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			Playing the Game

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			This is it, Cassie thought. No going back now.

			Her guard opened the door and, when she didn’t move, shoved her through. Cassie stumbled into the studio and for a moment stood motionless, blinded by the bright lights. Her guard stepped forward, probably to give her a second shove. She glared at him. “Bog off,” she said under her breath and turned to face the audience, her question cards grasped firmly in one hand. She fixed her hair and straightened her shoulders before walking to the top of the center aisle. She’d heard someone calling it the walk of death. Seemed appropriate. Her heart gave a flutter as she took in all the people around her—and remembered the millions watching from their homes.

			Bob Devine stood waiting for her on the stage, a theatrically large grin aimed her way.

			A group to her left shouted, “Be Devine! Be Devine! Be Devine!” Bob Devine smiled at them and gave a curt bow. The group erupted into a roar of cheers, before taking up the chant again, even more people joining in: “Be Devine! Be Devine!”

			The announcer’s voice boomed out of the speakers: “Come on down, Cassie O’Neil. It’s your time to make The Ultimate Choice!”

			The theme music changed subtly. The audience shushed; they realized what this meant—as did Cassie. This was her cue. She flicked some hair off her shoulders and strode past the gaping faces.

			Devine threw his arms out as she approached. As previously instructed, she climbed the steps onto the stage and fell into his embrace. He leaned close and placed a kiss on her cheek. Somehow, Cassie resisted grimacing.

			He wrapped an arm around Cassie’s shoulders and led her to the stool. “Come sit down, love.” The audience was up in their seats, catcalling, clapping, and whistling. Bob Devine waited for the noise to abate and said, “What a wonderful day. What a wonderful gift!” The audience echoed his words.

			Cassie hopped up, cards now grasped with both hands and held to her chest.

			“Welcome to The Ultimate Choice, Cassie. This is, of course”—he waited for the audience to join him—“the show where the donor makes the ultimate sacrifice and the winner gets to live.” He smiled at the audience, giving them a chance to calm down before he turned back to her and said, “How are you feeling, my love?”

			A camera zoomed in on her. Cassie knew from watching the show that behind Bob Devine, the big screen had dropped The Ultimate Choice logo and her close-up loomed for the audience. The theme music faded out, and the theater waited for her response.

			“Fine, I guess . . . nervous,” she said and let out a tittering laugh. A blush rose on her cheeks.

			“Well, it’s all happening for you tonight, isn’t it, love?” The host glanced out at the audience. “And aren’t we going to have a fantastic time!”

			The crowd cheered, and a shower of rainbow-colored confetti rained down.

			A man sitting near the front let out an ear-piercing whistle and shouted in a strong northern accent, “Go on, Cassie. Show us how to die with courage!”

			Bob Devine turned to one of the cameras and said, “Well, as you are all aware, the object of the game is to save the most worthy”—the presenter paused dramatically—“and you, the audience, and everyone at home must decide.” The crowd applauded. “But before we start, let’s find out a little bit more about our Cassie.”

			Cassie smiled nervously at the presenter.

			“So where are you from, darling?” He gave her what she imagined to be one of his photo-perfect smiles, his best pose—presenting his straight, white teeth and close-shaven face at their most attractive angle.

			She cleared her throat, surprised at how loud the sound came across through her microphone. “Um, I’m from Wembley.”

			“And very nice it is out there,” he said and placed a hand on her shoulder. He leaned in close, so she could smell the licorice on his breath. The odor sparked visions of her youth—it had been so many years since she had tasted such a delicacy. He turned to the audience and said, “And what did you do for a living?”

			Cassie squinted at the bright lights. “I, uh, am a seamstress.”

			“And you were a shut-in . . . ?”

			“Yes, Bob. I spent the last six months as a shut-in because . . .” She scanned where the audience should be. The stage lights reduced all but the first couple of rows to shadows. She cleared her throat again. “I was ill with depression.”

			“Okay. As you all know . . .” Devine paused as the crowd gave a deafening applause. “The name of the game here is death.” He waited solemnly, his hand still resting on Cassie, the everlasting smile gone for a moment. When he started to speak again, it was with a contrite quality. The audience fell into a respectful silence, watching Devine, mesmerized. “Our contestant Cassie”—he patted her shoulder, either ignoring or not noticing as she shrank away from the host’s touch—“chose to die. We will give her a certificate to legalize her suicide, and in return, she has a chance to ask questions, to help the public with their choice as to who receives her precious organs. Waiting are three possible recipients for each major organ—preselected for compatibility and, of course, proximity to the top of the waiting list.”

			He smiled for the camera and tightened his grip on Cassie. Did he think she was going to run away? A sweaty little man ran past on the walkway that separated the stage from the audience. He clapped, encouraging the people to join in, and with each lap the man ran, the audience grew louder. The volume of the music also increased, the whole effect creating a sensation of unreality. Cassie glanced up at Devine. He looked like a bullfrog who had spotted a fly. She followed his gaze to a girl in the front row.

			“All our contestant needs to do is ask a question, which each potential candidate will answer. The result is up to you good folks at home. Pick up your phones, vote for the person you want to save. Cassie, of course, can veto one choice only.” Bob Devine gazed around the audience, smiling widely. He pointed into a camera. “Remember, ten percent of the profit from your phone calls goes to the person or persons of our Cassie’s choice.”

			He squeezed and caressed Cassie’s shoulder, rubbed at her jumper so her flesh underneath crawled. She hated his touch. Cassie wished his whole arm would fall off dead.

			“So, Cassie, what lucky person will be receiving your share of the money earned tonight?” Devine asked. He still stared into the audience—at the girl in the front row. The host winked. The girl’s face lit up and she clapped even harder, her eyes wide and bright. He tore his attention away from the girl and said, “Family, friends? Perhaps a charity for a children’s cancer ward?”

			As if on cue, people out in the audience sighed.

			“Or possibly a shelter for abandoned cats?” There were a few scattered laughs at that comment. What planet does he live on? Cassie thought. Only the working cats were left, the rest had starved—or been eaten long ago. A cat shelter? Who would be so insane as to finance one of those?

			Devine turned back to Cassie. He was waiting for an answer. The audience grew increasingly restless, jeering, whistling. Someone started thumping his or her feet—three thuds, rest, three thuds, rest. Others joined in until the beat shook the stage.

			“Come on, love, don’t be scared,” Devine said and squeezed her shoulder.

			Cassie glanced at him, then into the mass of seething black shadows behind the first two rows. “The money will go to my parents. They suffered enough because of me. At least they can get one good thing. Now, that is. At the end.”

			“Wow, your mother and father must be proud of you.”

			Cassie shook her head. “I wouldn’t know. We haven’t spoken for over two years,” she said quietly. “There were problems . . .” The crowd hushed, hanging on to her words. When someone signed up as a contestant on The Ultimate Choice and walked on that stage, it was because there was a story—a juicy, pain-filled story, and they couldn’t wait for her to tell all.

			“Is that how the depression started?” Bob Devine asked Cassie. He finally released her shoulder. She breathed a sigh of relief, even as he grabbed her hand. For a moment, she stared, blinking hard and taking a deep breath as she tried to stop the tears that blurred her vision. Cassie leaned over, sobbing quietly, her question cards held up to block the camera.

			Bob Devine stepped away from her side. She adjusted the cards until the host was captured in her peripheral vision as he turned to the audience and indicated they should help. The page dashed past the restricted view she had of the stage, his arms flapping as he tried to work the crowd.

			“Come on, Cassie!” a lady shouted out. Was one of the cameras zooming in on this woman? Cassie kept the cards tight to her face.

			Then seconds later: “We want to know!” The voice sounded younger, possibly a girl.

			Suddenly voices tumbled over one another, all desperate to be the loudest, all calling for one thing, for Cassie to speak, for Cassie to tell all.

			She slowly lowered the cards, wishing a camera wasn’t pointed right at her, knowing one would certainly be inches from her face. Cassie stared into the inevitable lens and put her hand up. The crowd silenced, many with mouths agape. Waiting.

			“You want to know what happened?” People nodded, their attention fully on her. “I got pregnant.”

			Gasps echoed around the theater.

			Cassie took the handkerchief offered by Devine and patted her eyes. “I wasn’t given any approval.” Cassie gazed out into the audience, to the black shadows at the rear of the room. “I didn’t even have a husband.”

			There were a few more gasps. Tuts of disapproval joined the general rumble of the crowd.

			“At first I didn’t understand what was going on. Then I hid the pregnancy until the baby was term. The authorities only discovered him when he was a week old.”

			“Him?” Bob asked.

			“Jack. I named him.” Cassie stopped talking, eyes focused on the floor. Yellow gaffer tape marked the positions where she and Bob would need to stand as the show progressed.

			“Then what happened?”

			Bob was squeezing, rubbing her hand—like a giant slug, his palms sweating on her skin, leaving trails. She swallowed down a wave of nausea.

			“I gave the baby up. No choice. They don’t give you a choice. Were you aware of that?” She glared under the lights and into the audience. “I had to stay indoors after I got too big to hide the bump. Had the baby alone in my flat. Giving birth was the scariest moment of my life. And then, then some horrible person informed on me.” She glanced up at Bob Devine. “The secret police took him from my breast. He squealed, cried for me. My parents disinherited me. Not that we’d talked for months.” Cassie turned to the camera. “Mum, Dad, I realize society doesn’t give you a choice. Giving him to you was the only way to keep Jack.” Her voice stronger now, she said, “I forgive you.”

			Her breath hitched, and Bob plucked the handkerchief from the floor where she must have dropped it and handed it to her.

			“You’ve only got yourself to blame!” an old woman in the front row shouted. The man in the next seat tugged her back down.

			Cassie squinted out into the dark shadows of the audience. Dark, but moving—an undulating, unfriendly mass.

			A small screen, visible only from the stage, showed a girl with a shock of bright red hair accentuating her too-thin face. She shook a finger toward the stage. “Shouldn’t have been a hussy. Got what you deserved if you ask me!” She sat back down. “Be a good citizen and you can’t go wrong. Am I right? Am I right?” the girl asked. Those around her nodded.

			Back on stage, Cassie half stood. Why was she here? To be abused by self-righteous strangers? The exit to her left beckoned. Who knows, there was a small chance she’d make it past the security—this shame, in front of millions, was too much to bear. Bob Devine got to her before she made a bolt for it. He held her down and muttered, “Ignore her,” quietly in one ear.

			“The show will be all over soon, love. You are making The Ultimate Choice, giving the Ultimate Gift. Do you remember what that means?” The crowd roared their appreciation.

			Cassie burst into tears. “It means I die.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“You okay to go on now?” Bob patted her gently on the back.

			Cassie took a jagged breath. “Yes.” She nodded and glanced up at the host.

			“Tell us what’s going through your mind.”

			What, that she wished Bob Devine would shrivel up and die? That a door would open and she could walk back into her old life? That her son, Jack, was never taken away, and her mother didn’t hate her? Instead, Cassie said, “I guess I just couldn’t handle giving up my Jack. Maybe I’ve got postpartum depression?” She stared at her hands, the cards loose in one hand, Bob’s handkerchief scrunched up in the other. “But I had to make a choice. My life or his. That’s the law, isn’t it?” She gazed out at the audience, wide-eyed, tears drying on her cheeks.

			What if there was some alternative? Maybe she’d misunderstood something, a nuance of the law that would put Jack back in her arms. A chance she didn’t need to die for him. Not an order, a punishment that required her to be here.

			Then Devine spoke, “A life for a life.”

			Cassie stared at him silently for a moment. “Our world is too full.” She repeated the government propaganda. “My stupidity put a strain on the already struggling food chain. When the authorities found Jack, they offered me a choice.” She drew in a deep breath. This is what the researcher for the show had ordered her to say. “He deserves to be more than I could be.” She dried her face and wiped her nose with the handkerchief.

			“You are a star, Cassie.” He thumped her on the back, the crowd roaring their appreciation. “And I think, somewhere inside, you already know that. Folks, will you put your hands together for this wonderful gal of ours. Cassie is our very own superstar, who is willing to sacrifice herself. They don’t come much better.” Bob pulled out another hankie and dabbed under his dry eyes.

			The audience applauded, screaming, whistling. Cassie retreated into the dark recesses of her mind, back to a few weeks ago as she holed up with Jack after his birth, feeding him on demand. But there never seemed to be enough milk in her breasts. Those days were so serene, a dream impossible to repeat. The audience reached a climax, blowing away the image of her son.

			“Cassie, Cassie, Cassie,” a group chanted.

			Bob Devine took a couple of steps to the edge of the stage and held his hands up to silence the crowd. “Right, folks. Shall we meet the Heart Hopefuls?”

			*   *   *

			Dramatic music played as part of the set rotated around. A mechanical clicking sound started—click-clack, click-clack—as the new arrangement finalized. Bob Devine left Cassie and walked to the other side of the partition to where three people sat in wheelchairs. Gas cylinders behind two of the contestants delivered a dose of oxygen with each click-clack of the machinery. A large screen hid them from Cassie. Bob Devine stood on his mark, a position picked so he was visible both to the three Hopefuls and Cassie O’Neil. He cleared his throat silently, using a technique perfected over the years, and gave a wink to the skinny-mini in the front row. Her face lit up. He’d have her later, oh yes.

			“Hello, Heart Hopefuls!” he called out. The crowd cheered behind him. Camera Two zoomed in on each in turn, displaying them, exaggerating their sickness with close-ups. Devine kept the grin stuck on his face, lips parted just slightly, might as well show off his perfect teeth. Plus this was his best fake smile, the one he used when he hated what he saw.

			The three Hopefuls called out, “Hello, Bob.” The audience applauded, drowning them out.

			He raised a hand to quiet the noise behind him. In the corner of his eye he caught sight of the page dashing past. The little man was slowing now, but still doing a fantastic job. Someone should get him a power shake or something, give the guy a boost. He’d talk to the company about increasing rations later, couldn’t be let down by a simple lack of sustenance.

			“You know why you’re all here,” he said when the racket quieted enough to be heard. “One of you is going to walk out of the studio with a new heart. Our surgeons, among the best in the world, are waiting to perform surgery on the winner. The rest of you will go back into the organ queue—you won’t lose your place, mind.” He waggled a finger at them in turn. “One of you has an assured second chance!”

			A cheer blasted from the audience.

			“Shall we meet Contestant Number One?” Bob left the assemblage to their clamoring and gave the first Heart Hopeful a grin. With her waxy features and sunken cheeks, she was not the prettiest lady Bob had ever clapped eyes on, but she looked like a long time ago she might have been. “Well, Contestant Number One, who are you and where are you from?”

			The woman straightened in her wheelchair. Despite her obvious illness, she had an air about her, one Bob recognized in himself. She put her face on, the one that looked best, and she worked the crowd with a little flick of her perfectly coiffed hair. For a moment, she almost caught him with those eyes.

			“Hi there, Bob.” Her face was pale, virtually sheet white, but the makeup was perfectly applied, accentuating her features, and her clothes were new, made from rich fabrics. The top was a dusky-rose-colored silk with the latest wide collar detail, the trousers matching. An embroidered waistcoat finished the outfit. She mimed fixing a lock of hair that wasn’t there and smiled up at Bob. “My name is Janice,” she said. “Some of you”—she gazed out toward the audience, squinting into the darkness beyond the stage lights—“may remember me from my work on the award-winning show El Dorado, playing Mildred, the long-suffering matriarch of the O’Donnell family. When not acting, I live out in Essex in a wonderful house overlooking the cruel and relentless sea.”

			Janice started coughing, choking almost. Bob rushed to her side, patting her back and beckoning for assistance. A medic ran from the wings, his stethoscope already plugged into his ears. She hacked one last time and put a hand up. “I’m okay, really. Just a small attack. Nothing to worry about.”

			Bob shushed the medic away, faced his people, and clapped a few times. “Come on, folks, put your hands together for this wonderful, this brave woman.”

			The audience page jogged past, smacking his palms above his head, the crowd responding warmly, some pounding their feet on the floorboards, others shouting, calling out among the wolf whistles.

			“Isn’t she just gorgeous?” he asked, and for once felt he was speaking the truth. “All right, folks, let’s move on to the next contestant. Number Two, who are you and where do you come from?”

			In the second wheelchair sat a man. A shock of white hair stood out, wild, making him look like those old photos of Einstein in schoolbooks. The man wore an oxygen mask, which he lowered to speak. A mark remained on his skin, illuminating the place the mask had been. He was dressed in basic-issue-plus-one clothing, identifying him as a government worker. Next to a flower like Janice, he appeared dreary and forgettable.

			“Hullo, Bob, my name is George. I work in a lab developing better food sources for our ever-hungry population.” He replaced the mask as the audience whooped and applauded. Although dull, this man did know how to rouse the crowd. Bob recognized the edge in his eyes as his guest watched for the perfect moment to continue. There was a momentary lull in the noise, and George lowered his mask. “I live somewhere in the southeast of England, but I haven’t been given permission to disclose exactly where.” The old man winked and replaced the mask fully, drawing a deep breath. Ever present, the machinery behind his wheel chair went click-clack, click-clack. 

			Bob Devine gave George a sideways glance. The old codger really knew how to work the fools in the seats, even down to the cheeky wink. “So,” Bob said, “secret occupation, secret location. How about that, folks?” He turned fully to the audience and waited as the crowd put their hands together. “But let’s not forget Contestant Number Three. Who are you and where do you come from?”

			“Oh, hello, Bob,” the third contestant drawled.

			She was a wisp of a woman, almost overpowered by the tubes as they appeared from behind her and snaked under her clothes. At first glance, it was obvious she was a mere citizen, relegated to salvaging government castoffs to create her own clothing. Admittedly, someone had made fine work of the patchwork concoction now draped over her diminutive frame.

			The contestant gave a weak shake of her cleavage and unleashed a toothless grin on the studio. “I’m Drusilla. I am a passport checker at a food distribution center in north London. I am among those who make certain the worthy population in the city get their rations as quickly and hassle-free as possible.” An oxygen mask hung around her neck. She grabbed it and took a couple of deep breaths.

			“Well, aren’t they all just wonderful. An actress, a scientist, and an FDC worker—all will make worthy recipients of Cassie’s gift.” The audience gave a standing ovation. “I think it’s time to get back over to the other side of the studio and see what questions the Hopefuls are going to have to answer. And we’ll do that after this short break.”

			Bob Devine emerged from around the partition that kept the Heart Hopefuls out of view. Cassie’d listened as he manipulated the crowd—and the viewers at home. She might as well chuck her cards down on the floor and walk up to the operating room right now. The choice was already made.

			The producers had spoken to her before the show, warned if she caused a scene she’d be escorted from the premises. But if that was true, surely somebody would have cut live feed when she threw her wobbler earlier, taken her away, and replaced her with another victim. Suiciders were ten a penny. Who wanted to stay in this world anymore?

			A thought occurred to her, hit her so hard she almost fell off her stool. As Bob Devine strode up to her, his perfect smile plastered on his beautiful face, she realized: They need me. She’d seen that interview with Bob, weeks ago on the telly. He let a comment slip, she’d been watching the live show—his slip was edited from the repeats: “It’s all about the ratings.” Her tantrum at the front of the stage, her tears and fear of dying—all were fodder for a ratings boost.

			Bob slapped a hand on her shoulder. “Ready, love?” he asked.

			Cassie cleared her throat and replied, “I’m ready, Bob.”

			Bob turned to the audience. “Now we’ve met the Heart Hopefuls, it’s time for Cassie’s questions.” 

			The crowd cheered, already shouting out their favorites.

			“Okay.” Cassie clutched her cards to her chest.

			“Well, go on, then. You don’t want to keep them waiting too long—there might not be a choice.” 

			The audience erupted with laughter.

			Cassie ignored the host and studied the top card. “My question is this: Why do you need my heart?” She lay the cards in her lap and glanced toward the partition. The click-clack of the oxygen cylinders broke the momentary calm in the studio. “Can Number One answer?”

			“You’re a little darling for offering this, you know.” Janice paused while the crowd erupted with cheers. The audience page skipped by, trying to silence them, soaked in sweat by now and visibly slower.

			Janice continued, “Okay, it’s like this. El Dorado had my character run away last season due to my ongoing health problems. Now they’ve got a cracking story line to bring me back with and I need to have a properly working heart in order to return. Who of you in the studio today follow El Dorado?”

			The small screen above Cassie showed one of the cameras panning in as people screamed and jumped up in their seats, beating their hands together like fools.

			“Well, then, give us your vote and perhaps you’ll all witness Mildred O’Donnell’s fantabulous return to the sun and sea that are El Dorado! Believe me”—she paused dramatically—“it will be something to behold.”

			Bob laughed and turned to Cassie. “Well, then, what did you think of Janice?”

			“Um, she’s okay, I guess.” Cassie never paid much attention to El Dorado or any of the other soaps on television. Stopped people noticing what was actually going on. On the telly they always had enough to eat. None of the actors had the malnutrition the rest of the country seemed to suffer from. Had no one else noticed this?

			“Who do you want to ask now?” Bob Devine raised a hand to the audience, and at his cue, shouts of “Two first!” and “Three, pick three!” greeted Cassie’s ears.

			“Next one, I suppose. Let’s hear from Number Two.” Cassie glanced into the wings. A broad-shouldered security man leaned up against a wall; he filled almost the entire width of the exit.

			“Cracking choice. Go on, then, George.” Bob clapped, the audience quickly joining him.

			Cassie listened as the man took a breath, presumably from an oxygen mask.

			In a weak voice he said, “I am on the verge of making a groundbreaking discovery. Can’t say exactly what the machine is, or what it does.” He breathed in a dose of oxygen and continued, “In fact, I’m lucky they let me out at all!”

			Laughter erupted from the audience.

			“Can you tell us anything about the invention?” Bob asked.

			“Yes. I can say categorically: My discovery will solve world hunger.”

			Gasps and scattered applause met this statement.

			George spoke again. “My heart is old, and I have so much to finish. If Cassie is willing to make such a grand sacrifice, you be sure her death is for the greater good of mankind. Let me make you a promise, all of you—all you intelligent folk in the studio today and the millions watching at home—if any of you are hungry right now, at this minute, waiting for tomorrow to get food rations, vote for me. I will make the ache in your belly go away. I will put meat back on your bones.” He took a moment to breathe some oxygen. “You need me if humans are to survive.”

			“My goodness, that was well said. What do you think?” Bob faced the audience, his perfect smile on. “This is what this show is all about: opportunities!” Whoops and cheers drowned him out for a second. “And you, Cassie? Want the ending of your life to be truly altruistic? Won’t get better than our George.”

			“He does seem to be involved in some important work,” she said. Cassie tried to locate the aisle she’d used to get to the stage. With a start she realized the platform was almost directly in front of her stool. Eyes watering under the bright studio lights, she squinted into the shadows, this time in an attempt to find the back of the room. There was a door out there, a possible route to freedom. The food they’d been giving her over the last few days seemed finally to be having an effect. Maybe it was adrenaline, but she was sure her energy levels were up. She could probably even outrun the audience page. Bob was waiting for her. “Number Three,” Cassie said, “why do you want my heart?”

			Drusilla cleared her throat. When she spoke, the nervousness was apparent in the woman’s voice. “I need a new heart because I destroyed my own. I was hooked on rave.” The audience gasped. “I know I was lucky—I survived. To live through an addiction to that drug is more of a chance than most get. I’m clean now and would never dream of taking any drugs ever again. If I am lucky enough to be given a new heart today, I will dedicate the rest of my life to touring the country and counseling the youth against the drug. I’ve even got a little saying: Once is ecstasy, twice like heaven, third time equals death. Don’t rave on.”

			A few people started to clap. Then more joined them until the entire audience seemed to be on their feet.

			Bob Devine stepped up to the edge of the stage. “Wow, that was pretty intense. Three terrific people. Three fantastic causes. Can you choose? I know I couldn’t, which is why we’ve got you at home. Pick up those remotes and cast your vote. Press the blue button for Heart Hopeful One, the green button for Heart Hopeful Two, and the red button for Heart Hopeful Three. Or you can phone the number on the screen with one, two, or three at the end—depending on your choice. Good luck!”

			Cassie stared down at her question cards. The cameras scanned the audience, zooming in as people punched their choices into the controller on the arm of their chairs. The public were voting in the millions. Thousands of pounds a second mounting up for her Jack. Her mother and father would be set for life.

			“I don’t want to die,” she whispered. It was little more than a thought escaped from between pursed lips, not even intended to be vocalized. The microphone somehow caught her whisper. The technician cranked up the volume and replayed for all to hear, her words, echoing around the studio.

			“I don’t want to die.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Bob Devine turned to the wings and drew the side of his hand across his neck. It was a discreet movement Cassie almost missed. The host faced the nearest camera and said, “We’ll be back after a short break.” He flashed a big white-toothed grin until the red light on top of the camera flicked off.

			Somebody said, “Off air,” through a speaker.

			Bob strode up to Cassie. His expression was one of distaste, anger, and boredom, all wrapped up together. “The rules were made perfectly clear when you signed up for The Ultimate Choice. There’s no going back.”

			He’d said these words before. Others had tried to refuse, of this Cassie was certain. “The contract . . . somewhere in all those pages, surely there’s a clause, a cooling-off period, something. I’m giving up my life!” She glanced left and right. People gathered at both exits, talking, pointing at her.

			“If you try to leave, my security won’t hesitate to shoot you the moment you step out of our building. One way or another, Cassie, you will be dead by nightfall.”

			“I’m not sure I want to die now. There are so many reasons to live . . .” Tears gathered again. She blinked and concentrated on figuring out an escape route.

			Bob Devine bent down on one knee and took one of her hands between his own. If the situation weren’t so different, Cassie might have thought he was about to propose.

			“At least here, on the show, you’ll be setting your son up financially. He’ll get a good education in the best schools.” He leaned in closer. “Maybe he’ll even get a license to have a child legally.” He moved his hand up to her shoulder and gripped hard, his fingers pressing painfully into her skin.

			Cassie took one last glance up the aisle, trying to pierce the darkness beyond the studio lights and find the door she’d entered through. Freedom. “You’re right.” She held her breath as his tight hold on her shoulder relaxed a little and he started rubbing once more. She was going to scream. She bit down on her tongue, sucked in a breath, and waited for him to release her.

			Her silence seemed to signify acquiescence on her part. He spoke quietly into his microphone before turning to her and saying, “Right, Cassie, my love. Give us a beaming smile over at Camera One.”

			An image came to Cassie, one of her Jack as an adult. He has his father’s eyes and her blond hair. He’s intelligent and well educated, holding a job high up in the government. He’s allowed to marry and gets a license that results in her granddaughter’s birth. And they name her Cassie after the sacrifice she made on this day. Her parents, always so sullen and unforgiving toward her, she sees them actually smiling at the thought of their daughter.

			One of the cameramen mimed three-two-one with his fingers, and the red light above his camera flashed on.

			Cassie gave her best smile, as instructed. Time for the performance of a lifetime.

			*   *   *

			“Hello! You’re back with The Ultimate Choice. We’ve got Cassie O’Neil here tonight. She is, of course, giving The Ultimate Gift. You good folks at home have been voting in the millions. You are going to give Cassie’s parents such a wonderful gift to remember their daughter by. A way for them to raise their grandson in luxury.”

			Cassie tried to smile. She caught sight of herself on the small screen. Her expression was closer to a grimace.

			“In a moment, we’ll reveal Cassie’s choice. But first, let’s find out how you good folks at home and in our studio audience voted.” He paused to let the music build to a crescendo.

			The crowd went wild, shouting, whistling. The girl in the front row still stared unwaveringly at the host.

			Bob Devine signaled for everyone to quiet and said, “Here are the choices for Cassie’s heart. First we met Janice, the actress from El Dorado. How many of you want her to come back on her show? Then George told us a bit about his job—he’s on the brink of solving world hunger. And last, we met Drusilla. She’s a recovering rave addict who wants to tour the country, trying to end rave addiction.” Bob Devine stopped for a breath, making a strategic glance Cassie’s way before continuing. “Like I said, you’ve been voting in the millions. And the winner of Cassie’s heart is . . .”

			A soft drumroll started. The audience silenced for once, waiting motionless as the host gave one of his best smiles to them. The drumroll continued, starting quietly in the speakers on one side of the stage, growing louder, until the sound deafened Cassie from all directions. She eyed the aisle that led to the rear of the stage. How did they lead her through the building? Security took her down a long corridor, went left at some point, and the door to the studio was a dozen paces or so on the right. She reversed the directions. Not so hard—she could manage that. Where, then? She wouldn’t be able to go home or to her parents. And she knew what the authorities did with the homeless—punishment was a dose of knockout gas, if you were lucky, then death by injection. Wherever she went, she’d have to do better than hide. She’d have to disappear.

			The drumroll faded away. Bob Devine picked the perfect moment and said, “And the winner is Janice. Well done. I will look forward to seeing you back on El Dorado in a few months!”

			The small screen flashed to the three Heart Hopefuls. George turned to Janice, congratulating her and patting her leg, smiling weakly. His face was pallid. His eyes, once a shade of amber, had darkened to a turbid and cheerless color. Bob Devine sauntered around the screen that still divided Cassie from the others, and oblivious of George, clapped a hand on Janice’s shoulder. She wondered for a moment whether his fingers dug into the actress’s flesh, whether she also couldn’t bear his touch. Janice glanced up at the host and gave him a beaming smile.

			Cassie turned her attention away from them. Drusilla was up to something, but nobody else seemed to have noticed yet. She pulled at her oxygen mask. The elastic tangled up in her hair, the woman too weak to simply yank the mask free. The mask finally dropped and Drusilla abandoned it hanging halfway to the floor, caught in various tubes and wires.

			Drusilla held on to the arms of her wheelchair and forced herself to stand.

			“You’re all so shallow. You had a choice between a scientist who might solve all our hunger problems and me—someone who wants to tackle the problem of rave when everyone else ignores it, actually letting the youth of today die. Every day. Hundreds of kids dying. And adults, it affects all ages. All dying.” She staggered toward the edge of the stage. “And then there’s the actress.” Her face was deadpan. “The proud viewers of The Ultimate Choice chose the actress. Lord forbid your soap doesn’t go the way you want it to.”

			Then in one slow and gentle movement, Drusilla crumpled, tumbling over the edge and onto the walkway below. The security guards reached out, but too late. One caught the hem of her shirt, but the patchwork gave and he stood dumbfounded, staring at the square of beige fabric between his fingers before leaping off after her.

			The audience seemed to stand as one, all trying to see. People in the first row leaned closer as Drusilla disappeared from sight. Those in the rows farther back climbed over the now empty seats to try to get a view. Even Bob Devine craned his head to watch, keeping at a safe—yet filmable—distance.

			All caught on camera for the entire country to gawp at.

			Cassie turned away from the chaos on the walkway and glanced at her nearest exit. A new security guard stood there, blocking the way. But like everyone else in the studio, his attention was fixed on the woman on the floor.

			The announcer’s voice boomed through the speakers: “Please return to your seats. We will have our on-site medical staff examine Drusilla as soon as the way to her is clear.”

			The studio lights dimmed, and for the first time Cassie could make out the audience clearly. A mass of people gathered on the right-hand side of the room, all jostling for prime position nearest the collapsed woman, to be seen on camera, even to get close to Bob Devine as he gazed down from the stage. Her heart skipped a beat as she realized the aisle that led to the back of the studio was almost empty.

			Cassie stared in the direction of the contestant and slipped off her stool. Pretending to head that way, she jumped off the edge of the stage, feinted left, and jogged up to the aisle.

			Her heart pounded, thumping out a beat she kept pace with. Terrified, she didn’t dare turn around. What if the guard had seen her change of direction? What if he was right behind her, hand outstretched and ready to grab her shoulder? The audience gave a last surge as all control was lost. The aisle filled with people, none running her way, so she slowed to a walk and forced her legs to take short, jagged steps. Keeping her head tucked down, hair flopping loose in front of her face, she pushed ahead—ever closer to the rear of the studio, ever closer to freedom.

			The ragged edges of the crowd parted, and Cassie took a tentative step off the walkway. She was exposed now, no people to mingle with, to hide her. The exit was a precious few steps to her right. Taking a deep breath, she walked slowly. She mustn’t draw attention now. Not when freedom was so close. Voices shouted down by the stage. Had they noticed her absence? She risked a quick glance as she approached the door—a handful of official-looking people surrounded Drusilla, holding the throng at bay. The guard who had been nearest her was standing beside the stool, surveying the crowd, his face scrunched up in a frown. Before he had a chance to search all the way to the back of the studio, Cassie yanked the door open and, after a momentary look to be sure the hallway was empty, she slipped through.

			Which way? She glanced in one direction, then the other. In her panic, she’d forgotten the way. Her heart beat hard in her chest, she was certain that she’d been seen and people were coming. Not only the security, but also the audience, they’d be forming a mob to drag her back. They came to witness someone die. Just choose! She spun to the left and raced off, scrambled around a corner, and ran as fast as she could to the fire exit at the end of the hall. Cassie slid to a stop, and for a moment she stared at the door, her hands caressing the push bar. Would an alarm sound? She couldn’t find a sign to suggest one might. Behind her, she heard the first shouts echoing through the halls. Deciding it didn’t matter one way or the other anymore, she slammed the bar down and left the building.

			*   *   *

			People passed by, heads down, walking slowly. Most citizens headed in the direction of the closest food distribution center, empty ration box in hand. Others shuffled, now carrying the full container of the provisions needed to sustain them for the week. She couldn’t stay near the studio forever—security would surely pile through any minute now, grab her, and drag her back in. No show, no money for her son. No forgiveness from her mother. A quick march up to the first floor where the surgeons waited, to find a tray of gleaming scalpels and a queue of prechosen celebrities and politicians waiting for their life to extend.

			Cassie joined the procession to the food distribution center. As the citizens filed off, hoping for more generous food rations this week, always hoping, she headed in a direction she decided approximated south. She couldn’t go back to her flat or her parents’; the authorities would look in those places first. She had to get out of the city, find the countryside, and try to live rough. She had an idea there were fields near the coast, crops swaying in the wind, with wild birds and animals she’d only ever seen in books.

			She trudged along the pavement, next to concrete buildings, beside gray people. Life had no color anymore. Not even the sun shone brightly in the sky—yellow smog hung low, hazing the light.

			A man passed her, a skinny man in too-large clothes, a small ration box clutched to his chest. He narrowed his eyes at her. Did he think she’d steal from him? She’d heard of the raids. According to the news, each week food muggings increased as less was given to the people. Everyone was so hungry.

			She raised her hand in apology and walked quickly past. Then she noticed a lady farther down the street. She had one arm stretched out in Cassie’s direction, finger extended.

			“Aren’t you that whore from the show?”

			She had to walk that way. Or turn around, but that would be even more suspicious. Cassie pulled her hood up and tight around her face, staring at the ground as she got closer.

			“You are. You’re the one with the illegal kid. You know what they’ll do to him now, don’t you?”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Cassie glanced about, searching for any policemen. None had arrived—so far.

			“Don’t you try to fool me. You’re the one. I saw you just now on the telly. I’ve only left my flat a minute ago.” The woman looked about. “Help, I need help here!”

			“Please.” Cassie reached out for her. “Keep your voice down.”

			“No, I will not. You’re a criminal.” The woman jabbed Cassie in the chest. “Hey, anyone!” she shouted out. “Help, I need some help!”

			“Please, don’t do it,” Cassie said in a harsh whisper.

			“Police!” the woman shrieked.

			Others were stopping now, a crowd slowly forming in the street, surrounding her. Cassie backed away toward a gap using small steps. If someone reached out to grab her, that would be it. Game over. Two more paces, she thought. Cassie turned and bolted. She shoved a man aside and tripped as another stuck out a leg. Falling into a run, she took off up the street. She turned to check if anyone was following. A mob chased after her. They weren’t too close yet. Thank God they’d fed her all week for that stupid show. She ran quicker than they did, already some dragging. Please give up, she thought and forced her legs to pump even faster.

			Cassie ducked into a side road and immediately took the next left. The alley was long and dark, the high buildings cutting out almost all the light. Halfway down, Cassie found a deep door recess and tucked herself out of view. The mob passed by the end of the alley, the stragglers slowing to a walk. No one had the energy to run for long, and none of them looked like better-fed laborers.

			The sun had almost set. Cassie couldn’t see the sun from her doorway, but the light was dim and reducing quickly. Soon night would fall, and she’d have more to worry about than a few discontented citizens.

			Cassie tried the door handle before noticing the dirt and rubbish built up all around her. With luck, no one had used this entrance for years. Cold seeped right through her trousers as she sat on the stone threshold. She wrapped her arms around her knees and shivered. The light faded further, and as she crouched down against the peeling paint on the door, she thought about her day. She’d already committed the most unforgivable sin in her mother’s book. Dishonor to the family by producing an illegal child—hell, Cassie was a criminal now.

			Worse, she was on the run. The police would be patrolling after curfew. If they found her, she’d never even wake up. Maybe that was the best way to go. Nevertheless, Cassie snuggled as far out of sight as possible. The staff on the show had dressed her in a dark-colored hooded jumper. She made sure the hood was pulled properly over her head and tucked her blond hair out of view. Whatever she could do to blend into the shadows the better. Night had fallen hard, and the high emotions of the day had exhausted her. Her eyelids felt sticky, and they really wanted to be closed. She fought it as long as she could, then as the brightest stars struggled through the smog to twinkle, Cassie slept.
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