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Praise for MATCH


“Match is a fantastic page-turner that will fill many nail-biting hours of suspense. Amy Peele has done it again! You are in for a medical mystery treat.”


—LOUANN BRIZENDINE, MD, New York Times best-selling author of The Female Brain


“Match is another fascinating thriller set in the complex world of organ transplant. Readers will delight to return to the crazy friendship between Sarah Golden and Jackie Larson and their attempts at amateur sleuthing. Peele cleverly manages to keep the tension high while expertly weaving in a touch of romance and a heavy dose of humor to deliver the perfect mystery. You won’t be able to put it down!”


—MICHELLE COX, author of the Henrietta and Inspector Howard series


“Match is a fun, adventurous romp that expertly weaves the reality of transplant medicine with a page-turning mystery! Amy Peele is the kind of writer we need more of in the world.”


—SARA CONNELL, best-selling author of Bringing In Finn


“Match is a captivating story where Bay Area kidney transplant nurse Sarah Golden confronts a series of murderous crimes that lead her into a world of greed, corruption, fear, and terror where she must fight for her own survival. Amy Peele knows what makes a great medical thriller, and has created one of the best in Match. Highly recommended!”


—DP LYLE, author of the Jake Longly Thriller Series


“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, 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 National Kidney Registry


“When I first read Cut by Amy S. Peele, I was hooked. Now with her second book in this series, Match, I have renewed my Amy S. Peele Fanclub 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, 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 kidney transplantation. A warm and wonderful read.”


—BETSY GRAZIANI FASBINDER, Award winning author & Host of The Morning Glory Podcast
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This book is dedicated to:


All of the scientists and clinicians who are actively researching the potential of inducing tolerance so that transplant recipients will not suffer a lifetime of side effects and the financial strain of paying for the anti-rejection drugs. When this is achieved, it will open the door for increased utilization of all procured organs for transplantation. The dream is that rejection will become a thing of the past, making transplant much more affordable for all those on waitlists.


The work of the Transplant and Organ and Tissue recovery community is far from over.




22 people die daily while waiting


and 116,000 patients are currently waiting.


1 donor can save 8 lives.





Please be sure to make your decision about being an organ & tissue donor and share it with your loved ones.


Lastly, this book is dedicated to my dear friend Sandy Ginter, who battled stage 4 bone cancer for over 8 years—they gave her 2 years and she fought hard. She left the planet peacefully on March 13, 2022, her family by her side. I will miss her terribly.












Chapter 1






“You did it! Jack, we did it!” Sarah yelled as she followed Jackie, who was pushing her way through the sweaty tourists packed in like sardines at Floridita.


A small quartet jammed into a corner near the front door set the mood for celebrating in the Havana bar. A curvaceous young Cuban woman with prominent cheek bones, graceful on four-inch clear acrylic heels, moved her hips fluidly one way as her thick light brown hair flowed in the opposite direction. Her strong voice permeated the air in perfect rhythm with the bongo player, marinating the patrons with her rich version of Cuban classics. She made Sarah think of Jennifer Lopez—and of the fact that she would never even be able to stand up, let alone move like that, in those heels.


The infamous establishment, best known for having been Ernest Hemingway’s favorite watering hole, was filled with clinking cocktail glasses and laughter from patrons standing shoulder to shoulder.


Jackie muscled her way to the far back corner of the bar and claimed the only two open seats in sight, which happened to be next to a life-sized statue of Hemingway. Photographs of him and his close friend Fidel Castro dotted the nearby walls.


“Two daiquiris, por favor.” Jackie raised two fingers.


The waiter, dressed in a crisp white shirt and wearing a red apron tied around his waist, slipped away and returned moments later with two chilled glasses.


“Salud!” Sarah gently tapped Jackie’s glass, then watched Jackie’s face as she took a big gulp.


“This tastes like sugar water blessed with a hint of rum,” Jackie said. She raised her drink again and finished it off in one long slug, then put the empty glass on the bar. “How’s a gal supposed to get a buzz from this?” She waved at the bartender to bring another round.


Sarah finished her first drink. When the second one arrived, she lifted the fresh glass. “To my best friend in the whole wide world—and now a private investigator! You go, girl!”


Again she clinked Jackie’s glass, and they both took a sip.


“So, what are you going to do with it?” Sarah looked at her best friend, her heart bursting with pride and love.


“With what?” Jackie feigned confusion.


Sarah elbowed her. “Your license!”


“Who the hell knows! All I know is that there’s no stopping me now.”


“Can you believe Handsome and Laura gave us this whole trip as a surprise?”


“I think we earned it.” Jackie shrugged. “You have been stay-at-home mom extraordinaire since Wyatt was born, and last year was intense. Thankfully his new kidney is working and your household is peaceful. Now you get to start a new chapter of your life.”


“This long-distance relationship with Handsome has been running me ragged,” Sarah said. “Miami every other month for a three-day weekend, him coming out to San Francisco every other month … it’s a miracle we’re still together! Must be the great sex.” She smirked.


“Salud to that!” Jackie lifted her glass.


After they tapped glasses once again, Sarah sipped her drink and gazed around at the crowd, then she glanced over at Jackie and noticed that her friend was also savoring the moment. She leaned over and hugged her friend, thinking, How lucky am I?
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After enjoying a third daiquiri, Sarah and Jackie made their way through the dense crowd to the ladies’ room, where of course there was a line.


When they finally emerged from the bathroom, Sarah noticed Benita, their guide, standing by the front door and motioning that it was time to leave.


Jackie danced her way toward Benita. Sarah followed her, laughing at how the other tourists smiled as Jackie waved her arms up in the air and twirled around to the music.


Once outside, they followed Benita to the 1953 Buick Roadmaster convertible she had booked for the day with a handsome driver, of course, because why not?


Before leaving for Cuba, Sarah had reached out to Dr. Lopez, the Chief of Transplant at the Havana medical center, and inquired if he could recommend a guide and also permission to tour his transplant center. Of course he’d been thrilled to oblige; like most people in the transplant world, he had great admiration and respect for Dr. Bower and his team at the San Francisco Global Organ Transplant Institute, recognized as the premier international program. Dr. Lopez had recommended Benita, a promising young medical student who could use the extra money.


As Sarah and Jackie hopped in the back seat, Benita turned and gave them each a brown bag. “I bought you each some snacks for the ride, as we won’t have time to eat before the tour.” She righted herself in her seat and nodded to their driver. “Vámonos.”


The driver steered the car onto the road as Jackie and Sarah munched on the nuts and chips in their snack bags. Benita pointed out various buildings of interest, including the National Building, made of local limestone dug from nearby San Lazaro quarries. Tall palm trees offered a soft contrast to the other brightly colored vintage cars driving slowly down the avenue; Sarah drank it all in.


They soon pulled up to the medical center, and after instructing the driver to pick them up in an hour, Benita ushered Sarah and Jackie out of the car.


“This way, ladies. Dr. Lopez is waiting for you in the conference room on the third floor.”
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Sarah couldn’t help but notice how old and decrepit the interior of the hospital halls looked. She looked over at Jackie as they walked toward the elevator, and her friend grimaced and muttered, “We’re definitely in a third-world country.”


Benita turned her head. “We are indeed—however, everyone in Cuba does get free health care.”


“More than we can say for the US,” Jackie said.


Benita waved them into the elevator, then stepped back. “Third floor,” she reminded them. “See you after!”


After the elevator creaked its way up to the third floor, they exited and found the conference room. When they entered, the transplant team, all wearing their white lab coats, stood up.


A man who Sarah assumed to be Dr. Lopez approached. “Ms. Golden, Ms. Larsen,” he said warmly, “we are honored to have you visit. Please come in and have a seat. Before we provide you with an overview of our programs, however, I must extend our condolences for your loss.”


“Loss?” Sarah sat down, her brow furrowed.


Dr. Lopez’s eyes widened. “You haven’t heard, then?”


“I don’t know what you’re referring to,” Sarah said slowly. “I’m not checking my work emails and we’re off social media, as this is a long-overdue vacation for us both.” She scanned the faces around the table; everyone on the staff looked downward, refusing to meet her gaze.


“Sadly, our international transplant community lost four of its top immunologists last night in a fatal car crash. It seems they were having a meeting in advance of the upcoming immunology conference in Chicago to discuss their findings surrounding inducing tolerance for kidney transplant patients.” He handed Sarah his phone and showed her the New York Times article.


As she skimmed it and read the names of the deceased, she gasped. “Oh my God! I knew all of them. Dr. McKee worked at our program; we have several coordinators assigned to his studies.”


Jackie moved closer and wrapped an arm around her. “Isn’t he the one you loved, Sarah? ‘Nicest member of the team,’ I remember you saying.”


Sarah took a tissue from her purse and wiped her eyes, shaking her head. “He had four kids. His youngest just turned two, a month ago.”


Dr. Lopez sat next to her. “I’m so sorry, Ms. Golden … I thought Dr. Bower would have contacted you, but I understand why he didn’t want to bother you on vacation. It’s a tragedy indeed; the entire transplant world had their hopes pinned on the research of this esteemed group of scientists.”


“I don’t want to be insensitive,” Jackie said quietly, “but can someone explain to me what ‘tolerance’ means in the transplant world?”


Dr. Lopez perked up a bit. “Tolerance is the holy grail of transplant. If we can convince the body not to reject a kidney, or any organ for that matter, without using any drugs long term—that’s what we call ‘inducing tolerance’—that means our patients will be free of all the side effects of these drugs, which can be very unpleasant.”


Jackie nodded. “My son, Wyatt, received a living donor kidney transplant a year ago, which is working great, but the drugs he has to take are no fun for a nine-year-old boy’s body—or for his parents’ pocketbooks. Plus, he just suffered a rejection, which meant getting subjected to even more drugs.”


Sarah was barely registering the conversation taking place; she was still in shock. She cleared her throat. “I appreciate you sharing the news, Dr. Lopez,” was all she could manage.


Dr. Lopez nodded. “Of course. Are you … still interested in a tour? I understand completely if you need time to recover from this shock.”


Sarah shook her head. “No, no, please, I’d like to continue as planned.”


“Well then,” he said gently, “let me have the members of our team introduce themselves and then we’ll show you the facility.”
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By the time everyone was done with introductions, Sarah was feeling more like herself. As the group prepared to head out for the tour, Jackie raised her hand like a kid in class.


“I do have one question about this tolerance deal,” she said. “If it’s so important, then why do the cells they’re targeting only get a lower-case ‘t’ and ‘b’—if they’re such a big deal they should at least be capitalized, don’t you think?”


The whole room cracked up.


“You can see why I love this gal,” Sarah said, shaking her head. “Always thinking outside the box—way outside the box.”


Dr. Lopez continued, “We perform about one hundred kidney transplants annually here in Havana, all the patients who need a kidney transplant in Cuba come to our program. We’re just now ramping up our living donor program since our deceased donor numbers are consistently low. In fact, I sent your lead living donor coordinator, Kayla Newman, an email a while ago to ask for her support but never heard back …”


Sarah’s stomach clenched. Another loss. “Unfortunately, Kayla was killed last year; it was a huge loss to our program. I can certainly have her replacement reach out to you and share our protocols with you. We were really able to ramp up our living donor kidney numbers with some new donor screening technology, and revamping the intake process helped as well.”


“I’m so sorry to hear about Ms. Newman,” Dr. Lopez said. “And I would be most grateful for any information you can share.”


As everyone else got in the elevator to go up to the transplant floor, Dr. Lopez put a hand on Sarah’s arm and drew her aside. As the doors to the elevator closed without her friend inside it, Jackie put her arms up in the air, her eyes signaling, What the hell!?


A bit taken aback, Sarah looked up at Dr. Lopez, who looked directly into her eyes, his expression grave.


“I need your help, Ms. Golden. I was in close contact with all the doctors that died in the car crash; they had shared the protocol they were using for the tolerance study—off the record, of course—and I used it with one hundred patients here, none of whom did particularly well. A number of them died, in fact. I was about to send the data to Dr. McKee when I heard about the accident. If you know anything about the study, would you please tell me? I can’t put any more patients in it now—especially because I wasn’t officially part of it to begin with. If you have any information that might help my patients, I beg you, please share it.”


Sarah sighed. “I’m afraid I don’t have much to do with the research studies except managing the coordinators who work for the researchers. I wish I could help you, but this simply isn’t my area of expertise. You may want to give Dr. Bower a call, he can probably help you.”


Dr. Lopez leaned toward her. “Dr. Bower doesn’t know anything about this—he would have never approved.”


She stared back at him in disbelief; the silence between them was profound.


“Would you meet me tomorrow for lunch? I’d like to share the protocol and my results with you, and get your input. Please.”


Sarah shook her head. “I’m not sure if there is anything I can do.”


“Please, Ms. Golden—I have to talk to someone. I was hoping my research would open the doors to some possible academic appointments in the states. This study had the possibility of getting me and my family out of Cuba.”


At this, Sarah softened. Cuba was forbidden to participate in any study or exchange with the US because of the economic embargo put into place after the 1959 revolution. She felt for this man; she had to at least try to help him.


“Okay, then, I’ll meet you for lunch … but please don’t have any expectations,” she pleaded. “I really don’t know if there’s anything I can do.”


“Thank you, Ms. Golden!” He took her hand and kissed it. “It means the world to me and my family—it would be our dream and privilege to live in the United States of America.”


No pressure there, Sarah thought, shaking her head, as her host pressed the call button for the elevator. 
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After the tour, Dr. Lopez escorted Sarah and Jackie outside, where Benita was leaning against their vintage ride. Benita’s face lit up when she saw Dr. Lopez.


“How is my star student doing?” he asked jovially.


“I’m excited to be escorting these wonderful women around and hearing all about the transplant program where Ms. Golden works,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “What an exciting place to live and breathe all that is transplant!”


“Yes, Ms. Golden is indeed lucky enough to work at the Mecca of the transplant world—and she has been kind enough to agree to meet me for lunch tomorrow to discuss our tolerance protocol. Would you make a twelve o’clock reservation for us at the Hotel Saratoga?”


“Happy to take care of that, Dr. Lopez. Okay, ladies, it’s off to the cigar factory, as requested by Ms. Larsen. I was able to arrange a private tour!” Benita opened the door and pulled the front seat forward so Jackie and Sarah could slide in.


Once they were on the road, Jackie elbowed Sarah. “Lunch tomorrow? That’s not on our vacation agenda! You pinky swore that there would be no work on this trip. I already gave you the transplant tour.”


Sarah sighed. With a glance toward Benita in the front seat, she whispered, “Dr. Lopez literally begged me. I don’t think I can help him, but I felt so bad for him … and I am so freaked out about Dr. McKee and those other three doctors getting killed. I didn’t have the heart to say no.”


“How about we lift your spirits with some delicious local rum before we go taste some cigars? I’m really sorry about those doctors, but let’s try to enjoy ourselves … our time in Havana is almost over.” Jackie wrapped her arms around Sarah.


Sarah leaned into her friend, grateful for the comfort. “I know you’re right,” she said quietly, “but this whole thing feels really off: four of the most prominent immunologists in the world all killed in the same car, and now Dr. Lopez tells me he was unofficially part of the study they created?”


“You may have something there,” Jackie said. “The timing of this is definitely suspect. Tell ya what, when I get home, I’ll use my new PI connections to see what I can find out about the cause of the crash, no charge.”


Sarah chuckled. “You’re on.”


“Hey Benita,” Jackie said in a louder voice, “can we stop at a bar before we head out to the cigar factory? My friend here needs a little libation.”


Benita checked her watch. “We’re early for the tour, so yes, absolutely!” She directed the driver in rapid Spanish.


Jackie settled back in her seat with a satisfied smile, but Sarah’s mind was still swirling with questions.












Chapter 2






The driver stopped the car in front of what looked like an apartment building.


Jackie felt skeptical. “Is this a bar?” she asked, eyeballing the run-down beige building. “They could be taking us in there to kill us. Nobody would even know how to find us.”


“Earth to Jackie—we’re in Cuba. I’m sure Benita knows what she’s doing.” Sarah shook her head and chuckled.


Benita’s eyebrows rose at Jackie. “You sure have a wild imagination.”


“Very wild.” Sarah grinned.


They followed Benita through the front door and into a large but sparsely appointed room: one round table to the right, a pool table in the middle, and a long bar to the left. Cuban music was playing softly in the background and four men were slouched over the round table, conversing and drinking beers.


Not exactly “ambience central,” but it’ll do the trick, Jackie thought.


“What would you like?” Benita asked. “We can stay for thirty minutes, we don’t want to be late for our tour.”


“I think I can get a reasonable buzz going with a double-shot rum and coke,” Sarah said.


“Works for me,” Jackie said. “If they sell rum by the bottle here, can you get one of those too?” She noticed the four fellas at the round table gawking at her as she moved toward the pool table.


“Hola.” She took the rack from the pool table, racked up the balls, and found a pool stick.


“Hola,” the men responded with smiles.


Jackie nodded her head sideways toward the pool table and raised her eyebrows; she didn’t know how to ask them in Spanish if they wanted to play. They all shook their heads back and forth. Jackie shrugged as Benita approached with two tall glasses filled with rum, coke, and a few ice cubes.


Jackie took her drink from their guide and held it up. “Salud … let’s show these fellas our game!”


Sarah half-emptied her glass in one go, then set it down and broke the triangle of balls, sending them in all directions. “Looks like I have solids and you have stripes, Jack.”


“Bring it on, Golden,” Jackie taunted her. “I will kick your ass—just like in nursing school when we conned those dumb college boys at Butch McGuire’s on Rush Street.” She took down her rum and coke in one fell swoop.


“We never paid for a drink back in the day.” Sarah finished her cocktail and motioned to Benita to get another round. “We are on vay-cay-tion, Jackie!”


Jackie was relieved to see that Sarah was starting to relax. She hit the next three balls cleanly into the pocket and then missed one. She passed the pool cue back to Sarah as Benita came back with their second round.


“You’re damn straight—only two more days in Cuba, let’s make this one a good one.” Jackie drank half of her second drink and then let out one of her classic loud burps. She looked over at the men, who were laughing. “It’s the coke,” she called out, completely unabashed. “Lo siento.”


Sarah made two more shots, then Jackie cleared the pool table with five minutes to spare.


They set their empty glasses down on the bar and followed Benita out. As they exited, Jackie looked over her shoulder and yelled, “Muchas gracias!” The men and bartender smiled back.


Outside, Sarah slung an arm over Jackie’s shoulders. “The beverage break was a great idea, Jack. Thank you.”


Jackie reached up and gave her friend’s hand a squeeze. “Any time, pal.”
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When the trio entered the cigar factory, Benita approached the woman at the counter and conversed with her in Spanish as Jackie and Sarah perused the array of cheaply framed black-and-white photos hanging on the small lobby’s walls. There was one big one of Fidel Castro with his arm around Ernest Hemingway, big cigars hanging out the sides of their mouths. Another depicted the three sizes of cigars: Fina, Mediano, and Grueso.


“Look at this one,” Sarah said, pointing to a long one with a pretzel-like shape. “It looks like a lady crossing her legs tightly because she has to pee—like, now.”


As they both laughed, Jackie felt a light tap on her shoulder.


She swiveled around to find a thin, distinguished-looking gentleman standing before her. “Are you Jackie Larsen?” he asked.


“Did anyone ever tell you, you look like that guy on that Dos Equis beer commercial—you know, the one with the most interesting man in the world?” Jackie smiled up at him.


“Looks like the rum has worked its magic, eh Jack?” Sarah giggled.


“Yes, I have been told that by some Americans who visit our factory, though we don’t get those commercials here in Cuba,” the man said. “Forgive me, introductions first—I’m Duardo Mirabal, a manager here, and Benita’s uncle. Benita apologizes for not joining us for the tour; she was called back to the hospital. Your driver will be outside for you when we are finished.”


“Works for me,” Jackie said cheerfully. “I am indeed Jackie Larsen, and this is Sarah Golden.”


“Lovely to meet you both. Tell me, young ladies, what brings you to our cigar factory? We usually get mostly male visitors.” Duardo motioned with his arm for them to follow him.


“I’ve been smoking cigars off and on since I was fifteen … so seventeen years, if my math is right.”


Duardo’s eyebrows raised. “Was it part of your family custom?”


“Actually, my father always wanted a son,” Jackie explained. “On Sundays he would sit in our backyard, enjoy a cigar and a beer, and listen to the Cubs play baseball. It was the only time I could see him, since he worked six days a week on the railroad, so I’d sit outside and watch him relish his cigar. One day, I asked if I could have one.” Jackie inhaled deeply—the stale, pungent aroma of dried tobacco hung in the air—and continued on the exhale, “He was the best dad he could be. He taught me that good cigars are made from one tobacco leaf, carefully rolled and then trimmed. He also showed me how to trim the end of a cigar, light it, and how to keep it lit.” Jackie shared.


“It’s certainly a skill that we believe everyone should know,” Duardo said. “Your father taught you well.”


He led the two women through a door and onto the floor of the cigar factory, from which they proceeded into a smaller room where a handful of women were bent over a long table, a huge stack of tobacco leaves on one side and the completed cigars on the other.


As they watched the women work, Duardo described why their cigars were so highly sought after. It was due, he said, to their high quality control process and use of only the finest tobacco leaves. The women never looked up at their observers as they carefully inspected each leaf, throwing the imperfect ones into a basket on the floor and then rolling the rest into perfectly tight cigars.


Jackie noted the precision with which they worked.


“Is it true that these ladies can make more money than a doctor can here in Cuba?” Sarah asked.


“That is correct,” Duardo said somberly. “I’m guessing my niece told you that; she worked here to save money for medical school. We are very serious about our cigars—it is an art and our patrons depend on our consistency.” He pointed over to the front of the room, where a man was using some type of machine to test a rolled cigar. “The last step of whether the cigar makes it to the finish line is over there. He’s checking for the evenness of the roll.”


Jackie watched as the man quickly checked each cigar and discarded those that didn’t pass muster into a basket. “This is some operation you have here,” she said, impressed. “I’m ready for a good cigar and another drink!”


Chuckling, Duardo led them to a tidy office just off the factory floor. “If you’ll wait for me here, I’ll be right back with those cigars.”


Jackie plopped down into a chair as Duardo shut the door behind him. “What a production, eh? It’s nice to see the women making some good money.”


“I was thinking the same thing,” Sarah said, sitting down next to her.


“I’m hungry, thirsty, and ready to go back to our hotel—but first I want to order a couple boxes of their best cigars. I’m sure we can figure out how to get them out of the country. Maybe we can tell them we have some tissue and blood samples—get a label declaring HUMAN TISSUE to put on the container from Dr. Lopez when we have lunch with him tomorrow?”


Sarah glared at Jackie. “I’m not asking him for that, you wack job. You can hide them somewhere in your suitcase or backpack—I’m sure you’ll be creative, just don’t tell me what you decide on. I’m not going to jail with you; I love you, but not that much.”


Duardo returned with two boxes. “Our finest cigars, courtesy of Dr. Lopez,” he said, handing them to Jackie.


Sarah’s eyes widened. “Oh no, we can’t—”


“He will not take no for an answer,” Duardo insisted. “He looks forward to seeing you both for lunch tomorrow.”


“Really, please thank Dr. Lopez, but we can’t accept this gift,” Sarah objected.


“You’ll have to take that up with him,” Duardo said with a shrug. “Orders are orders.”


Jackie had no such hesitation. “Thank you so much, Duardo; you’ve made my day, and I can’t wait to enjoy one of these Montecristo Petit Tubos.”


Duardo escorted them outside—their driver was there waiting for them, as promised—and bid them farewell. “Ms. Larsen, Ms. Golden, it’s been a pleasure.”


“Oh please, call me Sarah,” Sarah said quickly.


“As you wish … Sarah,” he said smoothly.


Sarah flushed pink.


“One last question,” Jackie said before he could walk away. “If I wanted to order more of these, how would I go about that?”


Duardo handed her his card. “We’ll see what we can work out when the time comes.”


Jackie flashed Sarah a mischievous sideways grin. “Thanks, Duardo, I’d appreciate that.” She shook his hand, and he strode back toward the factory.


They slid into the backseat. Sarah looked over at Jackie.


“I just love the way he said my name with that soft s … it’s soft and sexy. Maybe I can teach Handsome to say it that way.”


Jackie shook her head, “I know he loves you, but don’t push it, Golden.”
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When their driver let them out at the hotel, he handed Jackie the bottle of rum Benita had procured for them at the bar.


“Muchas gracias, señor,” Jackie said.


They both waved as he pulled away, then headed inside and took the old, rickety elevator up to their floor.


“How about I pour us a rum to sip and we can sit on our balcony?” Sarah offered as Jackie unlocked their room door.


“Perfect,” Jackie said, pushing the door open. “I’d like to keep this nice buzz going.” She kicked off her sandals and went straight out to the balcony, where she sat in the one of the black wrought iron chairs. Sarah came out with two glasses of rum, handed one to Jackie, and sat next to her. They both put their feet up on the balcony rails at the same time, and they broke into laughter.


“Salud,” Jackie said for the twentieth time that day.


They clinked, sipped in silence, and stared out on the plaza below, where several musicians were playing melodic Cuban music. After a while, Jackie looked over at Sarah, whose forehead was creased with worry.


“I can see your mind going a mile a minute,” Jackie said. “What’s up?”


“I can’t stop thinking about why and how those doctors died,” Sarah said. “It’s so sad.”


“We’ll tackle that when we get home,” Jackie said. “For tonight, try to enjoy yourself. Let’s call home and check in, and then we can get ready to go see the Buena Vista Social Club tonight—Benita got us front-row seats, remember? It’s going to be incredible.”


“You’re right,” Sarah said. “Maybe talking to Handsome will make me feel better.” She rose. “I’ll make the call inside, spare you the gooey romantic talk.”


“Appreciate it,” Jackie said with an exaggerated grimace.


Sarah went inside; Jackie, still savoring her rum, remained sitting on the balcony. Cuba was three hours ahead of the Bay Area, but it was Laura’s work-from-home day; she could probably take a moment to chat right now. She fished her phone out of her pocket and dialed.


“Hey sweets,” Laura answered on the second ring.


“Hi honey,” Jackie said, “how’s my family?”


“Everyone is healthy and happy here,” Laura said. “Wyatt’s annual check-up was exceptional; his kidney is working perfectly, they even lowered a few of his immunosuppressive drugs.”


“That’s the best news!” Jackie cried. “And how are you doing? Taking care of yourself, I hope.”


“You know, I am! Since my mom is here I’ve stayed in the city a couple nights, and it’s made a world of difference. The housing allowance they gave me with this new promotion is a game-changer. I’m getting a shit-ton of work done ’cause I can get to work by five in the morning, rested and ready.”


“Amazing,” Jackie said. “Plans for the weekend?”


“I’m taking Wyatt and a couple of his buddies to the Exploratorium Saturday, then out for pizza and ice cream,” Laura said. “He’s beside-himself excited.”


Jackie’s heart squeezed at the thought of her son’s beaming face. “Is he home? I miss his mug.”


“He’s kind of a busy guy—he’s at Ryan’s house right now for an after-school hang. It’s such a relief to let him spend time at friends’ and not have to worry about what he eats or drinks anymore; he just gets to be a kid.”


“It’s truly the gift of life, if I can be corny.”


“Be corny all you want, honey, it’s so true. Oh, by the way, we got a call on the home phone from Maria in Miami, do you remember her?”


“How could I forget that sweet young woman? I’m so glad that asshole Sergio in is prison where he belongs, after what he did to her. Is everything alright with her?” Jackie took a sip of rum; the smooth, sweet liquid warmed her throat and melted downwards.


“She said her parents and her son are well but wanted you to call her when you get a chance. You want her number?”


“Sure, I’ll call her when I get to Miami. I cannot thank you enough for sending me and Sarah on this trip of our dreams. We are having the best time. I miss you, of course, but this is just what we needed after last year’s fiasco in Florida.”


“We had us one hell of year, but we got through it. Thank you for staying with your crazy wife. And besides, Handsome and I both agreed you were long overdue for some best friend time away, so I can’t take total credit. How’s Cuba? Tell me everything.”


“It’s been amazing—communism is alive and well but we are seeing all the sights and I had the best time at the cigar factory today. The rum is off the charts too.”


“You sound relaxed,” Laura said. “I’m glad. Not to ruin your good feeling, but … did you hear about the four immunologists who were killed in a car accident? It’s all over the national and local news, and apparently one of them worked at Sarah’s transplant center.”


“We just heard today from Dr. Lopez, the guy who runs Havana’s transplant center. Sarah is freaking out a little, but I’ve been able to temper her reaction with extra rum … for now, anyway. I may have to start an investigation now that I have my PI license; pro bono for her of course.”


“No, no, no—you’re not investigating a case in Chicago. Do the words ‘car accident’ and ‘broken leg’ ring a bell? Don’t even think about it, Jackie!”


“I can at least make a few calls just to see if there were any cut brake lines,” Jackie protested. “Some people in my PI class were from Chicago—it would just be a quick call.”


“That’s not the deal we made, honey!” Laura said firmly. “You said you were going to find a firm that investigates cheating spouses; benign work, no guns needed. You have a family. Do you remember the conversation we had when we agreed on your new career? You promised it would be something you can do when Wyatt is at school and summer camp.”


Jackie finished her rum and took a breath.


“Hello? Jackie, are you there? You don’t need to be a female Columbo, my love.”


Jackie flashed on the disheveled TV detective. “I’m here, I’m here, and yeah, I know. I know. It’s just so weird, don’t you think?”


“I do—and I also think there are excellent detectives in Chicago who can handle this. The FBI is also on board, as the doctors were all from different states. I think you can pass on this one. Do you hear me?”


“Yes, yes, I hear you. Anyway, Sarah and I are heading out soon to enjoy our last night in Havana. I’ll keep you posted on our arrival in Miami. Thank you again for this! Can’t wait to give you a huge hug when I get home.”


“I can’t wait either, and you are so welcome, honey,” Laura said. “Now go on, live it up—but not too much! Please behave yourself; no arrests, no monkey business, you got it? Get your ass home in one piece.”


“No monkey business,” Jackie promised. “Love you too.”












Chapter 3






Three CEOs from the top pharmaceutical companies were seated around the polished, dark walnut table of the Ritz-Carlton’s ninth-floor royal suite. The assistant manager quietly stood off to the side, ready to provide these high rollers anything they desired.


Victor Botsworth, CEO of Lago, sat at the head of the table, his impeccable posture and tailored dark blue suit accentuating his athletic physique. He gracefully clasped his hands together, a habit that always brought him calm when things were tense. “Thank you both for joining me on such short notice.”


“Perfect timing since I was planning on flying to our Switzerland office tonight,” Otto Penton, thin and gray-haired, said in his thick German accent. “Given the recent news, I’m pleased we could all meet.”


Victor motioned toward the assistant manager. “Does anyone need any more coffee or something to eat before I ask staff to leave?”


“Please refresh my coffee and bring me a glass bottle of Pellegrino with a wedge of lemon, light on the ice,” Erika Mason—elegant, brunette, and wearing a Chanel suit—requested.


When the task was complete, Victor dismissed the man with a nod. “We all have things to do and places to go, so let’s proceed.” He double-checked to make sure they were alone, then said, “I know we were all saddened to hear the news of four such accomplished immunologists getting killed in a car crash. It’s a huge loss to the transplant community, not least because of what it means right now: an immediate halt to what was supposed to be a landmark research study on inducing tolerance.”


“Dr. McKee was on our advisory board,” Erika chimed in. “It is indeed a huge loss. I spoke to him before he got in the car and he was so excited about finishing the first phase of the study and preparing for next steps. I understand the NIH has stepped in and asked that all the study results be sealed and sent to them immediately; as you both know, they were partially funding this joint effort.”


“My concern is that the public and transplant community may point the finger at our companies since we have the most to lose if and when inducing tolerance is successful,” Victor jumped in. “I would like to believe that none of us had anything to do with this catastrophic accident; however, I think it would be prudent for us to pool some resources to hire our own private investigator to find out exactly what happened. Thoughts?”


Otto looked back and forth at his two colleagues. “If any reporter digs deep enough they’ll find out that our industry is valued at almost five billion dollars and growing. I support this investigation; however, I do feel the need to be assured by you, Victor, that the utmost discretion will be utilized.”


“Agreed.” Erika frowned.


“Of course,” Victor said. “If you are both amenable to it, I will find the right person to discreetly conduct the investigation, leaving no paper or money trail behind.”


“That sounds reasonable.” Otto tapped the table in front of him with his index finger. “Do you have an amount in mind?”


“I think if we each contribute fifty thousand cash that should be more than enough. I will update you via a phone call once the investigation is underway—and, of course, once I have the results.”


Otto stood up. “Sounds fair. I’ll have my assistant get you the money. I must be on my way, I have a flight to catch. Lovely to see you both.” He walked over to shake both their hands.


“Cash flow shouldn’t be a problem for the foreseeable future since all patients will need our drugs once they are transplanted,” Erika said, standing to follow Otto out. “Since Canada and Europe have socialized medicine, we should enjoy our US gravy train as long as we can. I’m in. Nice to collaborate on something instead of competing for a change.” She leaned over to shake Victor’s hand as well, then made her way to the door, which Otto was holding open for her.


“I will be staying here at the Ritz tonight; I have an early plane to San Francisco tomorrow morning. If you could be sure to get me the cash no later than eleven tonight, that would be preferable.”


“Of course, not a problem,” Otto said.


“You will hear from my assistant shortly,” Erika said.


Victor couldn’t resist staring as Erika moved her sleek body through the door. His usual type was younger and blonder, but she was a stunner. “Always nice to see you, Erika,” he called after her. “Do you have plans for dinner tonight? I’d love to catch up.”


“I’m sorry, I’m needed back home; maybe some other time.” Erika slipped on a pair of dark gloves and joined Otto in the elevator.


Only slightly deflated by Erika’s rejection, Victor stood in front of the large window and enjoyed the splash of fall colors in Central Park. They had all avoided asking each other if they had any hand in the car accident, he observed. He texted Angelo, a contact from New Jersey, to call him ASAP. After he sent it, he made a call.


“Dr. Bower’s office,” answered a young woman.


“Hi, this Victor Botsworth; may I speak with Dr. Bower?”


“Dr. Bower is in the operating room but will return your call when he’s free.”


“I wanted to confirm our meeting and dinner for tomorrow.”


“Yes, it’s on his calendar. What restaurant will he be meeting you at?”


“My assistant, Valerie, will get back to you on that. Thank you.” Victor ended that call and immediately called his assistant’s cell.


“Hello Valerie, I need you to do a few things.”


“Absolutely.”


“I need you to get the current net worth of the pharmaceutical companies Penton and Mason run—text them to me as soon as you get them. I also need to know what fiscal year they work within and what, if any, dividends Mason’s stockholders received in the last year. Penton’s company is privately held, so you’ll need to do some digging and be persistent. Valerie—these numbers are very important. Also get the total number of transplants performed in 2016, that will give us a good idea what the drug utilization was.”


“I understand; I’ll get right on that. Anything else?”


“Confirm my flight to San Francisco tomorrow, and my dinner reservations with Dr. Bower—be sure we have a private table as far away from other tables as possible. Make sure the restaurant is within walking distance of the Fairmont and confirm my suite there as well. Once everything’s settled, call his assistant and get her all the details.”


“No problem,” she said briskly. “Oh, and Mr. Botsworth … I took the liberty of sending flowers to the families of the four immunologists who were killed in that tragic car accident. I remember when you had them all out to visit our headquarters; they were so kind. I feel so awful for their poor families.”


“It is a tragedy. Thanks for taking care of that. You know where I am if you need me.”


“Yes sir, I do. I’ll take care of everything. One more thing: your hair salon called with a reminder that you have an appointment next week. Do you want me to confirm that or reschedule?”


“Keep it on the books; the black is starting to come back in, and I prefer people thinking I’m older than I am. This salt-and-pepper look was a great idea, Valerie.”


“Thanks, boss. You do look very distinguished.”


[image: image]


Victor was relaxing on his room’s leather couch in a silk robe a couple of hours later, enjoying a Pappy Van Winkle bourbon, when he checked his phone and noticed that Angelo had texted him back.


He immediately called back.


“Yeah?” a gruff voice answered.


“Hello Angelo, it’s your old pal Victor—it’s been a long time, how the hell are you?”


“It can’t be good if you’re calling me—what do you want?”


“I need you to find me a top-notch PI—keeps their mouth shut no matter what—and I need them yesterday. What do you have?”


“I got shit, that’s what I got—whaddaya think, these people are growing on trees around here? Jesus Christ. When do you need them? This is gonna to cost you.”


“You find the right guy, and of course you’ll be paid well. Have I ever stiffed you?”


“No, and it wouldn’t be wise to start. Okay, I’ll go shopping. What kind of price tag are we talking for the PI?”


“Let’s start with a hundred thousand, they need to be able to get intel from the FBI and local cops in Chicago immediately. You heard about those doctors who died in the car crash?”


“Yeah, read about it in the paper, it was all over the news. I don’t even know what an immunologist is, though—and frankly, unless they can help me bet on the right horse at the track, I don’t care.”


“Still playing the ponies?” Victor snorted. “Some things never change. Well look, I want to know how that crash came about, and I want to know before anyone else, I don’t want to read about it in the paper. You got it?”


“Got it. But I can tell you right now it’s gonna cost more than a hundred K.”


“Get me the right guy and we’ll go from there. I need someone discreet and with smarts; this could blow up fast if not done right.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah, like I’ve never done anything like this before. I’ll let you know when I find the dude.” Angelo ended the call.


Victor took another sip of his bourbon and took in the New York skyline, all lit up by the setting sun.












Chapter 4






While Jackie talked to Laura on the balcony, Sarah called Handsome.


He picked up right away. “Hello, my Cuban vixen. I hope you’re getting into some good trouble.”


“You know I am, wise guy. You and Campos catching all the bad guys?”


“Yes,” he said, his voice suddenly serious, “and some bad news on that front.”


Sarah’s stomach tightened; she sat up in bed. “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine, honey, but Campos is not. We went to bust a bunch of known drug dealers this morning, and the second we rang the doorbell they started shooting from inside. She was hit.”


“Oh my god!” Sarah’s eyes filled with tears. “Is she going to make it?”


“We think so,” he said, his voice trembling, “but it’s still touch and go. She took two bullets from a sawed-off shotgun that went right through her leg, shattered her femur, and just missed her femoral artery. She was in surgery for over three hours; now she’s in surgical intensive care. I’m worried. We got help right away—you know how fast the EMTs respond when they hear ‘officer down’—and I was able to tie off above the bleeding to slow it down, but she lost a lot of blood. Bishop hasn’t left her side.”


“Bishop must be going insane, they just moved in together a month ago.” Sarah was pacing the room now. “Shit! Is there anything I can do?”


“No, honey, and I don’t want you to let this ruin the end of your trip. You just have as much fun as you can so you can tell her all your insane stories when you get back.”


“You must be a wreck. I wish I was there to take care of you.”


“There’s nothing you can do, just promise you’ll come home in one piece. I miss you.”


“I really miss you too. You have to promise to text me as soon as you have an update, okay?” Sarah took a healthy sip of rum and reminded herself that Handsome needed her to be the strong one right now. Forcing calm into her voice, she said, “Campos is strong and fit as fiddle—she’ll pull through. Let Bishop know he can call me anytime if he has medical questions; this has to be freaking him out since he almost faints at the sight of any kind of blood—typical CPA. And how are you holding up? You had a front-row seat to the shooting.”


“I’ll be honest, I’m kinda freaked out too, but once they took Campos away in the ambulance and back-up arrived, we tore through that house and caught those motherfuckers,” he said, fire in his voice. “It’ll be a long time before they get out, especially since they shot a cop.”


“It had to be so scary for you, honey. Please take it easy for now, okay?”


“I will,” he promised. “I’m taking my nephews out for pizza tonight and those knuckleheads always make me laugh—teenage humor, you know?”


“Perfect,” she said, “you all have the sense of humor of a thirteen-year-old.”


“Give me some credit … maybe fourteen?”


“How many times have you all watched Ferris Bueller’s Day Off?”


“You know that’s our monthly ritual.” Handsome chuckled. “Okay, you win. Just for the record, though, you have to admit that when people get older they lose their sense of humor.”


Sarah was relieved to hear his voice lightening up. “Almost everyone does—except Jackie.”


“That one is in a league of her own, I’ll give you that,” Handsome said.


“Tonight is our last big Cuban hurrah—we’re going out in style, Buena Vista Social Club.”


He let out a big sigh. “Yeah … your last big nights anywhere have usually gotten you both in trouble, so remember you’re in Cuba, not the US, and there’s not much I can do to save your ass there. You got it, Golden?”


“I got it,” Sarah said. “Tomorrow we’re having lunch with Dr. Lopez, the head transplant surgeon I told you about. We toured his hospital today—totally different vibe than our transplant center. Lovely man but likely stuck in Cuba for the rest of his life. He shared the bad news about the four immunologists who were killed in Chicago.”


“Oh, you heard,” Handsome said, sounding disappointed. “I didn’t want to ruin your trip—you knew them, didn’t you?”


“Oh yeah—Dr. McKee was on our team, and the three other docs visited our center several times as visiting professors, gave grand rounds. Huge loss to the transplant community, they were real-deal scientists.”


For a second time during their call, tears threatened. But before Sarah or Handsome could say anything else, Jackie yelled from the balcony, “You’ll see Prince Charming soon—how about refreshing my beverage?”


“Just a minute,” Sarah said into the phone, “my services are requested.” She set the phone down and took the bottle of rum to Jackie, “Here you go. Save some for me, you lush!”
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