














Praise for MATCH


“There is nothing better than a murder mystery that keeps you guessing right up until the very end, and Match does exactly that. I loved the way Peele accurately captured the complexity and beauty of paired-exchange transplantation while keeping the reader thoroughly entertained.”


—CAROLYN LIGHT, MPA, Executive Director of Transplant, UCSF and an altruistic paired exchange living-kidney-donor


“It is so refreshing and entertaining to read a mystery that accurately portrays kidney transplantation and the nuances of the paired-exchange process. A great read!”


—GARET HIL, founder of the National Kidney Registry


“When I first read Cut, I was hooked. Now, with her second book in this series, Match, I have renewed my Amy S. Peele fan club membership! Match will take you on a wild ride of friendship thrust into the world of donor transplants, politics, murder, and survival!”


—JANE UBELL-MEYER, founder of Bedside Reading


“In Match we are plunged back into the unshakable friendship of the characters we met in Cut. Peele offers a story that is straight from the heart and still manages to inform us about the world of organ transplantation. A warm and wonderful read.”


—BETSY GRAZIANI FASBINDER, award-winning author of Filling Her Shoes: A Memoir of an Inherited Family




Praise for Amy S. Peele and her Award-Winning Medical Mystery CUT


“CUT follows an absorbing tale, through realistic and medically accurate transplant procedures, down a path of mystery, intrigue, and danger, from medical rounds to organ procurement organizations to surgical operating rooms; from San Francisco, to Miami, to Chicago. And what otherwise seemed to be a coincidence, turns out to be a murderous conspiracy. A page turner to the end!”


—KENNETH MORITSUGU, MD, MPH, FACPM, former Surgeon General of the United States, First International Transplantation Ambassador


“CUT is a suspenseful mystery whose story is an engaging way to shed light on the enormously challenging and complicated system of organ donation and distribution in our country.”


—SUSAN HILDRETH, former Director of the Institute of Museum and Library Services Currently Professor of Practice, University of Washington Information School


“With CUT, Amy Peele has entered the medical mystery arena with a home run. When a couple of amateur sleuths delve into the world of organ transplantation, the result is a breath-taking race against time to ensure the integrity of the national system. Travel with these two daring ladies as they seek justice in a gripping nonstop ride that you can’t put down. A realistic medical thriller!”


—MARK AEDER, MD, Transplant Surgeon, University Hospitals, Cleveland Medical Center Cleveland, Ohio


“A terrific read. True to life in terms of the medical descriptions. Fortunately, the theme is pure fantasy but great entertainment.”


—DR. NANCY ASCHER, professor of Surgery, UCSF


“A patient awaiting organ transplantation faces death if an organ isn’t available in time. Ms. Peele’s plot of her exciting novel is based upon a nefarious approach by a desperate patient to get an organ. While enjoying the ride, the reader should keep in mind how desperate the real-world situation is for these patients in need.”


—JOHN PAUL ROBERTS, professor of Surgery, UCSF


“Amy Peele combines her vast medical knowledge with a love of writing to create something new: a murder mystery with a purpose. The diabolical characters will keep you guessing, and the message about the importance of organ donation may save lives.”


—DEBRA ENGLE, best-selling author of The Only Little Prayer You Need


“CUT is the kind of murder mystery that can be eaten like candy. A little suspense, a little humor, a little romance, and a double scoop of friendship between the two sassy main characters. A fun read and a great escape.”


—BETSY GRAZIANI FASBINDER, author of Fire & Water and Filling Her Shoes
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This book is dedicated to:


All 468,000 patients on dialysis and 103,179 people awaiting a kidney transplant.


All the living donors who had the courage to step up and improve the lives of others, thus making a deceased donor organ available to those without a living donor.


The National Kidney Registry (NKR) started in 2007 by a father, Garet Hil and wife Jan, whose kidneys did not match their ten- year-old daughter. Garet created a system that is used throughout the USA. NKR has facilitated over 4,500 living kidney donor transplants.


All the donor families, who made the hardest decision in their lives, when they lost a loved one and decided to donate their loved ones’ organs and tissues.


And finally, to the dedicated professionals who work in the dialysis units caring for patients as they get dialyzed three times a week. Many people on dialysis don’t have the option of receiving a kidney transplant. You are truly their lifeline.





Chapter 1


Tightly squeezing Kayla’s nostrils closed, the hooded figure poured the last of the second glass of opioid-laced milk down her throat and threw the cup across the floor of the abandoned basement. Kayla slumped forward, hands tied behind the chair, her body colliding with the cement floor. Blood oozed from her head. Ignoring the non-stop buzzing of her cell phone, the assailant shuffled up the basement stairs and outside.


Driving far away from the scene, Kayla’s captor ripped off latex gloves and tossed them out the window.


• • •


Sarah Golden slammed her fist down on her desk. This was the tenth time she had left a message for Kayla in the past hour. She checked the time: 10:30 p.m. “Another exciting Saturday night for me,” she muttered. It was far too late to be at her office on a weekend, but it was the only time she could get her desk work done at the transplant center without countless interruptions and meetings.


She shut down her computer and left her office in an angry huff. When she got home, Sarah poured herself a glass of merlot and soaked in her hot tub. At least I have Sunday dinner with Jackie and Laura to look forward to, she thought.


• • •


Early Sunday night, Sarah was heading out of her San Francisco apartment when her cell phone rang. She glanced at the caller ID and saw that it was her boss, Dr. Bower, the chief of the San Francisco Global Organ Transplant Institute. “Hi, Dr. Bower. What’s up?”


“Hi, Sarah. I just received a disturbing call from Dr. Santos, at the Miami International Transplant Institute, about Kayla, our living-donor coordinator.” Dr. Bower seemed to be struggling to get the words out; Sarah rarely heard him sound so shaken.


“What happened? I know she was checking on her grandmother in Miami. She’s been ill for a long time.”


Dr. Bower continued, “She was brought into the Miami ER yesterday with an opioid overdose and was declared brain-dead. Santos just transplanted her liver and both of her kidneys into recipients.”


Sarah’s knees buckled under her, and she collapsed onto the couch in her living room. “Oh my God, I can’t believe this! I knew we were getting more organs from the opioid crisis, but I never thought it would be from one of our own.”


“Dr. Santos told me the local police are investigating the case as a possible homicide and will contact us as soon as they know anything more. I never pegged Kayla as someone who’d be into drugs. Did you?” Dr. Bower asked.


“Not in a million years. It doesn’t mix with how I experienced her, but I only knew her over the last year.”


Sarah also couldn’t help remembering that when she had met Kayla a year earlier, Kayla had made it clear that she thought of Sarah as just another manager who’d quit in a couple of years, and that it would be best if Sarah just left her alone to do her job. And she wasn’t all that charming about it either.


“I worked with her for over fifteen years and never saw any signs of drug addiction. I guess you just never know. Anyway, I gave Santos your contact info for the Miami PD, so you’ll be hearing from a detective. You’ll need to call an all-staff meeting first thing in the morning. Just tell them she died—no other details until we hear from the Miami PD. And you’ll need to reassign her caseload so her patients don’t get lost in the shuffle,” Dr. Bower directed.


Miami. Couldn’t it be anywhere but there? Sarah thought. “Shit!” she said aloud, before she could stop herself.


“What is it?” Dr. Bower asked.


“I’m sorry, Dr. Bower.” Get it together, Golden, she commanded herself. “Yes, I’ll call a staff meeting and reassign her cases first thing. Keep me posted.”


Dr. Bower went on, “Kayla was a real workhorse, and very clinically astute; she got our living-kidney-donor program off the ground. I know the coordinators never got along with her, but the docs will miss her. This is a huge loss for our program and our patients. I’m sorry to have to give you such bad news. You okay?”


“I’ve never encountered this type of situation before, but I’m okay. I’ll see you tomorrow and let you know how the staff meeting goes. Good night, Dr. Bower.”


“Good night, Sarah.”


When Sarah felt as if she could finally stand again, she grabbed her car keys, locked her apartment door, and headed downstairs. She hopped into her beaten-up Toyota sedan and started driving in a daze toward the Golden Gate Bridge.


Sarah hadn’t been to Jackie’s house for dinner in over a year. A stay-at-home mom, Jackie usually preferred to spend her free time taking getaways to the city and they’d usually go out to eat and sometimes to a local comedy show. But tonight, Jackie had invited her to come for a Sunday supper in Marin with her wife, Laura, while their eight-year-old son, Wyatt, was at his friends’ house. Based on her last conversation with Jackie, Sarah knew something was up with Wyatt’s health, but Jackie insisted they discuss all the details in person. I hope nothing is seriously wrong with him. I don’t think I could take it if something happens with Wyatt, Sarah thought as she drove.


When she pulled into Jackie and Laura’s San Rafael driveway and got out of her car, the yelling coming from inside the house stopped her in her tracks. She recognized Jackie’s voice immediately: “You’re never home! You have no idea what it’s like to run this household and take care of Wyatt now that he’s sick.”


“You’re the one who wanted to be the stay-at-home mom, Jackie. I would never have agreed if I had known you would turn into a raging bitch!” Laura yelled.


Sarah waited for a moment, then knocked and walked into the cozy two-story bungalow.


“Hi, guys. I’m here, and I have fancy wine.” She had been planning to share the news about Kayla, but now clearly wasn’t a good time.


Jackie hugged her and said, “That wine won’t touch what we’ve got going on here. I have rum for me and gin for you, my friend.”


Laura peeked out of the kitchen and said, “Hey, Sarah, we’re just having one of our usual Sunday ‘swear and it’s not fair’ fests. What can I get you?”


“A martini sounds wonderful. Something smells good.” Sarah handed Jackie the wine.


“I’ll make the drinks. Laura, what would you like?” Jackie asked coldly.


“I’ll be fine with some of Sarah’s wine. Hey, is that the wine you and Handsome bought from Cline?”


“Gee, Laura, thanks for bringing that up as soon as I walk in the door.”


“I didn’t know you were still sensitive. You’ve never been one for happily ever after; I just figured this was one more for the road,” Laura said, as she walked back into the kitchen.


Sarah raised her eyebrows at Jackie. Sarah had fallen for the guy they called Officer Handsome, a Miami detective, a year earlier. They had tried to make their long-distance relationship work, but it had ended six months ago, over the phone.


“I think we should have a cocktail out in the backyard and forget my wife just said that.” Jackie prepared the drinks and motioned for Sarah to follow her. Once they were seated at the patio table, Jackie raised her glass. “Sorry Laura is so mean. I’m still paying for our escapades from last year, even though she said she forgave me. Not!”


Sarah took a large sip of her martini, “I wish it could have worked out, really. I have bad karma when it comes to relationships. What tanker crawled up her ass, anyway?”


Jackie laughed, “Going big, Golden. A tanker? Wow, did you see one under the Golden Gate Bridge on your way over?”


“Matter of fact, I saw three—two coming in and one heading out to sea. I bet if we really wanted to disappear, we could get on one of those babies as ship nurses and get the hell out of here forever.” Sarah took another long sip of her cocktail and felt her shoulders begin to drop from around her ears. Then she looked more closely at her best friend’s eyes and noticed the dark circles under them. “What’s going on, Jack? Is Wyatt all right?”


“Not really. We had an appointment with a pediatric nephrologist, and it looks like his kidney disease is accelerating. Laura and I need your advice and help. It seems highly likely he’ll have to go on dialysis and eventually need a kidney transplant. Finally, your friendship will pay off after I met you all those years ago in nursing school.”


Sarah knew Jackie was trying to lighten the exchange between them, but all she could see was the sadness in her friend’s eyes. “Holy shit. Have you gotten a second opinion?”


“That was what yesterday was about. So, yes—and it was the same prognosis.”


Laura opened the sliding glass doors that connected the patio to the dining area and said, “Dinner’s ready. I can see Jackie is bringing you up to speed about Wyatt. Let’s eat, I made my famous chicken cacciatore.”


The rich, garlicky aroma emanating from the kitchen made Sarah’s mouth water. Even in times of crisis, her appetite never failed her. Laura placed the chicken and a basket of garlic bread on the table and after they had all served themselves, asked, “How much do you know, Sarah?” She paused and took a bite of her chicken. “This may be my best yet.”


“I know that Wyatt may have to go on dialysis and possibly get a transplant. Which, by the way, doesn’t need to be the order of things. Wyatt can avoid the whole dialysis thing if we manage his care well.” Sarah sampled her chicken. “Wow, this is delicious.” Then she added, “Have you guys heard of a pre-emptive transplant?”


Laura cleared her throat. “I went to medical school, Sarah. I know what it is, and I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m a doctor and you’re a nurse, as is my wife.”


Sarah saw a vein in Jackie’s neck began to bulge. Trying to resist the urge to yell herself, Sarah spoke slowly: “Laura, you haven’t practiced medicine or surgery since you graduated. No assistant medical examiner has a clue about how a transplant program works, so I think I may know just a little more than you do about the specifics here.”


She took a deep breath, then continued, “I think, for the sake of Wyatt, we should all try to work together. But I need to tell you both that I’m pretty freaked out right now. Before I left my apartment, I got a call from Bower. One of our coordinators overdosed on opioids and was declared brain-dead. They donated her organs in Miami.”


“That’s horrible!” Laura said. “No wonder you’re freaked out. Are you okay to stay to talk about Wyatt’s case? We can pick this up another time if you’re distracted.”


“No, no, I want to stay. And I want to help any way I can. We definitely need to discuss Wyatt’s case. The news just took me aback.”


Laura continued, “I want to take his completed workup to the transplant institute in Miami. I’m sure you’re aware they’re the best pediatric kidney program in the country. Your team came in second.”


Sarah just shook her head and looked over at Jackie, who was finishing her cocktail. “Our results are the same as Miami’s, Laura. Their lead pediatric kidney transplant surgeon trained with us. I think I’d know who has the best results. I don’t know why you’d want to make Wyatt leave his hometown and fly across the country for practically the same care.”


Jackie stood up. “Just for the record, I am not in support of Wyatt going anywhere else but your place, but my wife is insisting we have two different programs evaluate him,” she said, as she poured herself a second drink.


“I can have our pediatric nurse practitioner, Mary, call you first thing tomorrow so we can get you both typed and cross-matched to see if either one of you is a good match. I’m assuming you’d both want to be considered as possible living kidney donors,” Sarah offered.


“Of course we would. Since Laura carried Wyatt, I’m guessing she’d be the best match, but if I am, you know I’m there, Sarah,” Jackie said.


“Have either of you heard of a paired exchange?” Sarah asked.


Laura answered, “Let’s say I am a healthy donor but don’t match Wyatt, then I would give my kidney to a different person who matched my kidney and their living donor would give their kidney to Wyatt.”


“I couldn’t have explained it better myself. We do those types of transplants all the time. I think we’ll want you both to come to the transplant institute to get your and Wyatt’s blood drawn, and then we can go from there. I’ll have Mary call Jackie, as I’m guessing she’ll be doing the daily management.”


“Well, one of us has to work to pay the bills, so, yes, Jackie will be the primary point person.” Sarah watched Jackie wince with her wife’s nasty barb. “However, we’ll be making all of Wyatt’s decisions together. I’m guessing Jackie’s weight will prohibit her from being considered as a donor, so we won’t need to get her cross-matched.”


Sarah glanced at Jackie and saw her turned-down mouth. I can’t believe how condescending Laura is to Jackie, she thought. How long has this been going on? Jackie might have been over-weight, but her BMI was likely borderline, which meant she could still be a donor candidate. Sarah knew that Jackie was healthy; she just didn’t favor exercise. But this wasn’t the time or place for Sarah to address this issue. Mary would work with the entire family.


The front door slammed, and Wyatt walked into the kitchen, “Aunt Sarah!” He ran into Sarah’s arms and gave her a big hug. “Are you spending the night?”


“Not this time, you have school in the morning and I have to work.”


As Sarah brushed Wyatt’s brown hair back from his forehead, she could see that his color was pale and his eight-year-old-body was thinner than she remembered. “You’re getting so tall, buddy. I bet you’re making all the baskets on your basketball team.”


“Nope, my moms made me quit, I’m bruising too easy.” Wyatt’s sweet face melted Sarah’s heart.


When Jackie went over to give Wyatt a hug an open bag of Reese’s Pieces fell out of his pocket and spilled all over the floor. “Wyatt! You know you can’t eat peanut butter and chocolate. We’ve gone over this with you before.” Jackie firmly stated.


“How much did you eat?” Laura took him by his shoulders, looking him directly in his eyes.


“I ate a couple handfuls, like the rest of my friends. You’re making a big deal over nothing.” Wyatt snapped back.


Sarah’s eyes widened, she hadn’t seen this side of Wyatt before.


“That candy is high in phosphorus and potassium, and your kidneys can’t get rid of it. It builds up in your blood.” Laura declared.


“Whatever.” Wyatt replied flippantly looking away from Laura.


“No, not whatever. That candy can make your heart beat really fast, and we might not be able to slow it down. Then we’d have to take you to the emergency room.”


“Why can’t I be like a regular kid? This sucks.” He started up the stairs. Sarah watched Wyatt, his head hanging low. “Bye, Aunt Sarah,” he mumbled.


Laura followed him.


Sarah turned to Jackie, “Looks like our sweet boy is disappearing fast.”


“He’s still sweet sometimes. Our house is not a fun place to be right now. Laura is gone before he wakes up and gets home after he’s in bed. It’s been a constant battle watching what he eats and drinks.”


“I’m sure it’s no fun being the police mom all the time.” Sarah said as she stood up and walked toward the front door, Jackie followed her.


“I’m so sorry for Laura’s behavior. She’s been impossible since this whole thing with Wyatt started and she got her promotion. It’s just too much. She’s taking out her anger on me.” Jackie sighed.


“I’m always here for you, Jack.” Sarah gave her friend a long hug. “We’ll get through this together. We’ve survived worse things and lived to tell the tale. Not everyone can talk their way out of a Mexican jail, right?”


Jackie laughed. “We were much younger and prettier back then, but, yes, we survived.”


Sarah reached over and hugged Jackie again. “I love you.”


“I love you too my friend. Drive safe.” Jackie walked back into the house.


As Sarah drove back over the bridge, she started to tear up thinking about Wyatt. He was the closest thing she would ever have to a son. She’d help Jackie get him back to his healthy, fun-kid self.


She knew Jackie and Laura had a solid relationship; she’d been in their lives since they’d met, nine years earlier. There were times when Sarah and Jackie’s annual escapades had pushed Laura to her limit. It was nice that Jackie had a family to come home to—something Sarah had allowed herself to hope for when things had been going well with her and Handsome, but that now seemed like a distant dream.


She thought about when Handsome had come out to see her the first time and booked a hotel room. Courteously, he had not assumed he would stay with her, but he’d said, “I’ll wait as long as I need to, Sarah Golden. I haven’t met anyone I felt this strongly about in a long time.”


“Me neither,” Sarah had responded. “It’s been a very long time for me too.”


When Handsome kissed her that night, her whole body had tingled, and before long they were staying regularly at each other’s places, hers in San Francisco and his in Miami.


She met his sister and her sons, whose dad had left them when the boys were very young. Handsome was their surrogate father, and that was eventually the deal breaker between them. Sarah was with Handsome in San Francisco when his sister called in hysterics. She watched his face, and when he hung up, his sad eyes met Sarah’s. “I have to leave tonight. My nephew ran away yesterday; they found him, but my sister can’t work full-time and parent both those boys alone without my help. I’m so sorry, honey.”


When he said that, something shifted inside Sarah. “I thought you had that interview with the SF police department this week.”


Handsome held Sarah’s face with both hands and gazed into her eyes. “I’ll have to reschedule it. I need to get home and settle things down and then come back out. You know I love you—just give me a little more time.”


She drove him to the airport that night and, after their long embrace, watched him walk through the doors. She loved him too, and her gut told her to be patient, but her brain said this wasn’t going to work out. He would never be able to relocate to San Francisco under these circumstances, and she wasn’t willing to move to Miami. Jackie, Laura, and Wyatt were family. She couldn’t leave them.


There were many San Francisco/Miami phone calls after that last departure. The final time, she called him to invite him to a transplant gala. “Hello, boyfriend. I just bought a very sexy dress, and all I need is a date. You busy next Saturday? I’ll make it worth your while,” she said, picturing how good he would look in a tuxedo.


“That’s the best offer I’ve gotten in a long time, but I promised the boys I’d take them away for a three-day fishing trip so my sister can get some time off. I’m so sorry. How about I fly out the weekend after and take you to a nice restaurant to make it up to you?”


Sarah’s stomach sank. This is how it’s always going to be, isn’t it? I’m always going to be competing with his nephews, she thought.


“Hello, Sarah, are you there?” Handsome asked.


“I’m here. Of course, I understand—you can’t bail on them and your sister. You have responsibilities that will keep you in Miami for a long time. I think we need to take a break until the boys graduate from high school in three years and then see if we still have something. I guess our timing was off.” Tears welled up in her eyes.


“Come on, Sarah—you know we have something here. I’m just asking you to be patient. I love you,” Handsome pleaded.


“You know I care deeply for you, but your nephews really need you now, and it’s not a job you can do long-distance. Let’s be honest. Better we end things amicably before resentment takes over and it gets ugly. You’re doing the right thing. I need a break, so let’s agree not to talk for a while. I have to go now.”


Sarah hung up, cupped her hands over her face, and started to sob. She could see Handsome calling her back as she turned off her phone.


• • •


The morning after her dinner at Jackie and Laura’s, Sarah called the entire kidney staff together in the transplant auditorium. Her heart beat rapidly and her throat felt dry as she approached the lectern and said, “Good morning team.” She took a drink of water, cleared her throat, and continued, “I know you’re all busy, but I needed to share that, sadly, one of our team members, Kayla Newman, passed away. Dr. Bower was notified yesterday.”


Sarah took another drink of water and scanned the group, many of whom were scrolling through their phones, not even glancing up toward the front of the room. A few were talking in the back row and seemed to be chuckling. Sarah knew Kayla hadn’t been close to many staff, including her—but still, she would have thought the death of a teammate would upset some of them. She had taken Dr. Bower’s words to heart and decided not to tell everyone just yet about how Kayla had died or that she was an organ donor.


“I will be meeting with the living-donor-kidney team after this to reassign her cases so that our patients and their families continue to get the best care we can provide. Any questions?”


One of the younger coordinators stood up. “Where can we send a condolence card? Kayla was very kind to me; she just finished training me before she went to visit her grandmother.”


“I don’t have a next-of-kin contact yet, but I’ll let you know when I find out. Thanks for coming everyone. If anyone has any other questions, please come see me in my office.”


As Sarah walked past some of the staff, she overheard a few coordinators talking: “Kayla was so mean to everyone. She got that one nurse fired. I hope they have the funeral in Miami; at least her grandmother will be there.”


The other responded, “If it’s here, they’ll probably make us go. Remember what she did to that poor IT guy, Ned? He was in tears after she humiliated him in front of the whole team. She always seemed mad at someone.”


Sarah slowed down, pretending to check her phone as they walked past her. Before they were out of earshot, one of them said, “Let’s go get a cup of coffee before we go back to the coal mine.” They all laughed and disappeared from sight. Sarah paused. She had no idea just how much Kayla was disliked. People can sure hold a grudge. But still, the death of a teammate should have stirred at least a look up from a Twitter scroll.


She stopped in the cafeteria for a cup of coffee and returned to her office, where she paged Mary to get her going on Wyatt’s case. The voicemail light on her desk phone was blinking, and she listened as woman’s voice came through: “Hello, this is Detective Lupe Campos from the Miami Police Department. I need you to call me as soon as possible regarding the death of Kayla Newman.” The detective left Sarah her phone number, then hung up.


It’s only Monday morning, and I have a dead coordinator, a Miami detective is calling me, my best friend’s marriage is on the rocks, and a sick kid on my hands. Let’s hope it gets better from here.





Chapter 2


Jackie replayed parts of the prior evening in her head. After Sarah left, Jackie screamed at Laura about how she’d treated Sarah, and about the Handsome comments. Laura barked back at Jackie that she needed to step up to the plate and not complain about handling the home front. There was some door slamming, after which Jackie spent a rough night on the couch in the den and didn’t hear Laura when she left early for work. After Laura had gotten her promotion several months earlier, they had agreed it was probably safer for her not to drive home late, just to turn around and drive back five or six hours later. Several of their friends in the city offered Laura a place to stay.


After Jackie took Wyatt to school, she went home and called Sarah.


Sarah answered right away. “Is Laura still alive?”


“Who gives a shit, really? I told her to stay in the city for the next couple nights. We had a whopper of a fight last night, worst ever.” Jackie remarked.


“Did it top the one you had after Laura’s mom met you for the first time?” Sarah asked.


“Oh, that was pleasant, when her mom declared in front of me that if Laura had to be gay why didn’t she at least pick a woman with class and a nice body? In hindsight, it may have been better if Laura came out first and then introduced me into the picture later. We were both so smitten with each other back then we got over that fight quickly. Her mother on the other hand, has made it crystal clear she only tolerates me so she can have access to Wyatt and Laura. Thankfully, she only comes to visit when you and I go on our annual funfests.”


“At least she can watch Wyatt so Laura can still work, otherwise I don’t think we get to go away for a week.” Sarah said.


“That’s true. Listen, I’m so sorry for the way she spoke to you last night. She’s never acted like that before. I think she needs to take a few days off, but she refuses. I slept on the couch last night, and I’m moving all my stuff into the den today. I need a little distance right now.”


Sarah jumped in: “She’s clearly under a lot of stress, and who knows what else is going on with her at work? I have to say, the low blow about your weight was really uncalled for. I’m sorry you have to go through this right now. By the way, I did page Mary, so she may come by while we’re talking.”


“I need to understand the whole living donor thing.” Jackie put her phone on speaker, placed it on the kitchen table, and pulled out leftovers to pick at while they talked.


“I can’t believe Laura is insisting on going to Miami. I thought I was done with that place. The only fond memories I have are of Biker Bob and that rum speakeasy he took me to last year. He was an unexpected gift.”


“Who would have thunk you and a huge biker dude would have bonded on a Harley in search of a gang member? That guy could just as easily have taken you out on a dark road and shot your ass.” Sarah started to laugh.


Jackie smiled as she recounted the first time she’d ever seen him, when he’d entered the scummy Miami biker bar and sat at her booth, tattooed biceps the size of melons. If it hadn’t been for him, they would never have cracked the case.


“Laura told me last night that she already made some preliminary arrangements at the Miami International Transplant Institute for all three of us, and—get this—she demanded I tell you to get Wyatt worked up immediately so we can move his case as quickly as possible. I need to change the subject before I explode. How did your staff meeting go this morning? Lots of Kleenex?”


“It was weird. The staff barely reacted. I overheard a few of the seasoned coordinators say some harsh things about Kayla. She didn’t seem to have any close friends at work, which is odd, since she was here for fifteen years. I think she had maybe one friend.”


“Did she have a boyfriend?” Jackie asked.


“She brought a few different gals to our annual holiday party over the years, but I have no idea about her social life. As much as she worked, I’m impressed she had one at all.”


“Doesn’t sound like too many folks will miss her.” Jackie finished her leftovers and put the plate in the dishwasher.


“Actually, it will be hard to replace Kayla; she knew how to get things done. I received a voice mail from a Miami detective named Lupe Campos asking me to call her about Kayla’s death. I have no idea what I can and can’t say; after we talk to Mary, I have to go to the medical center attorney’s office. Here’s Mary. I emailed her a little background on you, Laura, and Wyatt last night when I got home. Mind if I put you on speakerphone, Jackie?”


“No problem. I have a pen and paper so I can take notes.” Jackie sat down at her kitchen table. “I’m ready. Hi, Mary.”


“Hi, Jackie. Nice to meet you over the phone. Sarah sent me an email about you and your wife. I understand you have an eight-year-old son, Wyatt, who may need a preemptive kidney transplant. I don’t know much more than that, so will you bring me up to speed?”


Jackie began, “Wyatt’s usually an easy-going kid, but he’s acting out a little with the food and fluid restrictions.”


“That’s pretty normal.” Mary interjected.


“About five months ago, he started to get tired after school, which wasn’t normal for him. He always seemed to have to go to the bathroom, but peed only small amounts. I took him to our pediatrician, who, after running a few tests, informed me that his blood pressure was high and that he had a urinary tract infection again. He’s had several over the past few months. Sadly, both of these things have damaged Wyatt’s kidneys and he doesn’t have much reserve left in either of them.”


Mary chimed in, “I’m sorry to hear this, Jackie. Our team has experienced this clinical scenario before, and I know we can help you and your family get Wyatt the care he needs.”


“Mary. You sound way too nice to be working for Sarah. Where has she been hiding you?”


Mary laughed. “We’re so lucky to have Sarah here; she’s whipping this place into shape. It’s long overdue.” She continued, “We take care of the entire family, so it’s important for us to have an introductory meeting with your family and our team. Sarah said you want Wyatt to get a preemptive kidney transplant, and that you and your wife are possible living donors—that’s great.”


Jackie recalled Laura’s comment about her weight. “I’d like to be considered as a possible donor, Mary. I’m a full-figured gal, very healthy. I do chair yoga twice a week, so I’m flexible and mostly muscle. My BMI may be on the high side, though—would that preclude me from being tested?”


Mary responded, “I wish I could do yoga twice a week. We’ve had a lot of great donors who are very healthy and on the high end of their BMI. We’ll figure it all out when you come visit. When do you think you can bring Wyatt?”


Smiling from Mary’s reply, Jackie said, “Wyatt and I can come anytime this week. Laura is a bit more difficult to pin down, as she’s an assistant medical examiner. Do you need all three of us there at the same time?”


“Our first meeting needs to be with all three of you, but we can arrange an early-morning meeting so that Laura can get to work afterward. Tomorrow is Tuesday; if you think you can all come in that soon, I’ll arrange for our team to be here around eight a.m.”


“Perfect. We’ll see you tomorrow bright and early.” We’ll get this workup done in no time, Jackie thought, and took a long, deep breath for the first time in quite a while.


“I look forward to meeting you, Laura, and Wyatt.” Mary replied.


After Jackie hung up, she did some chair yoga, which helped calm her down and stretch. She decided to go to Wyatt’s school a little early so she could let the principal and teacher know that he’d be missing some school and give them some information about his condition. He had enough kidney function left that his lifestyle wasn’t completely changed, but they did need to watch how much fluid he drank and limit his salt intake. He was starting to get tired, so sports were out for a little while, until he got more energy.


Jackie picked up a framed photo of the three of them, unable to reconcile the smiling image with the fact that she and Laura were now at such odds. One thing she knew for sure, though, was that they both loved Wyatt and would do whatever it took to get him well again.





Chapter 3


Sarah dialed the number to the Miami precinct from memory, then realized it was because she had called Handsome there so many times. Another tug at her heart, a reminder of what was no more.


“Miami Police Department, Officer Mullens speaking.”


“May I speak with Detective Campos?”


“We have two Detective Camposes here. Which one do you want?”


“Lupe Campos, please.”


“Who’s calling?”


Hoping Mullens wouldn’t remember her, she lowered her voice and blurted out, “Sarah Bower,” thinking, Who gives a shit? I hate this end-of-relationship stuff. The call was transferred.


“Lupe Campos speaking.”


“This is Sarah Golden, from the San Francisco Global Transplant Institute. You left me a message to contact you regarding one of our employees, Kayla Newman.”


Campos said, “Yes. I called about our active homicide investigation on Kayla. Until we’re able to gather all the information, we need to investigate this as a possible murder.” Campos responded.


“I’m no detective, but I think if someone gave her the drugs, they’re likely on the loose in Miami, not San Francisco,” Sarah said.


Campos continued, “These situations can be very difficult to understand. There are a few things I’d like to ask you, Sarah. I’ll need some background on Kayla. I hope that with your cooperation and that of your staff, we can close this investigation quickly. What can you tell me about Kayla? How long did she work with your program, and what type of employee was she?”


“I’ve been advised by Legal here at the medical center that I can tell you how long Kayla worked for us, which was fifteen years. You’ll need to file a formal request with Legal to obtain any other specific information about her employment records.”


“That won’t be a problem. An Inspector Davidson from SFPD is preparing some documents and will be contacting you and your legal office today. She’ll need to interview your entire staff regarding anything they know about Kayla both inside and outside work. Once we review the interviews, we’ll go from there. Why do you think someone would want to kill Kayla?”


Sarah thought for a moment. “I honestly have no idea, Detective. I joined this team over a year ago, and I didn’t know her all that well. I will say that the few dealings I had with her were negative and that she was not well loved by the staff, as far as I can tell. But I’m not even supposed to tell you this. Also, did I hear you right? You’re sending Inspector Davidson over here to interview all our staff? We’re one of the biggest kidney transplant programs in the country, so our day-to-day job is to get folks transplanted. Is there any other way you can expedite your investigation?” Sarah let out a sigh.


“Procedure is procedure, Sarah. It might help if you could share anything else you know. We’re up to our asses in deaths from the opioid epidemic, if you haven’t heard about it in your part of the world.”


“Detective, we get almost thirty percent of our organs from opioid overdoses so, yes, we’re well aware of the epidemic. I just never thought it would happen to one of our own. Thankfully, they were able to use her organs after she was declared brain-dead. Anyway, it sounds like we’re both busy. I hope you and your team can get this case solved, and I’ll do what I can to help on my end.”


“If you could give your team, which will include anyone and everyone who works with kidney transplant—the doctors, nurses, support staff, and IT—a heads-up about the interviews, that would help. The faster Davidson can get in and out of your program, the faster we’ll get to the bottom of this.”


“I can tell you that the doctors won’t have time for any interviews; they’re either with patients or in surgery.” Not to mention there’s no way they’ll talk to any detective in general, Sarah added silently.


“If they don’t comply with our requests, we’ll have to summon them so, either way, they’ll meet with Davidson. One last question: Have you ever heard of someone by the name of Zuzu?”


“I’ve never heard that name except in that Christmas movie. Why?”


“Seems Kayla had a Cuban girlfriend who went by Zuzu in Miami, and we think she was the last person to see Kayla alive. Short spitfire of a gal, rides a motorcycle.”


“I told you, I didn’t know Kayla well at all. If I hear Zuzu’s name bandied about, I’ll let you know.” Sarah let out a chuckle.


“Thanks. Anything will help.”


“I really need to go now, but I do have one last question for you, Detective: Do you know a Detective Rodney Strong?” Sarah asked. It was Handsome’s proper name.


“I don’t just know him—he’s my partner. Why?”


“Oops, my beeper’s going off. I’m sure we’ll be in touch.” Sarah hung up the phone and huffed, “Oh, shit!”





Chapter 4


The night before, Jackie had sat down with Wyatt to explain why they would be meeting with Sarah and her team to talk about a possible kidney transplant. After Jackie showed Wyatt what his kidneys looked like in a simple anatomical book for children, he understood what the kidneys did and why it was important for him to have a healthy one. Laura and Jackie had decided not to teach him about dialysis unless it was necessary.


The next morning, they met Laura in the lobby of the transplant institute and took the elevator up to the fourth floor. Mary greeted them in front of the clinic, then knelt down to Wyatt’s eye level and said, “Hello, Wyatt. I’m Mary. I’m a nurse practitioner, and I’m going to be with you and your moms today. Do you know why you’re here?”


Wyatt looked up toward Jackie and Laura and said, “I think so: My kidneys are sick, and I need a new one.”


Mary, still kneeling, smiled. “Ten points for Gryffindor!”


Wyatt started to laugh. “How did you know I was a Gryffindor?”


Mary glanced up at Jackie, then continued, in her gentle voice, “Your mom told me you love Harry Potter. I do too. You’re going to meet our team now and ask them any questions you have, and then I’m going to show you our playroom and where our kids go when they get their transplants. We even have some cool Harry Potter toys and Star Trek games. Do you like Star Trek?”


“I have a video game of it.”


Jackie smiled, thinking, Who wouldn’t be comfortable with Mary? She looks like a tiny version of Glinda, the good witch from The Wizard of Oz.


Everyone moved into the conference room, where Dr. Bower and Sarah were sitting with the rest of the team: a social worker, a financial counselor, and another nurse. When Wyatt saw Sarah, he ran into her arms and jumped onto her lap, then looked around the room as he said, “Hi, Aunt Sarah. Is that guy your boss?”


Before Sarah could answer, Dr. Bower smiled. “No, I think Sarah is my boss. You must be Wyatt.” Dr. Bower extended his hand to shake Wyatt’s.


“Hi, Dr. Bower, my mom is a doctor too.” Wyatt pointed at Laura.


Dr. Bower stood up and shook Laura’s hand, then Jackie’s. “I know both your moms.”


“Cool,” Wyatt responded.


Mary redirected everyone to the front of the room and took charge of the meeting.


“Wyatt understands that his kidneys aren’t working like they should and that he will need a new, healthy one. I’m going to review the living-donor options briefly, then take Wyatt on a tour of our pediatric playroom and show him where we take care of children when they get a kidney transplant.”


Laura spoke up: “We discussed the possibility of either Jackie or me being a donor and that we need to get our blood drawn today to see if one of us is a match. Just to be clear, I’m the one who carried Wyatt, not Jackie, so I’m not sure if she’ll be anywhere close to a match. I think we should limit our discussion to that, and when you take him on the tour, we can discuss the other living-donor options.”


“Sounds reasonable, Laura.” Mary played a short video geared specifically to kids, about a little boy who needed a kidney transplant. After the video, she asked if Wyatt had any questions.


“Nope. My moms already showed me lots of the pictures that were in the video. I’d like to go to the playroom.”


Mary walked over to Wyatt. “Let’s go, young man. We’ll be back in about an hour. Does Wyatt have a fluid restriction? We may stop for a drink if it’s okay, Moms.”


Jackie responded, “Yes, he gets four cups of fluid a day, and he’s only had half a cup of milk in his oatmeal, so he can certainly have half a cup of something to drink.”


“Good. Then we’ll see you all soon. Please feel free to page me if you need me. Ready to go, Wyatt?”


Wyatt nodded and took Mary’s hand. “Will Aunt Sarah be coming, too?”


“No, buddy, I’m going to stay here with your moms,” Sarah said, “but I’ll see you soon. Have fun.”


After Mary and Wyatt left, Dr. Bower addressed Laura and Jackie. “I have a case, so I thought I’d see if you have any questions for me before I leave.”


Laura jumped in: “Thanks for taking my call this morning about introducing me to Dr. Santos at the Miami International Transplant Institute. I know you understand we want to see two programs and then make the best decision for Wyatt. Just how fast can you expedite his work-up?”


She didn’t tell me she called Bower, Jackie thought. I can see she’s using her “I’m a doctor” card again.


Jackie exhaled loudly through her nose and glared at Laura.


Sarah responded, “We can do most of the tests today while he’s here. We were also planning to draw blood from both of you and run the tissue typing to see if either one of you is a match. If neither of you is a match, are you open to a paired exchange?”


Jackie looked at the other folks at the table and back at Sarah, who paused. “I’m sorry—I neglected to introduce the other two people. This is Janet, our living-donor nurse, who works up the donors for the pediatric cases; Roger, our pediatric social worker; and Nancy, our financial counselor, who will make sure everything is authorized—”


Laura interrupted, “My insurance will cover everything and then some; I work for the city of San Francisco. I will need to get my blood drawn and then head to work. Jackie can stay with Wyatt, meet with you folks, and fill out any forms. I would consider a paired exchange as long as it can be done in a timely manner. I believe everyone knows that we absolutely do not want Wyatt going on dialysis or getting a dialysis access placed in his arm.”


Jackie knew she had to keep her frustration about Laura’s blunt, condescending approach in check in front of the team, but doing that was getting more challenging by the minute. Take a deep breath, she told herself.


Janet began, “We use an online living-donor-history assessment so be sure that you input all your medical information accurately. The sooner you can get that done, the more quickly we can move to get your blood tested for suitability with Wyatt’s. All our living donors see our independent living-donor advocate, who’s a social worker. She makes sure that each donor is doing it of their own free will and understands the complications. If she has any cause for concern, she’ll recommend that the donor be interviewed by Dr. Fowler, our consulting psychiatrist. Once we have all your blood results, either Mary or I will call you and let you know, and we can proceed from there. Who should we call, you or Jackie?”
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