. Not practice tough love and kick me out onto the streets like Mom, and even Dad only gives me dribs and drabs of money. They’re my parents. They owe me.”
She was starting to feel sorry for Polly and Gus. Oliver was kind of an asshole, which made sense because he was also kind of a murderer.
“They shouldn’t be wasting money on a rehab clinic. Hell, a chain of rehab clinics. They should help me first. Me.”
“You bet your ass they should!” Monaco called from the living room.
“Last chance or you die on the porch.” He raised the gun.
She stumbled forward, letting her second foot slide off the boards until it was trapped next to the first. She now stood halfway up to her knees in the floor. “I’m stuck. Maybe if you gave me a hand?”
She aimed for a little sheepish. Not someone who worried about being shot, or someone thinking of getting away. Just one person trapped in a floor to another. It could happen to anyone. Snow Cone licked her hand and whined.
“For God’s sake, shut up!” Oliver glared at the dog. “I should have left you where I found you.”
So he’d taken Snow Cone from Craig after Craig had died. Jenna was right—Snow Cone would never have abandoned her master.
Snow Cone whimpered, then sat quietly next to Sofia. Whatever happened, she wouldn’t willingly leave Sofia either. Sofia picked up the little dog and held her against her chest. Her heart was racing.
Oliver tramped across the lawn. Dry grass crackled under his feet. “How hard can it be to pull your damn foot out of the floor?”
She put down Snow Cone and waited for Oliver to get close. The closer the better. Brendan always said that guns were range weapons. Never let a suspect get close when you have a gun or you lose your advantage.
He stormed up the steps, then picked his way over to her across the broken boards.
Snow Cone grabbed hold of his pant leg and tugged.
“Stop it, Snow Cone!” Oliver whined, like a little kid.
His distraction gave Sofia her opening.
She crashed her head up and forward, driving it straight into Oliver’s crotch. He folded up just like Aidan had in the office. It was a perfect Nutcracker. Violet would have been proud.
She twisted the gun out of his hand and shouldered him off the porch. He landed on the dirt, groaning.
Red and blue lights strobed, and a siren wailed. A yellow car streaked across the lawn. Its headlights blinded her, but she kept the gun aimed straight at Oliver’s writhing form.
Aidan was out of the car in a flash. He took a quick look at the situation, then knelt on Oliver’s back while he snapped on handcuffs.
“The Nutcracker? Man, I feel your pain,” Aidan said.
Monaco stumbled out of the building and leaned against the door jamb, gazing at the lights with a vacant smile.
Sofia set the gun on the porch and climbed out of the hole. Snow Cone licked her ankles. She’d torn them open when she’d fallen through the floor, and they were bleeding, but she’d be OK. She picked up the little dog and Snow Cone licked her face. Her tail was a little gray blur. She kissed the little dog’s dirty pink ears. “I’m taking you home, girl.”
Aidan hauled Oliver to his feet and handed him to the policemen who had made it across the lawn.
“How did you find me?” she asked. “My phone?”
He held out a hand to help her off the porch. “Brandi Basher’s Harley. We traced its GPS.”
“How did you get ahold of Brandi?”
“She gave me her number at the club while you were flashing the reporters.” Aidan grinned. “She scores really high on my date-ability list.”
She bet Brandi did.
Aidan put his arm around her shoulders, and she realized that her legs weren’t interested in holding her up. She staggered next to him, and he steered them toward the ambulance.
“What’s wrong with me?” she asked. “This never happens in the movies.”
“It’s adrenalin,” he said. “It’ll pass.”
She held Snow Cone against her chest, and the dog nuzzled her under the chin. Craig was right. She was an anti-anxiety dog.
“She went to bat for me.” She’d reached an ambulance and sat down on the back bumper. “She distracted him for me, even though he could have kicked her across the porch.”
“She’s a good dog,” Aidan said, and Snow Cone’s tail wagged in agreement.
Sofia closed her eyes and leaned back against the cold metal side of the ambulance. Snow Cone licked her neck, and she patted the dog’s matted fur without opening her eyes. That was why Craig had loved Snow Cone so much. The dog had loved him, unconditionally.
That was why Oliver had taken her. Dogs didn’t practice tough love. They only knew about soft love. She stroked Snow Cone’s head.
Aidan sat next to her and put his arm around her, anchoring her. Red and blue lights blinked against her closed eyes. Someone draped a silvery blanket over her shoulders, and someone else knelt down and touched her injured ankles.
She’d take the dog back to Jenna. It was the least she could do.




CHAPTER 29
Sofia held onto the wriggling furry body. She had seen Snow Cone a week ago, but the dog acted as if she’d been away a million years, barking and licking her face.
The dog was transformed. Her fur was snowy white again, and her ears bright purple. She wore a matching purple collar with the old heart tag on it, and she smelled like grape candy.
“She missed you!” Jenna still looked drawn, but she didn’t look as exhausted as the first time they’d met. Snow Cone was helping her to heal. That, and the knowledge that her brother hadn’t taken his own life, either on purpose or by accident.
“You look great!” Sofia dropped a kiss on Snow Cone’s head.
“I’m sleeping better now, but I still miss him. Snow Cone misses him, too. Every evening, she wanders to the side door, where Craig used to pick her up, and whimpers.”
Sofia cleared her throat. She wasn’t about to cry. It was just allergies.
“Thank you for believing that my brother didn’t kill himself.” Jenna pulled Snow Cone in close to her heart. “It doesn’t bring him back, but I’m glad to know that the guy who killed him isn’t out there killing anybody else, even someone as annoying as Monaco Jane.”
Sofia smiled. She and Jenna had become friends, and it was good to hear her joking about something. “Monaco’s actually getting her act together. She’s going to business school.”
“Good for her,” Jenna said. “What about the other bad girls you met in rehab?”
“Brandi Basher is being Brandi Basher, but she hasn’t OD’d or anything, so that’s good. She and Amber are up in Canada working on an album together.”
“Any news from the police?” Jenna seemed to think that Sofia had an inside track with them.
“Just what they told us last time: Oliver is in jail. They have enough evidence to indict him, but they can’t find anything that links Polly and Gus to the murders. They think his parents didn’t know what Oliver was up to.”
“I’ll be glad if Polly turns out to be innocent,” Jenna said. “I don’t want Craig to have been wrong about her. I want to believe that she really did care about him.”
“I don’t want Grandma Shortcake to be a manipulative killer either.”
Jenna laughed, and Snow Cone leaned toward Sofia. She took the warm little dog in her arms.
“Have you ever thought of getting a dog?” Jenna asked. “You’re great with her, and they’re good little sidekicks, always ready to back you up when you need them.”
Sofia remembered the dog’s wet tongue licking her when she was trapped in the floor, and how Snow Cone had tugged on Oliver’s pant leg to pull him away. The little dog had faced down a man with a gun for her. Who else would do that?
Names came into her head. Aidan and Brendan. Her mom. And Emily. She wiped away a few stray tears. She couldn’t really blame those on allergies, but she didn’t care.
“This one’s a brave little puppy,” she said. “But, right now, I’ve got all the backup I need.”
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