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"Being on a hit reality show not once, but
three times, made Sink or Swim really hit home for me. I
could identify with Cassidy on many levels. This novel was so
entertaining and suspenseful and had me so on the edge of my seat
that I read it in one plane ride from Philly to Vegas. It was an
easy read and extremely well written… I would love to see it come
out as a movie one day!" Stephenie LaGrossa, owner of GiGI
Restaurant & Lounge, Philadelphia PA, Television personality
and fan favorite Survivor: Palau, Guatemala, Heroes vs.
Villains

 


"After being on a reality show, Big
Brother 10 on CBS and Showtime, reading Sink or Swim
made me feel like I was Cassidy. People don't ever know what
happens behind the scenes. I thought it was a great read and kept
me in suspense." Michelle Costa, contestant Big Brother
10

 


"Once again author Stacy Juba has penned a
novel that is definitely not going to sink, it will do more than
just swim: It will rise to the top with no lifeboats needed. Read
this outstanding second novel by the author of Twenty Five Years
Ago Today to find out what happens to Cassidy. Walking the
plank is dangerous and sinking to the bottom even more." Fran
Lewis, Bookpleasures.com

 


"Twenty Five Years Ago Today is an
intriguing mystery that should not be overlooked." Midwest Book
Review

 


"With just the right blend of mystery,
romance, and danger, Twenty Five Years Ago Today will be
thoroughly enjoyed by anyone who is smart enough to pick up a copy
of it." Lynn Cunningham, Fresh Fiction
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How do you change the channel when reality TV
turns to murder? After starring on a hit game show set aboard a
Tall Ship, personal trainer Cassidy Novak discovers that she has
attracted a stalker. Can she trust Zach Gallagher, the gorgeous
newspaper photographer assigned to follow her for a local series?
As things heat up with the stalker and with Zach, soon Cassidy will
need to call SOS for real.
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Chapter One

 


Cassidy Novak stared
into the seething water. It couldn't end this way.

Gray waves buffeted against the 179-foot
schooner and fog billowed through the spiderweb of rigging that
snarled skyward. Heavy white sails furled, the Atlantic
Devil's triple masts lumbered in formation like dead trees.

Gabriel stalked from the bow to mid-ship, his
black turtleneck and slacks contrasting with his pale face.
Cassidy’s pulse hammered in her throat as she searched his sober
expression.

His full lips curled into what would have
been a grin for most people. For Gabriel, the Grim Reaper, it
mimicked a sneer.

He withdrew a saber from the metal sheath
belted at his waist and gripped the hilt beneath the curve of the
scoop-shaped hand-guard. Above the main mast, the black and white
skull and crossbones flag thrashed in a wind dance.

Cassidy glanced at Reggie, the last surviving
competitor besides herself. He rubbed the back of his shaved head
and connected his fingers behind his neck. Her own posture locked
tight. One of them would go home a millionaire.

The other ... she wouldn't reflect on
that.

After three months isolated from society on
the new reality show Sink or Swim, Cassidy wanted that prize
money and the fame that accompanied it. Hope fortified her very
bones. Maybe her days of scrambling to pay off debts and working a
lousy job were over.

It’s yours. It has to be.

Just then, Gabriel caught her eye and
gestured over his shoulder. Cassidy followed his index finger
toward the gangway. To the plank.

Cassidy’s daredevil smile, practiced in the
mirror before setting sail, faded like mist.

Her clever comebacks, which she’d imagined
quoted at the water coolers of America, were not heard.

Her cascading red hair that she'd tossed like
a drama queen – an invention strictly for TV – went taut around her
finger.

She’d lost. The overall point tallies had
come in, and she’d lost. Her dreams weren’t coming true after
all.

"Game over. You lose. Close call though,
Reggie beat you by five points." Gabriel dragged her across the
deck by the arm and pushed her up onto the wooden board that
projected over the water.

Cassidy winced, emptiness invading her body
like a physical hurt. Five points. If only she hadn’t screwed up
furling and unfurling sails during the first episode, or if she’d
done a better job mopping the deck that time she had a cold. After
all Cassidy had been through, two simple mistakes cost her the
game.

She’d been five points away from a new
life.

Under the show’s set-up, twelve contestants
had competed in four teams. The crew awarded marks based on skill
and neatness, with team members pooling their numbers to win
privileges like movie nights or dinners in the officers’ mess.
Every Monday, a low-scoring contestant walked the plank and went
home on a rendezvous ship. Cassidy had lasted until the final
cut.

Gabriel’s sword blade brushed her back. Not
only were her dreams drowning, she was about to undergo torture.
The humiliating kind.

Her breath rasping, she eyed the twenty-foot
drop. The end of the plank seemed miles away, though it was only
ten feet. Trying not to look down, Cassidy inched forward. At the
verge, she halted and willed her gaze toward the dark cold water
below.

Gabriel stepped up behind her and touched the
cold sharp steel to the nape of her neck. "Time to sink or
swim."

Don’t show emotion. You’ve got to lose
with dignity. Cassidy said a silent prayer, folded her arms
across her chest and vaulted off the plank. Ice cold waves pressed
around her shoulders as she thundered underwater. Cassidy gulped a
mouthful and shot back up into a straight line, desperate to break
the surface.

Stinging water overflowed her eyes and
Cassidy pawed her eyeballs with wet hands. She squeezed her clogged
ears with her fingers, swallowed to ease her raw throbbing
throat.

Treading water, Cassidy hiked down the
sopping shorts that rode up her legs and adjusted her soaked
tee-shirt. She swam over to the rope ladder dangling against the
side of the ship and craned her neck. Dozens of faces gaped down at
her.

She climbed the ladder, the rungs burning her
hands and bare left foot. Her right canvas shoe slipped on each
notch; Cassidy’s other shoe had floated away. Teeth chattering,
Cassidy extended her leg over the railing and dropped onto the deck
with a bang. A production assistant tossed her a Navy blanket.
Muttering her thanks, Cassidy wrapped herself in the scratchy
warmth.

She had to cheer up. Even though the amount
was a mystery, the runner-up won a prize. Maybe it would be a
hundred grand. Even $25,000 would help to eradicate her college
loans and car payments.

But, it wouldn’t finance an affordable
private health club where participants could work out with personal
trainers, a pilot site that could have eventually blossomed into a
full-blown franchise via all the endorsement money and popularity
showered on savvy winners of Top Ten reality shows.

It wouldn’t propel her into an overnight
success.

Cassidy turned her back from her shipmates,
hoping the production crew got the hint that she needed a few
minutes. She didn’t like losing, whether it was a game of Trivial
Pursuit or a reality TV show with million dollar stakes. Teachers
had always called her a perfectionist who expected too much of
herself. Cassidy never thought it was too much. She should have
learned her lesson by now. The universe didn’t want to work in her
favor.

Besides, she'd had enough of the cameras and
microphones in her face every minute. The tallies were in. Somehow,
Cassidy had to get over it before opening her mouth on national
television. She snagged a towel off a deck chair and rubbed her
limp red curls.

An assistant passed her a steaming mug of
coffee. Cassidy cradled the mug between her fingers, whispers of
heat curling into the air as rivulets dripped down her bangs.

Cassidy never drank coffee unless it was
decaf, and even then she rarely accepted the stuff, but now she
brought the cup to her lips. Black bitterness warmed her throat and
she took another sip. They'd arrived in New York Harbor the one
cold dreary day in August.

Clasping the mug in one hand, Cassidy wiped
her eyes with a corner of the blanket. Here they came. Cameramen
advanced from opposite directions, ready to zoom in and capture her
disappointment. Technicians trudged behind them, hoisting portable
studio lights. This would air tonight, the plank and all the other
footage collected that morning interspersed during a special live
broadcast/cast reunion. Cassidy’s stomach muscles clenched.

In less than ten hours, America would witness
her making an idiot out of herself.

As the crew approached, host Gabriel Collins
checked his fine black hair on a monitor and whisked a stray strand
off his forehead. Cassidy had done the addition. He’d left the soap
opera world fifteen years ago. He must be pushing fifty, but his
hair stylist and plastic surgeons had chopped off a decade.

Gabriel thrust a mike into her face as the
crew gathered around them. "How does it feel to come so close to
winning?" he asked in his smooth silky voice.

She forced a dry laugh, reminding herself to
act gracious. "It's great."

"Tell us the truth, Cassidy. Is second place
good enough?"

"I would have liked to win, but Reggie played
a good game. What can I say?"

Reggie Elliott swaggered over, black stallion
tattoos gyrating on his muscular biceps as he pumped his arms high
over his head. Cassidy shook her head in disbelief. He danced and
pointed with both hands, then cocked a double thumbs-up for the
cameras. On second thought, she could think of a few things to say,
but all of them would get bleeped out.

"The champion!" he yelled. "Yeah!"

"How will you spend the money, Reggie?"
Gabriel asked.

Reggie winked. "Buy myself a Jacuzzi and
invite over some ladies. Hey, Cassidy, want to come over for
another dip?" He leered at her, an overgrown beetle with his bushy
black eyebrows and bald skull. Maybe she equated him to an insect
because he was a pest.

"With you? I’d rather walk the plank."
Cassidy strode out of camera range and hastened toward the bow,
away from the production crew. One of the producers, a middle-aged
woman she’d truly liked, fell into step beside her.

"Cassidy, we have a counselor available to
you back at the studio," the producer said, brimming with sympathy.
"I know how tough it must be to make it this far, then ..."

"That’s okay," Cassidy interrupted. "I don’t
need a counselor."

"You have to talk with him for one session
and sign a paper stating that you’ve been seen. We required that of
all the contestants."

Cassidy’s eyebrows shot up. "In case anyone
decides to jump for real? Like off the Brooklyn Bridge? I’ll meet
with him, but it’s not necessary." She was bummed, not
suicidal.

"I’m afraid it is, legality-wise. Thanks,
hon."

Finally left alone, Cassidy pressed her
elbows against the rail. Manhattan skyscrapers rose through the
pearl gray mist, looming outlines ghostly. Land.

This time it wasn't a tease. Soon she'd walk
solid ground. No more staring wistfully as the Atlantic
Devil cut endless circles through the North Atlantic, passing
Nova Scotia, Iceland and Greenland.

No more scrubbing toilets, chipping paint off
bulkheads or climbing ratlines to furl a sail. After the wrap-up
stint in New York, she was going home, back to Garrett,
Massachusetts, a quiet town no one had ever heard of. She'd sleep
in her warm bed instead of a wire-frame airless berth stacked three
tiers high.

Cassidy wished she could hibernate in that
bed. She cringed, picturing herself crawling back to her boss Spike
and resuming her lowly role as assistant manager of his health
club. Spike would crack plank jokes for weeks, while everyone else
would feel sorry for her.

Then there was her kid brother, who idolized
her, at least until now. He must be crestfallen.

Lacing her fingers, Cassidy leaned over the
railing. Choppy gray water led to the Statue of Liberty. The lady's
spiked crown, raised torch and flowing robes splintered Cassidy’s
heart with dread.

As much as she craved the comforts of land,
nothing could change the reality that she was going home a
loser.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

Cassidy sat poised in
her chair as former contestants filed onto the soundstage at WBC in
New York. Together, the studio audience and television viewers had
watched the recorded footage of her walking the plank. Gabriel
would now interview the competitors from the inaugural season one
final time.

More importantly, he would announce her
prize. If it erased most of her debts, then it would at least make
this whole embarrassing experience worthwhile. Cassidy’s heart
kicked in her chest and sweat moistened her brow.

As one of her old teammates entered, her
heart rate skyrocketed for a different reason. Josh Sanchioni slid
into a bucket seat, carrying himself stiffer than normal in his
sharp gray suit. Studio lights caught his sunbleached strawberry
blonde waves, brightening the reddish gold tints.

Cassidy slipped her gaze to his leather
shoes. If Josh hadn’t been engaged, they could have been an item.
Instead, they’d been good friends until that one evening when the
cameras were off and they almost kissed. They’d both realized their
mistake and backed away. Things were strained until Josh walked the
plank a week later.

Tonight, not only did Cassidy have to face
Josh, she would probably meet his fiancée.

Her cheeks heating, Cassidy focused on the
competitor beside Josh as a distraction. Adam Horton sat erect,
hands folded in the lap of his olive green khakis. He wasn’t
military, but he dressed like an Army wannabe. His reptilian eyes
drilled into Cassidy, his angular face revealing the shape of bones
underneath. A blond goatee darkened his pointy chin.

Cassidy shuddered involuntarily. Adam never
said much, but he made her uncomfortable just the same. She’d sense
someone watching her on the ship and Adam would be lurking in the
hatches. Luckily, he only lasted on the show two weeks.

"Before we catch up with our former
contestants, I’d like to congratulate Cassidy on a job well done,"
Gabriel said in the middle of the circle.

Applause thundered from the audience and a
wave of excitement crested over her. Cassidy offered a smile for
the cameras as Gabriel finished, "I’m proud to present you with
your prize – a luxury vacation for two to the Bahamas on a real
cruise ship with $3,000 spending money!"

Dumbfounded, Cassidy watched as a video
depicted a majestic ocean liner on the large TV screen. "Set sail
with us to the Bahamas, where you can swim with dolphins in
turquoise waters, relax on sugar white beaches and explore the
island’s history as a haven for pirates," said the female announcer
in a voice-over. "On your voyage, you can enjoy our ten lounges,
two outdoor pools, luxury spa, casino, cinema, dynamite shows, and
glass walls and elevators that get you up close to the ocean
views."

Another boat? More ocean views? Were they
friggin’ serious? A frozen smile hovered on Cassidy’s lips. Too bad
she’d already seen the counselor that afternoon and he’d attested
that all her screws were still in place. This travesty might be
enough to unhinge her.

As the video montage ended, boos erupted from
the crowd and several people jumped to their feet.

"No fair!"

"Give her a real prize!"

"Cheapskates!"

The thrill of the jeers rippled down
Cassidy’s spine, their zealousness stunning her. Granted, her
little brother had been the heckler to yell "Cheapskates," but the
other supporters weren’t relatives.

"You seem to have some disappointed fans,"
Gabriel remarked as a camera panned the crowd. "What do you have to
say about the prize, Cassidy?"

She bit down her real opinion and replied,
"I’m overwhelmed people care, but this cruise looks a lot more
relaxing than my time on Sink or Swim."

"We knew you’d enjoy it," Gabriel said. "Who
wouldn’t welcome an opportunity to be pampered on a luxury ocean
liner?"

Cassidy scoffed inwardly. Perhaps someone
who’d been trapped on a schooner for three months.

After the broadcast, Cassidy escaped the
sound stage before she blurted out something ungrateful. She
glimpsed a production assistant leading her mother, brother, and
other special guests off the set, weaning them away from the
audience members who’d obtained free tickets for the taping but
weren’t invited to the cast party.

When Adam touched her arm in the hallway, the
hairs bristled on end.

"I missed you, Cassidy," he said. "I’ve been
counting the days till this reunion."

"Hi, Adam," she said with resignation. "Good
to see you."

Reggie lumbered by them in a dark brown suit
befitting a Mafia hit man with his broad shoulders and sunken neck.
He pivoted and walked backwards. "Hey, Horty, I'm surprised you
showed. What'd you last, two episodes? Remember when you spilled
paint on the deck and cost our team fifty points? What a klutz."
Laughing, he swaggered down the hallway.

Adam's mouth pinched into a scowl and red
flushed up to his peach fuzz crew cut. "You should have gotten
first place. Not him."

It was nice to be supported, but this guy was
too intense. Still, he didn’t deserve to be the butt of Reggie’s
ridicule.

"Thanks," Cassidy said. "Don’t listen to
Reggie, he’s a creep. We all thought so. Catch you later, okay?
I’ve got to find my family."

She ducked downstairs to the cafeteria.
Balloons and streamers transformed the surroundings into a
glittering cascade of blue and gold, the colors in the Sink or
Swim logo SOS. Cassidy accepted a wine glass from a
black-coated waiter and glanced around for her mother and
fourteen-year-old brother. They’d reunited briefly at the hotel
that afternoon, sharing a few hugs and a quick lunch, then Cassidy
had to rush off for counseling, hair and makeup. Her family was
probably getting a VIP tour of the studio.

Cassidy found herself near a blue and gold
decorated table, showcasing an elaborate sheet cake of the
Atlantic Devil, her home for the past several weeks. She
downed her white wine in one long gulp.

Gabriel slithered up beside her. His dark
tailored sports coat hugged his slender build. "I’ve been meaning
to tell you, I’m sorry for your loss."

He sounded as if he was extending condolences
at a funeral. He hadn’t been that sorry when he’d ordered her to
the plank.

"Thank you," Cassidy said.

"Sorry I had to be rough and ask you all
those questions. The audience expects me to be cutthroat." Gabriel
laughed his silky laugh.

"That was the deal when I signed on. Life in
a fish bowl."

"If you ever want to visit a larger fish
bowl, look me up in L.A. I’ll show you around the hot spots. We
could have some fun."

Cassidy didn’t miss the innuendo. "I doubt
I’ll get out there."

"Maybe someday. Until then, have a great time
on your cruise." Gabriel smacked a wet one on her cheek and
disappeared into the crowd. As he left, Cassidy grimaced and wiped
off his saliva.

"Cass!" Josh threaded his way toward her with
a willowy blonde lagging behind in a navy designer business suit.
The couple's light hair and perfect tans were straight out of
California.

Terrific. Cassidy should have enticed Gabriel
to stick around rather than stand here alone, like, well, a
loser.

"Great to see you!" Josh started toward her
as if he were going for a hug, then stopped short like he’d thought
better of it.

"Last time I saw you, buddy, you were jumping
off a plank," Cassidy said in her most casual tone. She mentally
cursed herself. Buddy?

His companion edged closer, manicured
burgundy fingernails digging into his hand, thin sandy eyebrows
puckered into a frown. Josh made the introductions.

"It's nice to meet you, Shannon," Cassidy
said. "Josh has told me a lot about you."

"That’s funny." Shannon's cultured voice held
a note of coldness. "I don't recall either of you mentioning my
name when you were slow dancing at that party in week three. Or,
any of the other episodes, for that matter."

Cassidy shoved her drained wine glass to her
lips. Apparently, their chemistry hadn’t been as invisible as she’d
hoped, but she and Josh had never acknowledged it. Even after that
almost-kiss, they hadn’t discussed their feelings. How could they,
with microphones listening 99 percent of the time?

She reminded herself that Shannon didn’t know
about their near-indiscretion unless Josh had been dumb enough to
tell her. And why would he? Nothing had happened.

"You’ve got to remember, they did a ton of
editing," Cassidy said. "I’m guessing they took out a lot of
stuff."

"Yeah, Cassidy wasn’t my only partner the
night we danced," Josh said. "I danced with everyone on our team. I
had to, I was the only guy on the team."

"Then why didn’t that get on television?"
Shannon asked. "All they showed was a close-up of you two."

"I don’t know why they edited things the way
they did," Josh said with a shrug.

"I don’t know either," Shannon shot back.

Cassidy’s hand tightened around her wine
glass. She hadn’t won the big money. She hadn’t won the guy. All
Cassidy had gotten out of this deal was a cruise she’d gladly give
back. "Let me explain it to you. Ratings. Sex sells, even when it
isn’t there. Trust me, you have nothing to worry about with
Josh."

Shannon snorted, but didn’t respond. A waiter
hefted over a platter of mozzarella sticks and Cassidy snatched
one, relieved for the interruption. Josh and his fiancée weren’t
exactly the lovebirds she’d imagined. Bad for Josh, good for her.
If he and Shannon had been all kissy-kissy, Cassidy might have
needed a lot more wine.

"Cassidy! Cassidy Novak!" A fiftyish woman
with a mane of sculpted jet black curls bustled over. She would
have come to Cassidy's shoulders except for her puffy hair, which
made them the same height. Gold hoop earrings swinging back and
forth, the woman cocked her head. Silver and gold spangles winked
on her knee-length plum sequin dress. "Deniz Jewell, Jewell of
America Talent Agency."

Cassidy shook her hand, sparkling with
acorn-sized rings. "Hi, can I help you?"

"Deniz is my agent," Josh said. "She’s gotten
me speaking engagements on domestic violence and we’re working on a
radio campaign with a national coalition. It’s really bringing
recognition to the human service agency where I work."

"Josh is determined to preserve his socially
conscious image," Deniz Jewell said wryly. "But most of the others
have pursued commercial opportunities. I've lined up gigs on soap
operas and as celebrity judges for a pro skating tournament.
Imagine what my agency can do for you."

People were interested in the contestants
who’d lost? Cassidy thought back to the crowd reaction for her
prize. She did seem to have some fans out there. It might be fun to
do a couple public appearances until the SOS fervor died down, and
being in the spotlight longer would mean a little extra money,
which she could definitely use.

"Thanks for your interest," she said. "I’d
like to talk to you."

Deniz Jewell raised a finger, glittering with
a ruby ring. "I’m delighted to hear that. You’re a personal
trainer, correct? I'll bet we could get you a Nike ad, or an
exercise video. Maybe even a fitness book deal."

Shannon gave a heavy sigh and toyed with her
strand of pearls.

Cassidy gulped. Nike? Was this lady for real?
An endorsement like that could bring Cassidy more money than if
she’d won first place. She forced her slack jaw muscles back
together.

"Are you serious? You really think I could
get all those deals?"

"It’s possible." Deniz Jewell fished a card
out of her purple leather purse. "No agency can help you like
Jewell of America. I’ll call you Monday. Excuse me." She hurried
toward Reggie, who had his arm around a giggling waitress.

"Honey, I'm tired," Shannon complained with a
yawn. "Let's eat and go back to the hotel." She slanted a look at
Cassidy and added, "We've got a long flight to L.A. after the press
conference tomorrow."

"Want to join us, Cass?" Josh asked,
tight-lipped.

Cassidy elevated an eyebrow as if to say,
"You’re kidding, right?"

"Thanks, but my family's here," she said.
"See you guys later."

As Shannon steered her fiancé away, Cassidy
reflected on the meeting with the agent. According to Deniz Jewell,
her dreams might be in reach after all. Don’t get your hopes up,
Cassidy told herself. She couldn’t handle a big letdown twice.

She noticed her mother waving from the buffet
table and headed in that direction. Cassidy didn’t get far.

"Looks like your guy pal isn't dumping his
fiancée." Felicia Fowler sashayed over in her skintight red dress.
Felicia, daughter of an acclaimed film director and the last
contestant who needed a million dollars, fingered the heart-shaped
gold locket she never took off except for showers. Cassidy should
know; she had moved it once as they prepared for room inspection,
and Madame Fowler had shrilled higher than a member of the Vienna
Boys' Choir.

"Mind telling me what you're talking about?"
Cassidy asked.

Felicia sucked the green olive from her
martini and pushed back her bright blonde shag hair. "Your tomboy
act didn't fool me. You were Josh's Siamese twin on the ship. Bet
it hurts seeing the future Mrs. Josh."

"All I'm thinking about is my upcoming
cruise." Cassidy flashed her first genuine smile of the night. She
may as well get some enjoyment out of her booby prize. Felicia had
won zilch.

Felicia clamped together her moist mango
lips. "I've gotten acting offers while you were stuck on the ship.
I’m guest starring in a new sitcom this fall."

"I'm happy for you." And Cassidy was,
considering Felicia’s own father wouldn’t give her a role.

"I'll bet." Felicia stomped past her,
allowing Cassidy to finally join her mother at the buffet.

Pepper Maguire balanced a paper plate of hors
d'oeuvres in one hand, napkin of miniature éclairs in the other,
silver bracelets clanking and bleached blonde hair piled high into
a sprayed cone. Her buttercup yellow blazer and matching pleated
miniskirt clung to voluptuous curves. She had dyed her high heels
to match the sunshine hue of her outfit.

"Hey, you!" her mother exclaimed. "Sorry
about that cruise. I know you wanted something more, but you’ll
have a good time. Who are you taking?"

Cassidy coughed at the whiff of Charlie. Her
mother looked like a stacked Big Bird and reeked of department
store perfume. "I don’t know. Maybe you and I can go. I heard I’ve
got a year to take it, so I’d rather wait. I’ve had enough ships
lately."

Her mother beamed. "That’s okay, whenever
you’re ready."

Of course, now Cassidy’s kid brother would
want to tag along. This cruise would actually cost her money.
"Where's Bo?"

"Off getting autographs. Your brother was
hooked on the show." Fondling an éclair, her mother batted her eyes
at a handsome studio executive.

Normally her mom’s flirtatiousness would have
irked Cassidy, but tonight she didn’t care. Stomach gurgling, she
examined her mother's helping of chicken wings and Swedish
meatballs.

Suddenly ravenous, Cassidy loaded a plate,
taking two of everything. She'd never have to drink powdered milk
again. Grainy mashed potatoes and gristly steak would be a distant
memory. She could go to McDonalds.

Although Cassidy had avoided fast food in the
past, her mouth watered as she imagined a Big Mac. Even a health
nut could be pushed to desperation. She munched a ruffled potato
chip coated in onion dip.

Brooke, the show's twenty-something
publicist, jogged over to Cassidy with a clipboard planted against
her chest. Circles rimmed her eyes as if she and her pillow hadn't
bonded since the show premiered. Cassidy knew the feeling.

"I've got to get you and Reggie hooked up
with the media," Brooke said, breathless. "I've scheduled telephone
interviews for you guys tonight and an appearance on the Morning
Show tomorrow."

"You’re kidding," Cassidy said. "They want me
on the Morning Show?"

"Yep, and at the press conference tomorrow,
the network is announcing that SOS has been renewed for a second
season."

"Don’t forget to call that reporter, Alison
Larson, from the local newspaper," Cassidy's mother interjected.
"You promised to remember her when you got off the ship."

"Not until the important interviews are done,
please," Brooke said. "Sorry to make you eat on the run, but let’s
go."

Cassidy told her mother she would see her
later and followed the harried publicist down the elevator to the
marketing department. Brooke stopped before a door and unlocked it.
"You can use the phone in here, and I'll set up Reggie in my
supervisor's office. You've got the New York Times,
Variety, USA Today and Associated Press on
tap. I’ll dial the phone and give you ten minutes with each
publication."

Brooke switched on the light, revealing a
normal office except for the mess on the floor.

Cassidy gestured to the fragrant red roses in
glass vases, Godiva chocolate boxes and stuffed animals littering
the carpet like a messy Valentine's Day display. "What’s all that
stuff? Lovesick boyfriend?" She deposited her plate onto a desk
strewn with papers and bit into a juicy roast beef sandwich.

"It’s yours." Brooke smirked. "Plus, three
bags of fan mail. I hope you have room in your car. This stuff has
been sitting in the office all week."

Cassidy choked on a bite of bread. "That's
all mine?"

"Welcome home. I started going through the
packages, but it got too overwhelming."

In the center of the toy zoo, a Raggedy Ann
doll stared at Cassidy through shining black button eyes. Red yarn
hair crowned her cloth head and a blue frock hung down to a pair of
elasticized snow-white bloomers. Cassidy frowned at the white
pinafore with its embroidered "I Love You" heart.

Except for the heart, the doll looked just
like a Raggedy Ann her father had given her on her fourth birthday,
the last gift before he walked out, never to be heard from
again.

Did they even make Raggedy Ann anymore?
Cassidy hadn’t seen one since stowing hers in the attic. Nervous
tingling clawed her gut. Could this doll be from her father?
Cassidy reached to pick it up and ran her hand along the soft
body.

Assuming he was still alive, her father must
own a TV and read the newspaper. Maybe he’d sent her the
remembrance to get in her good graces if she became a
millionaire.

Well, if he contacted her, Cassidy would
reject the jerk as he’d done to her. More than once, she’d wondered
if he watched Sink or Swim. Cassidy hoped he’d seen how
strong and capable she turned out – no thanks to him. She hoped he
knew about her college degree, a double major in exercise
physiology and management, and how she had been in the top five
percent of her graduating class despite working thirty hours per
week to pay her way through school.

Of course, it would have been nice to win the
million dollars and really have something to show off.

With trembling fingers, Cassidy tugged off
the miniature envelope taped to Raggedy Ann’s dress, the kind of
envelope that usually came with flowers.

"The Atlantic Devil may have docked,
but your ship has come in," the card read in typed letters. "Soon
we will be together for eternity. We will give this doll to our
daughter. Yours Always, Miles."

It wasn’t from her father. It was from some
wacko. First relief, then disappointment and finally confusion,
assaulted her.

"Give this doll to our daughter?" she asked.
"Who is this guy? How did he know that I had a Raggedy Ann when I
was a kid?"

Brooke shrugged, yanking business cards out
of her Rolodex. Then Cassidy remembered. She and Josh had discussed
childhood toys as they scoured greasy pans in the kitchen,
following a producer's suggestion for "interesting" dialogue. No
one knew reality TV could be called semi-scripted. It was like the
kids' game Mad Libs. Writers created topics, contestants filled in
the blanks. Cassidy couldn’t believe she’d even mentioned Raggedy
Ann, but it was the first toy that jumped into her mind.

Someone had listened to the exchange that
closely? What other nutcases had tracked her down?

"Don't worry," Brooke said. "All celebrities
get this type of attention."

Celebrity. Was that what she was now? Cassidy
didn’t know why the word surprised her. She’d gotten hints all
night that her fifteen minutes of fame might last longer than
anticipated.

Brooke was probably right. Miles was
harmless. But, one thing nagged at Cassidy.

He had picked up on one of the few personal
tidbits she had shared about herself. Cassidy glanced around at the
dozens of bears, dogs, kittens, helium balloons, chocolates and
flowers.

No one else had.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


After a handful of
telephone interviews, Cassidy stood and stretched while Brooke
rushed into the next office to check on Reggie. Adrenaline pumped
through Cassidy’s body as she strolled a few feet. Amazing, how
eager these reporters were for a quote.

Alison Larson, the staff writer at her
hometown newspaper, must be going frantic waiting to hear from her
local "celebrity." Cassidy returned to her desk and dialed Alison’s
phone number. She may as well squeeze in this interview now before
Brooke loomed over her again with a stopwatch.

Cassidy connected to the newsroom and a
weary-sounding man put her on hold. She fingered a stack of network
letterhead and twirled an engraved SOS pen.

Alison had interviewed Cassidy once before.
She’d written an article chronicling the audition process, which
for Cassidy had begun with sending the producers a video of herself
at the gym and ended with a group audition in Los Angeles.
According to Cassidy’s mother, the paper had published multiple
follow-up pieces in her absence.

"Cassidy, congratulations!" Alison bubbled.
"Thanks for calling. I’ve been leaving messages with the PR
department all day."

"Sorry I couldn't get in touch sooner. It’s
been crazy."

"I can imagine. What are your thoughts on
coming in second?"

"I wish it had been first, but at least I
made it to the finals."

"According to Internet polls, eighty percent
of fans wanted you to defeat Reggie. What's your reaction to him
taking home the million?"

Cassidy bit her tongue. Just like any
reporter, Alison would love a snarky quote. She’d have to settle
for a diplomatic one instead. "Eighty percent? I’m flattered, but
Reggie won fair and square. I don’t begrudge him the victory."

She wondered if Alison could possibly believe
it.

"I don’t know if I could be so gracious in
that situation."

Cassidy didn’t respond to the bait. She
wouldn’t want Reggie to badmouth her, so he deserved the same
courtesy.

"So … what are you most looking forward to
about returning home?" Alison asked.

"Real food, my bed, and no more struggling to
stay awake on watch duty."

"Are you returning to your job at the
gym?"

Cassidy had asked herself the same question
and determined that she had no choice. Her scrapbook was
thickening, but newspaper and magazine clippings wouldn’t pay the
bills. Until real money came her way, Cassidy needed a job. Her
current one had flaws, but she’d worked her way up to full-time
assistant manager and part-time staff personal trainer. It was easy
and familiar.

"You bet. I can’t wait to go back to Spike’s
Muscle Madness. Everyone was so supportive when they found out I
was competing on the show."

Not exactly true. Her boss Spike had been
peeved, but he’d held her job – supposedly because of the publicity
the television show might generate, but the fact that Cassidy knew
more about running his health club than he did probably affected
his decision.

In the background, Alison’s computer keyboard
clicked. "I have one more favor," she said. "My editor wants me to
follow you around in your daily life and write a series about how
you readjust. Would you let me and a photographer tag along with
you for a couple weeks?"

"Sure, that would be fun," Cassidy said.

Of course, having her every move tracked
could get on her nerves, but all the publicity fueled her bigger
plan. The longer Cassidy stayed in the limelight, the more likely
Deniz Jewell could negotiate killer deals on her behalf.

"How's Garrett?" she asked. "What kind of
welcome can I expect?"

Alison laughed a little darkly. "If you don't
want to sign autographs at the grocery store, you'd better buy a
wig."

***

Later that week, Cassidy walked around the
gym and exchanged greetings with the members and co-workers
populating the club at 7 a.m. There were more of each than she
remembered – double the clients and double the staff.

Alison hadn’t been kidding. Even people
Cassidy didn’t know slapped her on the shoulder. Not surprising
since Spike had converted the place into a Sink or Swim
shrine. Her photograph, blown up to poster size, graced an easel at
the front entrance. Although the attention flattered her, a funk
dropped over Cassidy at being back.

She’d worked here since freshman year in
college. Cassidy had loved the idea of the free membership awarded
to employees, however her excitement diminished as the place took
on the atmosphere of a frustrating job. She wanted to teach people
better health habits, while Spike wanted to increase his
bottom-line.

Cassidy found it hard to watch members fry
their skin in the tanning beds or receive minimal education from
the fitness staff. Most of the floor trainers were college kids
with no background in exercise science. They could demonstrate the
equipment, but knew nothing about stretching or meeting a member’s
individualized fitness goals. That’s where she came in as personal
trainer, but her services weren’t included in gym membership and
were used by a fraction of clients.

Cassidy stopped before a bulletin board
display in the cardio room. Blue and gold push pins dotted a ship
diagram and construction paper letters spelled out, "Summer
Fitness Incentive Program: Sink or Swim." The poster
borrowed symbols from the TV show, red flags marking the goals and
circles representing completed tasks.

"Hey, Spike, can you say ‘raise?’" she
muttered under her breath.

That was the last motivation she needed to
backtrack toward the foyer and enter a glassed-in room behind the
front desk. Spike, who was hanging up the phone, sprang from his
rolling swivel chair. Gel cemented his graying black crew cut and a
tight muscle shirt outlined his artificially tanned upper body. His
biceps and quads bulged from years of weight lifting, but he
couldn’t open a can of soup without Cassidy’s help.

He sucked down the last bite of a power bar,
crumpled the wrapper into the trash and pumped her hand. Granola
flecks pressed from his palm into Cassidy’s and she resisted the
urge to brush them off. "If it isn’t the superstar! I thought you
had first place nailed, but I’m glad you didn’t win the million or
else you wouldn’t have come back. I own the place and I wouldn’t
have come back."

His left eye twitched in a nervous jump. "You
are coming back, right? You’re here to work, not to visit?"

Cassidy lowered herself into an extra chair.
He seemed even more apprehensive than she’d imagined. "That
depends. Everyone’s saying how crowded the place has been and I met
three new employees on this shift alone. All the SOS hype has put
the gym on the map. You know I could get a job anywhere,
right?"

Spike’s Adam's apple waggled as if it were
having a seizure in his throat. Redness seeping into his face, he
grasped onto a stash of paychecks on the desk awaiting his
illegible signature. "What’s that supposed to mean? You can’t walk
out on me now. I’ve held your job for three months. Besides, do you
have any clue how many new members signed up because they want to
meet the hot babe from Sink or Swim?"

This was going just as she’d hoped. If he
wasn’t in such good shape, he’d be going into cardiac arrest.
Cassidy leaned forward with her cool trademark smile and started
talking off the top of her head. "I don’t want to leave, Spike, but
look around at all your signs and photographs. I’m being used.
Assistant managers don’t make much money and you keep a lot of my
personal training profits. This arrangement isn’t working for me
anymore. You know what you need around here? A fitness
director."

"But I’m the fitness director." His dark
beady eyes blinked a couple times.

"You’re also the owner and have a hundred
other things to do. Give me a salaried position as fitness director
in charge of trainers and aerobics staff – which of course, would
include a significant raise and the authority to lead educational
workshops for employees and wellness seminars for club members.
I’ll still continue as staff personal trainer, outside of all that,
with our same agreement."

As assistant manager, Cassidy spent her days
giving tours, compiling membership databases and scheduling staff,
leaving little room for teaching. More fitness-oriented
responsibilities would at least make her time here more tolerable.
Spike’s brow grooved as if he were in deep thought. He didn’t get
that pensive look often. He’d go along with it. She knew he would.
Her promotion was long overdue, but Cassidy had to be honest about
one thing.

"I have a stipulation, though," she went on.
"I’m signing with an agent who’s trying to get me public
appearances, endorsements and exercise videos. That type of
occasional outside employment has to be agreeable. In exchange for
flexibility with my hours, I’ll drop your name into all my
interviews."

She winked and threw in an extra incentive.
"As a matter of fact, a reporter from the Garrett Daily News
plans to follow me around for a couple weeks. Of course, I’ll bring
her by the gym."

Spike fanned himself with the paychecks, a
thin layer of sweat dotting his forehead. "What if all that stuff
messes up your work schedule and you’re never here?"

"I think we both know the answer to that,
Spike. If my career takes off, then at some point I’ll have to
quit." Cassidy shrugged. "But, who knows when or if that will
happen? In the meantime, we can both benefit from SOS."

He was silent for a long moment. Finally, his
voice cut through the quiet. "Okay. I think you should be visible
in the fitness center and play floor trainer for a few weeks, even
though I’ll pay you as fitness director. Everyone wants to see you
on the floor, and that way, you can recruit more members as PT
clients."

Cassidy nodded, struggling to keep a poker
face. Spike’s suggestion would give her a perfect opportunity to
develop a rapport with the new members. She’d feel guilty about
leaving clients behind if she had to quit in a few months, but
Cassidy had to put her own needs first. For now, she’d work hard
and be the best fitness director/personal trainer these people had
ever seen.

"Remember your contract," Spike went on. "If
you ever quit, you can’t solicit business from current or past
members for six months."

"Got it. Thanks, Spike."

Jill, the teenage receptionist who spent way
too many hours in the tanning booth, poked her sun-bronzed head and
shoulders through the doorway and announced that someone had
arrived for a tour. Cassidy pushed back her chair and followed her
boss out to the counter where a father and his pre-teen daughter
milled before the front desk. For now, she ignored the wide-eyed
stares and plastered smile of the girl, whose chin rested in the
steel ring of a scoliosis back brace.

Spike grinned at the father, a mustached
blond in a suit and tie. "You probably recognize our fitness
director, Cassidy Novak from Sink or Swim. Cassidy can give
you an orientation and do some fitness testing, which is included
in your membership. You can even hire her as your personal trainer
and work one-on-one with her a couple times a week."

The dad nodded, donning a smile as bright as
his daughter’s. "We’re fans. That’s why we chose this gym."

"I’m thrilled you watched the show. And a
little embarrassed. I still haven’t seen any episodes and I’m kind
of dreading it," Cassidy admitted, shaking his hand. With his firm
grip and broad shoulders, she'd peg him as a former football
player.

"Are you kidding? It was terrific. I'm Ned
Lowry, by the way. My daughter Deanna is your biggest fan. She has
scoliosis, a curvature of the spine, and her physical therapist
said swimming would be good exercise." He drew Deanna in front of
him and tousled her sandy blonde waves.

"Hi, Cassidy," Deanna murmured with a shy
grin. She reached up and tugged her father’s arm. "Can Cassidy be
my personal trainer, Daddy? All my friends will be jealous. So will
Laurie. That’s my little sister," she added for Cassidy’s
benefit.

"I don’t think you’re old enough to need your
own personal trainer," her father said with a laugh, "but I’m sure
Cassidy could give you a couple pointers."

Cassidy squatted down to Deanna’s level.
"He’s right, you’d be bored on all those machines. I’ll tell you
what. I’ll bring my bathing suit one day and show you some fun
exercises to do in the pool. It’ll be awesome."

Deanna’s downcast expression lit up. "Really?
That’d be great, Cassidy!"

Spike clapped his hands with his usual
high-strung enthusiasm. "Come on, let’s go check out that pool. If
you decide to join, we’ll come right back and put you on Cassidy’s
appointment schedule for orientation."

Cassidy stayed behind as the others headed
down the carpeted staircase. She reached for a clipboard. If Spike
wanted her on the floor, she’d better take the next appointment,
which would start any minute. She noticed a beanpole redhead in her
early twenties hovering near the desk. The girl carried a thermos
stamped with "SOS" and a long white Sink or Swim tee-shirt
billowed halfway down her black cotton stretch pants.

Cassidy grabbed a blank workout sheet under
the counter. "Are you Rhonda Sue?"

Bug-eyed, Rhonda Sue Vanelli straightened the
tortoise-shell glasses glued to her head with an exercise band.
"You ... you said my name. Oh, my God, Cassidy Novak said my name.
I feel like I should pinch my cheek or something. I must be
dreaming."

How did one respond to that? Cassidy tried a
little humor. "Well, you’re so thin, there’s not much to pinch.
Let's talk about your fitness goals. Would you like to build muscle
definition?"

"I want to do whatever you do."

"Even if I somersaulted off a cliff?"

Rhonda Sue giggled as if Cassidy had cracked
a joke worthy of Saturday Night Live in its heyday. "I'm
sure you'd have a good reason."

Choking back a laugh, Cassidy strode into the
wide open exercise room with Rhonda Sue at her heels. They passed
the equipment, all of which was occupied. Very unusual for a summer
morning.

"It's important to find exercise you like,"
Cassidy said over the blast of Top 40 music. "Some people love
aerobics, but hate the Stair Master. Others prefer treadmills."

"I want to look like you. I even dyed my hair
your color. It's not exact, but next time it will be better."
Blushing, Rhonda Sue fingered a lock of her streaming cherry mane,
worn in Cassidy's loose style.

This was getting less and less amusing.
Please tell me all my new clients won’t be this loony,
Cassidy prayed. She walked past the Nautilus circuit of upper and
lower body machines. "You should hold off. I’m thinking of going
blonde."

First Miles, the stranger who'd sent Raggedy
Ann. Now a kooky girl who wanted a body like hers. Movie stars must
deal with this bizarre stuff all the time. How did they stand it?
Cassidy supposed you could tolerate a lot if there were enough
zeroes pumping up your bank account. She parked Rhonda Sue in a
chair beside a computer station, blood pressure cuff and
miscellaneous testing equipment.

"Felicia was a bitch," Rhonda Sue said as
Cassidy withdrew the skinfold caliper from her tricep. "Remember
the time her team won that luau on deck, and the rest of you had to
hula as entertainment? I hated how she rubbed your noses in
it."

"Me too," Cassidy said.

"She drooled when you guys won the barbecue,
though. I loved it when Felicia had to grill and serve all that
food. She threw down that bowl of strawberry shortcake so hard, I
thought the whipped cream would splatter in your face."

Cassidy scribbled a minuscule body fat
measurement on a chart, tempted to tell her that she had lived the
show and didn't need play-by play. She hurried through the
Sit-and-Reach flexibility test, offered a rundown of the Nautilus
circuit, then dumped Rhonda Sue on the treadmill.

Cassidy had five minutes between appointments
and circled the indoor track to clear her head. She breathed the
familiar chlorine scent filtering up from the pool. It reminded her
of the last time she'd swum in a pool, during the L.A. auditions.
Each finalist had to pass a battery of tests: treading water, back
float, front crawl with rhythmic breathing.

"Hey, Cassie."

Slowly, she turned to face Howie the
Womanizer. His bald head gleamed in the light slanting through the
tall windows and a gold stud ornamented his earlobe. Howie slapped
the paunch that sagged beneath his sleeveless black tee-shirt. Gray
hair curled on his sideburns, arms and legs. "I've been jogging
three miles a day. Impressed?"

That was the ironic part, he worked out as
much as he bragged, but couldn't lose the spare tire. It gave
Cassidy unreasonable satisfaction. "Good for you."

"We missed you, gorgeous. How about some
racquetball later?" He directed the question toward her chest.

She was tempted to direct her answer by way
of a swift kick to his shins. "I'll have to choose between you and
a root canal without Novocain," she said sweetly. "Let me give that
some thought."

Cassidy resumed her walk. Howie trailed her,
his fluorescent green Nikes squeaking against the floor. "You brush
your hair a lot," he said.

"I'm afraid to ask. What?"

"The TV cameras caught you brushing your
hair. You must do a hundred strokes. No wonder it's smooth and
satiny."

That decided it. Cassidy would catch up on
her TiVo and watch as many episodes as she could stand. She hadn't
had a chance, between unpacking, savoring real food and enjoying
her mattress. She had to see why everyone was raising such a fuss
about the show. About her.

"Brushing my hair is a weird habit I got
into. Gotta run, Howie."

"Call me," he shouted after her, pinning an
invisible phone to his ear.

"Yeah, I’ll do that," she muttered under her
breath. "Right after I give birth to Reggie Elliott’s love
child."

Cassidy led another fitness orientation, this
time with a college boy who she knew was mentally undressing her,
and then retreated to the locker room. She studied her harried
reflection in the bathroom mirror, fingering her ponytail. Smooth
and satiny. Maybe Clairol would hire her as spokeswoman.

She’d only been here a couple hours and
already Cassidy wanted out. Not a good thing, since with her new
popularity as a personal trainer, she could easily find herself
here 60-70 hours per week. How did that leave time for Deniz
Jewell’s opportunities? For creating a business plan to open her
first club? Cassidy splashed cold water over her face as mounting
pressure knotted in her chest.

Calm down. We’ll just see what happens. Do
the best you can.

Rhonda Sue stepped out of the shower, wrapped
in a short white towel, and interrupted Cassidy’s thoughts. "I
memorized the exercises you told me. I'll have muscle tone like you
in no time." She flexed her reedy arm into a bicep curl and the
towel slipped to the black-tiled floor. Rhonda Sue stood buck
naked.

Cassidy averted her pained eyes from the
flash of freckled skin. Was Reggie getting these fruit loops? Josh?
Felicia? Anyone?

"Do you think I'm too thin?" Rhonda Sue hiked
her bare leg onto the bench.

Cassidy concentrated on the line of blow
dryers, anything but Rhonda Sue's non-jiggly thigh. It took all her
will power to keep from bolting. "You’re fine, really. I’ve got to
go, I’m late for an appointment."

She exited the locker room in a less than
dignified manner and leaned against the cinderblock wall outside.
What a day.

And it was only the beginning.

 


 





Chapter Four

 


New Jersey

Reggie Elliott
lurched on the back staircase outside his parents’ dark house,
fumbling for his key. Shadows veiled the door of his in-law
apartment. His grandmother used to occupy the apartment, but when
she transferred into assisted living a few years back, Reggie moved
in. His parents gave him a pretty good deal: low rent, home-cooked
meals and they looked the other way when a girl stayed over.

Reggie swiped the key at the doorknob. Damn
thing wouldn't fit in the hole. What was the matter with it? Maybe
he'd drank too much. Swearing, he leaned against the railing and
flipped to another key. Reggie squinted in the glow from the
crescent moon winding through the trees. Yeah, this was the right
one. Down the street, his neighbor’s cocker spaniel howled.

Reggie stumbled into the apartment and groped
for the light. A framed photograph of his smiling parents greeted
him on his oversized stereo speaker. He hoped Mom and Dad hadn’t
heard his humiliation on the radio, but nothing would have kept
them from listening. His mother had kissed him before he left for
the interview and gave him a roll of cherry Life Savers.

Unfortunately, his throat didn’t have a
chance to get dry. He'd barely opened his mouth. The callers had
done the talking, firing questions about Cassidy Novak.

"What's Cassidy like in person?"

"Will you stay in touch?"

"Do you really think you deserved to win or
Cassidy?"

"Is she as pretty in person as she is on
TV?"

Damn radio program. Reggie had gone
bar-hopping after the taping. No one recognized him, except some
jerk who'd begged for Cassidy's phone number.

Muttering under his breath, Reggie pulled a
beer bottle out of the refrigerator. Thanks to his mother, the
shelves were fully stocked with Tupperware containers of lasagna,
chicken rosemary penne, a package of nectarines and a Saran-wrapped
slice of chocolate pudding pie. She did his grocery shopping, beer
and hard liquor excluded, and gave him all their leftovers.

Reggie played his messages, nodding as his
mother's warm voice filled the living room. She'd called at 8:30
p.m. "Hi, honey, you sounded fantastic. If you get back by 9:30,
come over for a snack."

He'd call her in the morning, after he slept
off his hangover. Reggie staggered to his hand-me-down vinyl couch
and dropped onto a cushion with a long gash in the center. Almost
everything in this apartment had belonged to Gran, including the
bookcases, armchair and coffee table. The secondhand stuff had been
okay for awhile, but now he was rich.

Reggie smirked. Take that, Cassidy. He was
rich – R-I-C-H. As soon as he found a place outside Hollywood, he
would buy a black leather sofa, water bed, wide-screen television
and Jacuzzi. His pal Gabriel Collins had promised to show him the
club scene and celebrity hot spots. Gabriel was an old dude, but he
partied with young babes.

Reggie gulped another swallow of beer. This
winter, he'd send his parents out to California for a couple weeks.
By then, he might have a movie role.

A family trip would have made him sound
decent on the radio, but the announcer hadn't asked how Reggie
planned to spend the money. The guy had been more interested in
Cassidy Novak. Reggie left his bottle on the Wal-Mart-special
coffee table and stalked into the dim bathroom, needing to relieve
himself of the six-pack he'd had earlier that night.

He reached for the light switch over the
sink.

The blue shower curtain rustled.

He wasn't alone.

His hand froze on the wall. "Who's
there?"

Silence.

After a few seconds, his shoulders relaxed.
He must have brushed against the curtain himself. Of course. He was
drunk. Reggie flicked on the light and started toward the
toilet.

He heard sudden shuffling. In one fluid
movement, the curtain peeled back, someone grabbed his throat from
behind and knocked him to the floor. Reggie yelped as his head
smashed against the tile.

He squirmed, trying to turn despite the black
spots spinning before his eyes and the intense pain gripping his
temples. "Who ... what’s going on ..." he stammered.

A knife pressed against his Adam's apple, the
edge sharp and cold.

Reggie stopped struggling, terror ripping
through him. "Take ... take what you want," he mumbled,
spread-eagled on the ceramic tile. "Really. There's a gold necklace
for my mother … a TV ... Look, I've got a DVD player still in the
box. There's money in the bedroom drawer. Anything you want, man.
Any- "

As his vocal cords were severed, pain sliced
through his neck. He saw his blood spurt everywhere.

Reggie talked no more.



 


 



Chapter Five

 


Cassidy leaned over
the computer desk in her living room as her brother clicked onto
another section of the official SOS web site. She squinted at the
digital photograph of herself in a backwards baseball cap, spooning
runny Sloppy Joe meat onto a wilted hamburger bun. Someone had
caught her on the bad hair day from hell. Sweaty bangs matted her
forehead like misshapen red spiders.

Good thing Spike hadn’t picked that
masterpiece to hang in the gym.

"Nice picture, sis," Bo snickered.

She rolled her eyes and stepped away from
Bo’s swivel chair. "I’ve seen enough. Come on, we’ve got a job to
do."

"Yes, ma’am," he said with a mock salute.

As Bo shut down the computer, Cassidy
reluctantly approached the piles of fan letters, candy boxes and
stuffed animals spilling over the hardwood floor. She was paying
her brother five bucks an hour to help her sort through this mess.
She would have shelled out more, but he didn’t have to know
that.

They spent the next hour hunkered down,
organizing stacks of ‘needs a response,’ ‘no return address’ and
‘perverted.’

"Hey, Cass, listen to this," Bo said, holding
up several stapled pages. " ‘Cassidy, we are soul mates, two halves
of a whole. Soon we will be together forever. I promise.' Pretty
freaky, huh?"

He passed it over and Cassidy skipped to the
end. She stared at the signature in cramped handwriting. Miles, the
guy who sent her Raggedy Ann.

A chill feathering up her spine, she scanned
the jumble of stuffed animals blocking entrance to the kitchen.
Cassidy caught a glimpse of the doll’s shining black eyes.

During their last conversation, Deniz Jewell
had advised donating the toys to children's hospitals and homeless
shelters, and inviting the media for photo ops. Cassidy hadn't
pursued that avenue yet, but she knew one thing. Raggedy Ann was
leaving first.

 


She flipped over the envelope. Anaheim,
California postmark. 3,000 miles west. At least that was
reassuring. He was harmless. Just a fan who’d gotten a little
carried away.

"What's the matter?" Bo asked. "You look
spooked."

"I heard from this guy before. He sent me a
Raggedy Ann doll, like one I had as a kid."

"That’s lame. Too bad he didn’t send cash
instead."

"If he had, I’d throw it out."

"You’d get rid of money?"

"If it came from a freak, yes. I need a
break." Cassidy switched on the television as a knock thudded on
her door. Probably her stepfather, Glenn, here to pick up Bo for
dinner. Still, Cassidy checked the peephole before opening the
door.

"Hi, Glenn! I missed you," she said, ushering
her stepfather inside.

Glenn maneuvered himself into the apartment,
at least ten pounds heaver than Cassidy remembered. She’d have to
nag him about his diet again, but not tonight. She hadn’t seen the
guy in months. Now she just wanted a hug.

As if reading her mind, Glenn scooped her
into an embrace, his full brown beard tickling her chin. "Hey,
sweetheart. I watched every episode. You did terrific."

Cassidy tugged the brim of his Sink or
Swim baseball hat. "Not you, too. You’re an SOS fan?"

"I’m a Cassidy Novak fan. No offense, but
reality shows aren’t my thing." Glenn trailed her into the living
room, accidentally kicking a stuffed cat with the toe of his
sneaker. "Opening a toy store?"

"Fan mail. Know anyone with little kids? I’m
trying to unload this stuff."

"Sorry, there's no little kids in my
building."

Bo stared down at his feet and toed his
unlaced sneakers against each other. His long Boston Bruins
tee-shirt extended to the hole in his faded jeans. Cassidy touched
his elbow, bruised from skateboarding. The divorce had been tough
on both of them.

She'd given Glenn a hard time when her mother
brought him home fifteen years ago. She had expected another
dimwit, like husband number two, the unemployed artist. Instead,
she'd found the person who escorted her to father/daughter dances
and taught her to drive.

Cassidy knew the marriage wouldn't last, but
it survived longer than she anticipated, until last winter. Glenn
liked quiet nights watching TV. Her mother dragged him out dancing
and bowling. If he wouldn't join her, she found friends who would.
Sometimes five nights a week.

Glenn tossed a few envelopes onto the coffee
table. "You had mail in your slot. Just what you need, huh, more
reading material?"

"You should see some of it, Dad," Bo said,
yanking the Miles note away from Cassidy and passing it to his
father. "These people are whacked. Check out this one. This weirdo
has written to her before and he sent her a doll."

"Knock it off, Bo," she said. "It's no big
deal."

As he read, Glenn's bushy eyebrows curled
downward. "You should show this to the police."

"Why?" Cassidy asked. "He doesn't know where
I live. He went through the network."

Chewing his lower lip, Glenn turned the page.
"Addresses aren't hard to find. This guy sounds obsessed. If you
want, I'll go to the police with you."

Her stomach flip-flopped. She trusted Glenn’s
judgment, but if she planned to remain in the limelight, Cassidy
couldn’t race to the cops every time an oddball made her a little
uncomfortable. Especially if the oddball lived across the
country.

"It's just one letter and a gift," Cassidy
said.

"So far."

"I can take care of myself. If I have to call
the cops, I will, but they won't take me seriously if I
overreact."

Cassidy declined Glenn’s invitation for pizza
and a movie, feigning a headache, but truthfully she didn’t relish
strangers interrupting her meal. She needed to unwind, not to put
herself on public display.

"I’ll come back tomorrow," Bo called over his
shoulder as he followed his father out into the corridor. "See
you."

After they left, Cassidy surveyed the letter
chaos. No way could she return to this drudgery without him. As she
tried to motivate herself to read a few more letters, a female
voice on television jarred her thoughts.

"Shocking news out of New Jersey. Reggie
Elliott, million dollar winner of the hit reality-based game show
Sink or Swim, was found stabbed to death this morning in his
apartment."

Transfixed, Cassidy gaped at the six o'clock
news. The image switched from Reggie's smug picture to a blonde
standing before a white house.

"Reggie Elliott, the bad boy of Sink or
Swim, lived in the apartment over his parents' garage.
According to police, his parents became concerned when Reggie did
not answer his telephone or repeated knocks on the door. His
mother, Karen Elliott, discovered the body around noon. Right now,
police claim they have no leads."

Cassidy faltered, hot numbness sweeping over
her face. She had hated Reggie, but she didn't want him dead. She
couldn't even imagine him dead. He was crass, aggressive ...
alive.

A shiver rippling through her, Cassidy
swallowed the sour taste in her mouth. Maybe he was selling drugs
and a deal went bad. Cassidy wanted to believe it, but didn't know
if she did.

Sink or Swim staff had screened
contestant backgrounds. If there had been any questions about his
past, he wouldn’t have made it on the show.

Maybe it was a botched robbery attempt. Yet …
what if Reggie had attracted his own stalker? If he had, could
something like this happen to her? Was Miles as crazy as Reggie’s
killer?

She started as the phone rang. Cassidy turned
down the television and answered her cordless phone with forced
calm.

"Did you hear about Reggie?" Alison Larson,
the local reporter, asked. "It's all over the news."

"Yeah, it’s awful." Cassidy paced the living
room, Alison’s familiar voice grounding her. Her situation had
nothing to do with Reggie. Why waste energy worrying when
everything would turn out fine?

"I hate to ask, but could I get a comment for
the paper?"

"I'm sorry it happened. He was ..." What
could she say that wouldn’t sound phony? All of America had seen
her and Reggie sniping at each other. "He was unique and I know
he’ll be greatly missed by his family, friends and fans."

"Does his murder make you nervous?" Alison
asked. "Do you plan to take extra security precautions?"

Cassidy stopped before the window with its
close-up view of dead grass. Alison wasn’t making it easy to relax
her guard. She’d never considered how vulnerable and isolated her
basement apartment was.

Tenants ran into each other in the parking
lot, but rarely in the main two-story building. Each entrance
hallway led to two apartments, upstairs and downstairs. The guy
above her used the back fire escape and Cassidy never saw him. She
had the bottom level to herself. That used to be a plus, but now
Cassidy wouldn’t mind a next door neighbor.

"His murder sickens me, but why should it
make me nervous? Unfortunately, violence happens every day and if
Reggie wasn’t well-known, it would’ve just been another item in the
local newspaper, the tragedies that we try to make ourselves immune
to so we feel safe going about our daily lives. It's a horrible
tragedy and my prayers go out to Reggie's family." She barely
recognized her clipped careful voice.

"Thanks," Alison said. "I'll call you
tomorrow about the newspaper series."

Cassidy hung up and closed her eyes, shutting
out an image of Reggie in a puddle of blood. She could visualize
the gruesome scene in a cheesy horror flick. He would hop up after
the take and flirt with an actress. She couldn't see it in
reality.

Distraction. She needed a distraction.
Cassidy leafed through the stack of mail that Glenn had delivered,
normal mail that didn't beg for a dinner date or a signed picture.
Bank statement, coupon book, a cream envelope with a typed label.
Cassidy ripped open the envelope. She dropped onto the couch,
skimming the letter.

"My sweet love, you should have won. You
outshone all the other contestants by far. Never forget that you
are a winner in my eyes. Now that you have settled in, I am ready
to prove my love. I can't wait to hold you in my arms, to caress
your auburn hair and feel your soft lips. I've always felt there
was something missing in my life. Now I know that it's you, my
darling. Soon you'll see that I am your destiny."

Cassidy skipped ahead ten pages to the
signature. Miles. She jumped up from the couch.

This letter hadn’t come to the studio. It had
been mailed to her apartment. He knew her address.

Her head snapped up at the sound of the
creaking staircase. Someone was visiting, unannounced. And she’d
forgotten to connect the chain after Glenn and Bo left.

Cassidy sprinted to latch the door, telling
herself that Bo had probably forgotten something. She was just
being careful. Nothing to worry about.

As a knock rapped on the other side, she
pressed her face against the peephole, her new best friend. Large
heavily made-up eyes peered back.

Shoulders slackening, Cassidy opened the
door. "What are you doing here?"

Her mother edged past her in a tight pink and
white pinstriped waitress uniform and crepe-soled shoes. Frizzy
yellow curls strayed out from bobby pins at the sides of her
head.

Bracelets jingling like dog tags, her mother
plumped into a cushioned chair. "Did you hear Reggie Elliott was
murdered? It came over the radio as I was leaving work."

"I just found out."

"What do you think happened?"

"I don't know." Cassidy sat down at the
kitchen table and picked up the white ceramic napkin holder,
debating how much to tell her mother.

The phone shrilled. She made a split second
decision to answer it, and then too late, wondered whether it would
be better to screen calls in case it was another reporter.

Or Miles.

"Go to the police," Glenn said over the
crackle of his cell and the background traffic. "Reggie Elliott was
murdered."

"I know, but my situation isn't related to
Reggie. You know what probably happened? Reggie was a real ladies
man. He probably took up with the wrong guy’s girl before the show,
and now the boyfriend got revenge." As she spoke, Cassidy couldn’t
believe she hadn’t thought of that earlier.

"Why take a chance?" Glenn asked. "You were
both in the same spotlight so you should report anything unusual.
It’s a good idea to contact the police anyway, even regardless of
all this, so you have this guy’s harassment on record in case
anything develops with him."

He was right, she knew he was right. Cassidy
finally caved. "Okay, fine, I’ll do it, but quit worrying about me,
Glenn."

As Cassidy hung up, her mother's false lashes
fluttered. "What did he want? There's something going on, isn't
there? He knows and I don't?"

Cassidy sighed. Last thing she needed was her
mother’s irate jealousy. Halfway through the story about Miles, her
mother rooted through her purse and unhooked a canister of pepper
spray from her keychain.

"I got this for late shifts at the diner,"
she said. "I don't like walking to my car alone. Take it. I’ll get
another one."

Cassidy started to object, then changed her
mind. Considering all the strange people who suddenly knew of her
existence, having access to blinding chemicals might not be a bad
idea. "I'll carry it, but don't worry."

"If your loser father hadn't given you that
Raggedy Ann doll when you were a kid, this nut wouldn't have sent
you one. Why would you say that was your favorite toy? What about
all the toys I gave you? Like the video games and that fire engine
rocker?"

She blinked at her mother's illogic. "If it
wasn't the doll, it would have been something else. What difference
does it make?"

"Maybe you should get a bodyguard. I remember
reading that Madonna’s stalker tried to kill her bodyguard because
he was in the way. It’s good to have protection, so these lunatics
know they can’t get to you."

Chills licked the hairs at the back of
Cassidy’s neck. She began straightening the stash of napkins in the
napkin holder, lining up the corners. "For one thing, I can’t
afford a bodyguard. Besides, I'm not wasting my money, or letting
some psycho control me. I learned to take care of myself a long
time ago. I'll handle this like I've handled everything else in my
life."

Hurt softened her mother's eyes. "I may not
be the world's greatest mother, but I've always been there for you.
I’m just remembering how a young TV actress, Rebecca Schaeffer,
opened her door back in the 1980s and a maniac shot her."

"I’ll be careful opening the door."

"Why don’t you sleep over at my house?"

"I'm staying right here. End of discussion."
Cassidy continued arranging napkins, then on impulse, reached over
and read the postmark on the most recent Miles letter. Her insides
sloshed into liquid.

New York City.

Not only did Miles know where she lived, he
was getting closer.

 


 





Chapter Six

 


Cassidy drummed her
fingers on the desk, taking in the file cabinets and metal safe in
the police detective's office. She had only visited the Garrett
Police Department once to fill out an accident report for a fender
bender and that time she hadn’t gone past the lobby. She never
would have guessed that she’d be here as a "celebrity" harassed by
a stalker.

Cassidy picked up a ball-point pen and
clicked the tip in and out to busy her trembling hands. She’d
discovered five additional Miles letters in the studio fan mail
last night. He could be the stranger hovering near her in the
grocery store or following her in traffic.

After the other letters materialized, Cassidy
went on-line and researched celebrity stalking. She found the case
her mother mentioned, where My Sister Sam sitcom actress
Rebecca Shaeffer was shot to death by an obsessed fan who had
stalked her for two years. According to the reports, the stalker
sent her disjointed letters containing no threat of violence. When
he saw Schaeffer in a movie scene in bed with a male actor, he
decided to punish her for her "immorality."

Cassidy swallowed the dryness in her mouth.
That poor young girl. Then there was Theresa Saldana, an actress
best known for her role in the feature film Raging Bull and
on the television series The Commish. In 1982, Saldana was
the victim of a stalker who stabbed her ten times in broad
daylight, almost killing her. Cassidy had read that his goal was to
kill her, get caught, and obtain the death penalty so he could join
Saldana in death. Cassidy jabbed the pen onto a blank yellow sticky
note, leaving a jagged black trail.

And, who could forget deranged fan Mark
Chapman, who shot John Lennon only hours after asking the former
Beatle for his autograph? Cassidy had also read about another
victim named Lennon, Peggy Lennon from the singing Lennon Sisters
on the Lawrence Welk Show. A stalker hunted down her father
and shot him to death, believing he was an obstacle to being with
Peggy.

Get a grip, Cassidy ordered herself.
Those stories were horrible, but rare. Just because this Miles guy
churned out more junk mail than the U.S. Post Office didn’t mean he
would attack her or her family. She couldn’t let the cops think she
was a scaredy cat, after all that work to portray herself as a
strong feminine role model on TV.

Cassidy straightened as Detective Sean Pierce
returned with a Styrofoam cup of coffee and a Coke. He popped open
the can and handed it to her. Nondescript in his gray striped
button-down shirt and khakis, Detective Pierce scraped up a plastic
chair beside her. From his retracting brown hair and the crinkles
under his dark eyes, he looked as if he was in his early forties,
but he had the trim build of a thirty-year-old athlete.

He shot her a curious glance. "You were on
that game show. I recognize you from the newspaper. Must have been
quite an experience."

"That's an understatement," Cassidy said.

Detective Pierce emptied a packet of sugar
into his coffee and stirred it. If he was attempting to help her
relax, he wasn’t succeeding. Her mind wouldn’t shut off. "The
dispatcher tells me you have an unwanted admirer."

"Yes. I feel a little silly coming here when
this person hasn’t even approached me yet, but he gives me a bad
vibe. He’s really persistent, and if you read his letters, he’s not
all there if you know what I mean." Cassidy passed over the pile of
envelopes and picked up Raggedy Ann from the floor beside her
feet.

"He calls himself Miles," she said. "He sent
this doll to the studio in New York, then a letter came to my
apartment. I found a half-dozen others in my fan mail from the
network."

Detective Pierce unfolded one of the letters
and held it between his fingers. He read a few lines and
frowned.

"What do you think?" Cassidy asked, dropping
the doll onto his desk and leaning forward.

"Why Raggedy Ann? She doesn’t exactly
symbolize romance."

"On the show, I mentioned that I had one when
I was a kid. My father gave it to me."

He nodded and flipped the page. "This guy
sounds like a real winner. He sure rambles. You don't know anyone
named Miles?"

"No."

"Did he threaten you in any of these
letters?"

"No, I’d call them obsessive, not
threatening. But that doesn’t always matter, does it? Isn’t it true
that stalkers can start out flattering and turn violent?"

"Yes, but I’m glad to hear you haven’t gotten
any threats yet. How about ex-boyfriends? Could any of them be hung
up on you and hiding behind this Miles persona?"

Cassidy pulled herself erect, balancing the
soda can on her knee. She’d been the one to end most of her
short-term relationships, but none of the guys had seemed overly
distressed. They’d taken the hint and stopped calling.
Unfortunately, the one man who made her toes tingle was engaged. "I
don’t think so. It's someone who saw me on TV. It has to be."

"Give me the names anyway. I'll run a
background check."

She scribbled a list of all her dates since
high school, a deep flush coloring her cheeks. Four names, only one
in the past year. Working her way through college hadn’t left much
time for a social life and she’d turned down several dates at the
gym to avoid awkward situations when the relationship soured.
Cassidy had even less girlfriends – most of her high school pals
had moved away, either getting married or accepting jobs
out-of-state.

She reviewed the list before handing it to
the detective. "This is a dead end. These guys would contact me
directly, not use an alias."

Detective Pierce trailed his finger down the
short list of names. "You’re sure about that?"

"Yeah, and besides, none of them were
serious. I dated them all a handful of times. They weren’t
lunatics. I'm telling you, this guy is a stranger."

He thumbed through the pack of envelopes,
scanning the postmarks. "You’re probably right, but I prefer
exploring all angles. These letters have all been sent within the
last few weeks. Maybe as the show wound down, this Miles character
realized he'd go through withdrawal."
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