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For Meredith, my
talented and funny daughter,

“The world is your oyster, open
the shell!”


CHAPTER ONE

SPECIAL INVESTIGATIVE
AGENT Jack Wyatt glanced at his watch again. Every person in
Seattle must be headed to the Seattle Tacoma Airport this morning,
he thought. Jack pulled into the parking garage with thirty minutes
to spare and jogged to the terminal and up to security, where the
lines were ungodly. Jack moved to the left into the ‘special lane’,
as he liked to call it, and waited his turn behind a flight
crew.

“Well, hey, Jack," said the security officer.
He flashed his Immigration, Customs, and Enforcement credentials to
the officer even though they knew each other. “Where are you headed
this morning?”

“Los Angeles. I’m cutting it close. Traffic
was horrendous.”

“Get going then.”

Jack moved swiftly to the B terminal, looking
for his gate at Southwest Airlines. The gate agent started the
announcements for boarding, and Jack glanced back at the line at
Starbucks, hoping to grab a cup. Instead, Jack went through the
ritual of letting the correct people know he was flying with them
today and carrying a weapon. Onboard, Jack introduced himself to
the pilots and then found an aisle seat. He was not looking forward
to this trip, and he had four hours to contemplate it
all.











Her metamorphosis was
complete. Cassie Ryan barely recognized the person staring back at
her from the mirror. Make-up was her friend Alexa’s specialty. What
had been flowing sable-colored hair was now tightly braided with
broad gray streaks that hung down her neck. Thick, black-framed
glasses covered her dove gray eyes along with a darker skin tone
creating a nondescript look. The maid’s uniform hung loosely over
her clothing, complete with bulky white socks bunched above the
black crepe-soled shoes.

“José is ready,” called Alexa. “He’s backing
up Old Blue now.”

Cassie emerged from the bathroom and looked at
her friend.

“There’s more to you than Hollywood. Find the
person you lost. You deserve better than this,” said
Alexa.

Unable to speak, Cassie nodded.

“Make this your best acting job to
date.”

“I don’t know if I can do this. I’m not strong
like you.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’m frightened.” She sighed.
“That’s all I've been lately.”

“Cass! Yes, you can. Listen to me. Those FBI
men at your house don’t care about some maid showing up. They want
Sergei. However, they will go after you to get to him, but not some
maid.”

“Can’t we just wait? I still don’t understand
why I must leave today—now.”

“It’s not safe. Like I said earlier, José saw
an unfamiliar SUV watching the house while he worked the front
gardens. I cannot put the girls in jeopardy, especially if Sergei
and his so-called business thugs come here looking for you. If
Sergei gets out on bail today, which I suspect he will, you are
done. This is your one chance to get into that house, get your
passport, and retrieve your things. You need to get as far away
from Los Angeles as you can. Sergei is not a nice man. I don’t know
how else to convince you other than I am not blind. I’ve seen what
has gone on these last couple of months. Too many broken lunch
dates, wearing long sleeves….”

“It’s not what you think.”

“Oh, really?” Alexa shook her head. “What was
it that Madame Sofia said in your reading? I agree with her. What
if she had not insisted, we continue with the celestial ceremony
and then the crystal treatments? There are no coincidences. You
would have been at the house when it was raided. They would have
nabbed you too. You would be in jail right now.”

“But I don’t know anything!”

“The FBI doesn’t know that. Sergei’s business
thugs don’t know it, nor do the people he scammed. They all think
you do and that you’re in on it all.”

Cassie closed her eyes and took a deep breath,
trying to offset the anger that was ready to explode—not just from
the last twenty-four hours but from the façade of a
relationship.

“It’s time to take charge of your life. Be the
driver, not the passenger.”

Their eyes locked.

“Here’s the paperwork for the truck, bill of
sale for one dollar, and the title.”

“You’re giving me Old Blue?”

“The new truck is coming on Friday. I’ve been
sad about junking Blue, so this will be good.”

Cassie tucked the sealed white envelope away
in her purse.

“Somehow, let me know you’re safe. I am
staying here. You walk up to the main house and come back out
through the side door and get in the truck. If anyone is watching,
they will assume you are Maria. Remember, whatever you do, leave no
trail.”

“But where am I supposed to go? What am I
supposed to use for money?”

“You’ll figure it out. I tucked a bit of money
in the envelope. Old Blue will take you where you need to go, but
it’s up to you to do the rest.”

Cassie saw the sadness in her friend’s eyes.
She swallowed hard and blinked away tears. Since college, they had
been best friends and had come to L.A. together to seek their fame
and fortune. But, unfortunately, only one of them seemed to have
gotten it right.

“Go, Cass, before I lose it.”






José announced the
air conditioner did not work. They drove with the windows down and
the vents open to allow a constant breeze. Cassie dabbed her face
to stave off the sweat. José drove carefully and listened to her
directions. With each block closer, she felt like she was going to
throw up. A mile from the house, she asked him to stop.

She blew out quick breaths to calm her nerves.
She closed her eyes to find her zone and concentrated on becoming a
maid. Cassie then slipped a little pebble under her right foot to
create a different gait than her own. There was only so much acting
a person could handle before relying on props.

“José, if anything happens to me, promise
you’ll leave immediately, even if you have to walk away. Do you
understand?”

“Sí, Miss Cassie.”

José slowed the truck to a crawl, allowing
Cassie to check out the area. A black van and a Crown Victoria
parked on the street, but a black SUV parked in front of the
garage. José backed in and blocked it.

“Go now.” He got out of the truck and grabbed
his hedge clippers. He started clipping the closest
bush.

She grabbed the white laundry bag with Alexa’s
old sheets and table linens and headed for the house. Two plastic
containers stacked on top of each other propped the door wide open
to the kitchen entrance. If Sergei saw this, he would be screaming
unending profanity. His security routine for alarms and locks had
been obsessive and paranoid. She took a deep breath and silently
gave herself a pep talk. I can do this, I am strong.
Enter.

“Hallo, Señorita?” Cassie called quietly,
entering the kitchen. Yeah, right, I am the
senorita.

She stopped and waited to see if anyone
appeared. From the sounds of muffled voices, the Feds were in
Sergei’s office, which was in an alcove off the living room. She
prayed they stayed there. Finally, adrenaline over-rode her fear,
and she moved quickly to the laundry room.

Alexa had been wrong when she said she needed
to be truthful about her situation. She had. Besides embarrassed,
she felt trapped. During the last nine months, Cassie collected
money that Sergei had left lying around the house. To date, she had
ten one-hundred-dollar bills hidden inside a box of dryer sheets
along with her passport. She said a silent prayer lifting it down.
Relief flooded her when her fingers grabbed the wad of bills. She
stuffed the money inside the cuff of her right ankle sock and her
passport flat against her stomach held in with yoga shorts. Next,
she removed the clean bedsheets from the laundry bag and placed
them in the basket.

Cassie headed up the back stairs off the
kitchen, toting the laundry basket. Going to the right led to the
guest quarters over the garage, and left went to the second floor.
Her heart pounded so hard she wanted to run, but she forced her
legs to maintain a steady and silent movement.

She stopped and listened outside the master
bedroom. Confident it was empty, she ducked in. A rapid glance
around confirmed no one had done a thorough search of the room. The
bed remained unmade, and Sergei’s clothes were strewn
about.

Sergei had two safes in the house: one was in
the office, and the other in their bedroom closet. Since she was
not privy to either combination, Cassie rarely kept her jewelry in
it. So instead, she headed straight to the armoire and pulled out
the jewelry drawer. The Movado watch Sergei had given her was
precisely where she had left it on the black velvet lining, but not
the platinum two-carat diamond and sapphire earrings with the
matching diamond tennis bracelet. With her anxiety peaking, she
could barely think.

“Stay calm,” she whispered.

Would he have taken them to prove a point? He
was that mean. She pulled out another drawer and rifled through her
lingerie in hopes she had tucked them under something.
Nothing.

Voices echoed upwards through the floor vents.
Old Blue had been discovered. Her adrenaline spiked even more. She
hiked up Maria’s uniform and stuffed the watch next to her
passport. With minutes to spare, Cassie headed straight into the
custom-designed walk-in closet. Not even hidden tossed down like
loose change, several fifty-dollar bills and a couple of hundreds
laid about in Sergei’s bureau drawer. Not anymore. She scooped them
up, folded them, and hid them in the left sock. Next, she reached
under the drawer and felt for the tab. Sergei might have kept the
safe’s combination from her, but she had discovered his hidden
stash through an accidental phone message. One of the custom
drawers had a hidden compartment built-in. Releasing the lock, she
slid the fake bottom forward and one-hundred-dollar bills flittered
to the floor. Interesting. Two months ago, when she had
checked the drawer, it had been empty. She grabbed the bills, added
them to the others, and then adjusted the socks. A glance in the
floor-length mirror confirmed they were nothing more than thick,
bunched-up socks.

From the intensity of the voices, Cassie knew
she only had seconds left. She closed the closet doors and
retrieved the two things she would never leave behind: the
photograph of her deceased parents and the music box her mother had
given her for her first communion. Cassie wrapped the treasured
items in a T-shirt, placed them on the bottom of the laundry
basket, and covered them with Sergei’s dirty clothes. Just for good
measure, she tossed some stinky underwear on top. She headed out of
the master bedroom, humming as if she had every right to be
there.

She dropped the laundry basket and raised her
hands in the air. Two men in dark suits with guns in their hands
stood directly in front of her. It was easy to act surprised and
scared. Cassie thought her heart would pop out of her chest, and
she would pee her pants.

“Who the hell are you?” asked one of the men.
The scar on his cheek dominated his face.

They looked at her like she was dirt. No
longer was she Cassie Ryan with the most beautiful, thick, luscious
hair seen in the Irish Mist hair product commercials, but someone
who was probably illegal. Her pulse skittered rapidly, and her legs
trembled.

“She probably doesn't speak any English,” the
other muttered. Icy contempt flashed in his eyes. Then, shaking his
head, he snorted and put his gun back in his shoulder
harness.

“Do you speak English?” Scarred Face
asked.

“Sí.” He glared, so she replied slowly,
“Yes.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I clean. I do laundry.” Cassie used her best
broken English accent she could muster and pointed with one finger
to the basket, keeping her hands raised.

“No one called you to tell you not to come?”
the other agent asked.

Cassie shook her head and shrugged. She cast
her eyes downward in hopes of portraying servitude.

“You can put your hands down. You with that
gardener?” Scarred Face asked, putting his gun away.

The less said, the better, Cassie decided, and
nodded, but then bit her lip. A wave of nausea swept through
her.

The noise of someone bounding up the stairs
caught their attention. A tall, well-muscled man moved swiftly to
join them. Dressed in a polo shirt and khakis and wearing
amber-lensed sunglasses, a ball cap identified him as
I.C.E.—Immigration, Customs, and Enforcement. Oh no! The FBI
was bad enough, but now she had immigration.

“Here’s my creds.” The man flipped out his
badge to one of the FBI men.

She regarded him with impassive coldness and
added a sneer to her lip. Clearly, he was a regular at a gym.
Someone she would not want to mess with.

He stepped in front of Cassie, encroaching on
her personal space. For a moment, he studied her before he asked,
“Where’s the woman who lives here?” Spacing the words evenly, he
used a kinder approach than the FBI. He did not seem as
mean.

She had thought of everything else but that.
Cassie stole a quick glance at his face. An odd sensation passed
through her, so she took another look. Did she imagine a
familiarity, or was it just nerves? He squinted, studying her,
locking onto her eyes. He was close enough for her to feel his body
heat, making it extremely difficult to control her breathing, let
alone her dry mouth. Cassie swallowed a couple of times and prayed
she wouldn’t crack. Her body felt like a mini-California quake. The
feeling that she knew him passed through her again, but why? His
features were blocked with his hat and glasses.

“Do you know where Cassie Ryan is?”

Cassie hesitated. He repeated the question but
slower, enunciating each word.

“She gone.”

“When?”

“Hmm, maybe . . . two weeks.”

“Why did she leave?” His voice softened, but
his face went grim.

Cassie looked down at the floor. It felt safe
being a maid, and the dirty secret she hid needed to be said. At
this moment, she was going to exercise her right.

“Mr. Sergei, he hit Miss Cassie.” There,
she finally said it.

The guy frowned, and his jaw tensed, but the
deadly expression that settled on his face sent chills down
Cassie’s spine. The FBI agents grunted and said something under
their breath. The I.C.E. agent shot them a look and turned back to
Cassie.

“Go on.”

“Miss Cassie, no work. She has acting job, but
Señor, he hit her, so she no act. Job gone.”

He said something under his breath, but she
could not hear exactly what it was. The muscle in his cheek
quivered, and his mouth was tight. “Where’d he hit her?”

Cassie took her fist and touched her cheek and
eye. “Here.” And then she pointed to her ribs. “Here.”

Before he could say anything, Scarred Face
stepped forward and said, “That answers your question. You wasted a
trip coming down here. Christ. This guy’s ass needs to be nailed
big time.” He pointed at Cassie. “You and the gardener need to get
out of here. No more work today. Leave.” He motioned with his head
to get going.

“Sí.” Cassie picked up the laundry basket. “I
put in laundry room.” It took every ounce of her control to move
slowly around them. Her back felt like a target, with the agent’s
eyes boring into her.

“Wait one second.”

She stopped. Her heart pounded so hard she
thought it would burst.

“What did you say your name was?”

She turned slowly, trying to stay calm.
“Maria. Maria Ortiz.”

The agent scrutinized her. He nodded his head,
looking like he was trying to decide if he believed her or not. She
did not want to wait and see, so she turned and continued walking
with her back straight and her head erect.

When she made it to the laundry room, Cassie
shoved her valuables into the laundry bag and continued to walk out
the kitchen door to the truck. José waited with the passenger door
open. She slid into the seat at the same time he put it in gear. By
the time she buckled up, they were cruising down the
street.

Two blocks away from the house, her body
started to shake uncontrollably. Finally, the reality of everything
descended upon her. It was not until they were back on Sunset
Boulevard that her body calmed down.

“Miss Cassie, we got trouble. I see the same
truck-like before.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sí.”

“Oh, God, I think I'm going to be sick.”
Cassie stuck her head out the window, taking in quick deep breaths
to stop nausea. “I’ll be okay,” she assured José. “Is the SUV still
behind us?”

He nodded, looking in the mirror. “But far
back.”

“Make a left at the light, then another left,
and pull into the alley. You’ll see Dumpsters for the stores and a
concrete block wall. Park between them if you can.”

“Sí.”

Several times in the last couple of months,
Cassie thought vehicles followed her. She would lose them by
slipping into the alley and parking between the concrete block
walls.

“Maybe it’s a coincidence?” She glanced over
at him. His look said he did not think so.


CHAPTER TWO

OTHER THAN HER heart
sounding like an unending drumroll, they waited and watched in
silence until Cassie said, “I think we can get going
again.”

“You okay now, Miss Cassie?” José inched the
truck back into traffic.

“I’ll be fine. We need to find a spot to drop
you off.” Cassie kept vigilance while José drove down Sunset
Boulevard.

“Here is good.” He pulled into a gas station
with a mini-mart and stopped at the pumps. José reached into his
pocket and pulled out a wad of twenties. “Señora said to fill you
up.” He smiled kindly and handed her the bills.

“Thanks. I’m going to use the bathroom and get
something for us to drink.”

She felt the clerk’s stare immediately when
she entered the mini-mart. She watched Cassie’s every move. Did she
expect her to steal? She carried a six-pack of diet cola, a big bag
of potato chips and Cheetos, all her favorite stress foods, up to
the counter with the wad of money showing. The tattooed, nose
pierced, spiked-haired babe of a clerk sneered at her and asked her
if she was getting gas.

Cassie answered yes and asked for the key to
the toilet. The clerk didn’t hesitate to lie, “They’re out of
order.”

She started to say she saw a person leave the
bathroom, but one look at the clerk’s face and she decided why
bother. It took every ounce of her restraint not to put the babe in
her place, but Alexa said to leave no trail.

“You fillin’ up?”

“Yes.”

“Then give me eighty.”

The clerk took her twenties and then turned on
the pump. She stood there chewing her gum, continually snapping it,
watching Cassie like a hawk. The clerk didn’t move until José
finished pumping, and then she rang up Cassie’s items and handed
her the change. She did not thank her, nor did she bother to bag
the items.

Cassie started to exit the mini-mart. She
stopped. Screw it. She had enough of everyone’s bigoted
attitudes. The clerk no more expected her to speak English, so why
bother? Her feisty grandmother’s Gaelic version of swearing
trembled on her lips, ready to explode, but the surveillance camera
checked her. Instead, she bit her lip and pushed through the
door.

José waited by the truck, blocking the license
plate from cameras and observers. A gob of dirt covering much of
the lettering had mysteriously appeared along the route. She smiled
at him, he winked. “I don’t want to drop you off here. Let’s drive
a block or two up.” He did not ask why.

A half a block away, José pulled into a strip
mall with a Mexican food restaurant and parked. “My brother will
come and get me, and we will eat.” He reached under the truck bench
seat, pulled out a white envelope, and handed it to her. “Señora
wanted you to have this.”

“Thank you, José, for everything. You are a
good man.” Cassie extended her hand, he looked surprised, but then
he shook it.

“Miss Cassie, be very careful.”

“I will.”

“One more thing, check Old Blue’s oil when you
get gas. Extra oil is in the back, in the box.” He tipped his head
and left.

Panic gripped her. She watched José walk
across the parking lot, leaving her entirely on her own. Cassie
waited until he entered the café before she walked around to the
driver’s side and settled in. It was time to go, but where? Tears
formed one by one and slid down her cheeks, leaving ungodly
streaks.

“Honest to God, I don’t know what to do.” She
wiped her nose with the back of her hand.

She glanced to the left from where she came
and cringed. There was only one other choice: out of the parking
lot, back on Sunset Boulevard, heading toward the Pacific
Ocean.

At Highway 1, Cassie found herself in the left
lane but wanted to go right. She missed two lights trying to merge
over. Cars honked, people yelled, the finger salute was given.
Finally, someone tapped their horn and motioned for her to go in
front of them. She waved thanks and headed north up Highway 1. She
hit the gas hard, and the truck paused as if it were gasping for a
breath.

“Oh, for crying out loud, what in the hell is
going on? I think Alexa has spoiled you, you old heap.”

The old truck rumbled along, just not fast. If
Cassie forced the speed up to sixty, the truck shimmied. Fifty-five
seemed to be the optimal speed, so fifty-five it was with the
window down and the vents open.

While she drove, she tried to formulate some
sort of plan. Nothing really came to mind other than change her
clothes and wash her face. Though she had nothing to change into
other than what she had on under Maria’s uniform.

Alexa’s lecture kept repeating in her mind.
She no longer had Sergei’s limited credit card spending; therefore,
she needed to find some basics at reasonable prices.

Not until she got to Highway 101 in Oxnard
did, she find what she was looking for at a strip mall. Everything
she needed was right there, from a McDonald’s to a discount
clothing store, with everything else tossed in. At last, she was
far enough away from Sergei’s house that she felt safe enough to
toss her disguise.

Cassie backed the truck up next to McDonald’s
Dumpsters, allowing some privacy but, more importantly, shade. She
propped open the passenger door and used the space to strip off
Maria’s uniform. What was left were the yoga workout shorts, a
Lycra tank top, the god-awful thick black shoes with the bunched-up
white socks, and hideous make-up. Walking into McDonald’s looking
fashion-odd was one thing, but two-toned skin was another.
Something people would remember.

Trying to remove the professional stage
make-up with a Kleenex proved messy. Cassie hunted for something
else and spotted Alexa’s spa duffel tucked behind the bench seat.
She pulled it out and hoped for something good to use.

Her eyes misted when she looked inside. “Oh,
thank you, dear friend,” she murmured.

Sitting right on top, cradled in an
upside-down baseball cap, was a jar of face cleanser wrapped in a
soft washcloth. Cassie tucked up her braid and slipped on the hat.
Next, she searched through the bag and found a box of her favorite
protein bars, a baggie filled with necessities, and the final items
were a California road map and a flashlight. Why a flashlight? Did
she think she would be camping? Maybe she did. Obviously, she had a
better grasp of the situation than Cassie.

A ring tone designated for Sergei broke the
silence. Her body tensed. She tried to take a deep breath to calm
down but could not. Sergei must have made bail. Before she could
locate her phone, the ringing stopped. The old truck did not have
that many spots to lose a phone. Then, as if to taunt her, the
ringing started back up. She remembered she had stashed it in her
purse under the seat. For a moment, she stood paralyzed, wondering
what to do. Alexa told her to get rid of everything linking her to
Sergei. The cell phone was bought and paid for by him. He could
trace her through the usage and had this past year. If bruises and
broken ribs could talk, hers had plenty to say.

Rage filled her thinking about the last
several months. She reached down, yanked out her purse, and shook
the contents out on the seat. The cell went off again, but an inner
power flooded her. Cassie grabbed the cell phone and threw it down
with all her might onto the asphalt. Taking her heel, she stomped
it over and over until it was a handful of technology
waste.

“Screw you, Sergei Koslov. You’ve screwed me
over for the last time. You’re nothing but a Viagra-addicted prick
who can’t even get it up on your own, you jackass.” A nervous laugh
escaped her, but a release and lightness invaded her. She picked up
the flattened mess and threw it in the Dumpster where he belonged.
Cassie smiled. It felt good.

With the stage make-up removed, Cassie
returned to the truck, ready to tackle the clothes situation. She
had removed the socks with the money but kept the shoes on. Without
the neon sign of bunched socks, she would not be as noticeable. She
studied the layout of the strip mall and zeroed in on the discount
clothing store.

Never in her entire life had she shopped so
fast. No longer caring about her brands, she was in and out of the
store in record time. She sprinted to the truck, left the strip
mall, and got back on the highway, heading north.

The breeze of the Pacific Ocean kept the
inside of the truck cab tolerable. Her heart had stopped racing but
sweat still formed on her skin. Obviously, José had not minded the
lack of air conditioning, but boy, she did. As the afternoon wore
on, so did her exhaustion. More than anything, Cassie just wanted
to pull over and take a nap, but she knew she couldn’t. Not until
she felt safe and far enough away from Sergei and anyone he might
know.

The lack of suspension in the truck played
havoc with her butt muscles. Alexa might be right in that Old Blue
could take her anywhere, but would she be able to sit once she got
there?

She drove through Santa Barbara before late
afternoon traffic took over. It was time to stop somewhere and come
up with a plan, but where? Continuing to rely on Old Blue to be her
guiding light was ridiculous, and why would her friend even suggest
it was beyond her. She did not understand her friend’s fondness for
this old heap.

After passing a sign indicating Gaviota State
Beach Park up ahead, Cassie decided to stop. Even though it had
been years since she had been to this area, she had fond memories
of it. Soon after she and Alexa arrived in Hollywood, they
discovered the state park. Often, they headed out to a beach to get
out of their stuffy, tiny apartment and breathe fresh
air.

The Park hadn’t changed much since the last
time she’d been there. She followed the drive down to the main
parking lot. Since it was a Wednesday, there were very few cars
about. She parked and shut off the engine. Finally, she felt like
she could let her guard down. The sounds of the Pacific Ocean and
the warmth lulled her into a relaxed state.






“Excuse me, ma’am.”
The truck’s hood vibrated in sync with the voice.

Cassie jerked awake and let out a yelp. Her
heart slammed into her ribcage.

A park ranger smiled and said, “I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean to scare you, but the park is going to be closing soon.
I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Oh. Yeah. I was just trying to figure out
where … um.” Leave no trail. “I was just trying to figure
out why my air conditioner won’t work, and I must have dozed
off.”

“These old Fords are reliable, but the air,
well…you just might want to keep the windows open.” The ranger
nodded and started to walk off but then stopped. “You know there is
something you can do that doesn’t cost you much money.”

“What?” Finally, a solution to
something.

“Take one of those handheld water sprayers
that have a little fan attached. You’ve seen them, where people
mist themselves trying to stay cool. Take one of those, fill it
with ice cubes and a little water, and Velcro it to the dashboard.
Keep the little fan going and push the handle when you need a shot
of cool mist.”

She looked skeptical.

“Hey, it works. We’ve rigged up a few of our
old trucks with it, and it sure beats boiling.”

“Thanks, I’ll keep it in mind.” Cassie watched
the ranger walk to his truck and leave.

How long had she been asleep? Her butt and
back ached. She grabbed the map and headed to the nearby picnic
table. At least she could stand and stretch her legs to get some of
the aches out while she studied the map. She had never been north
of the state park, but she felt reasonably sure she could get an
inexpensive motel somewhere along the way. Her eyes kept focusing
on Morro Bay. Did Sergei the Scum know anyone in Morro Bay?
Hopefully, it was too classy for that schmuck. She wished she had a
cell phone to call and ask someone, but who would she call, the
Chamber of Commerce?

Cassie could hear it now: “Oh, by the way, do
you know Sergei Koslov, the grandiose pirate of illegal DVD movies?
Or maybe you don’t know him by that name, but Yuri Sergslov, the
biggest exporter of stolen Mercedes Benz parts and a few BMWs? Oh,
you don’t, gee, I don’t either.” Clueless he had used another name.
She should have—after all, it was Hollywood.

She left the state park, continuing north.
Dusk had settled in when she reached the outskirts of Morro Bay.
Cassie meandered her way around the town, looking for a place to
spend the night. Experience dictated the further she went from the
water, the less expensive the cost, so she turned and headed up the
hill. Three blocks up, a vacancy sign shined in the window of a
reasonably nice, clean-looking motel. At this point, she no longer
cared about the cost. She pulled in and parked. The vacancy light
dimmed and then shut off. Cassie jumped out, slammed the truck
door, and ran to the office door. It flew open, and she tripped
in.

“I was just about ready to lock up when I saw
your headlights. Do you need a room for the night?” an older woman
asked, smiling.

“I do.” Cassie gasped, trying to catch her
breath.

The woman closed the door and walked over to
the registration counter. “You’re in luck. I have one room left
before the Art Fair starts on Friday. After that, I am full until
Monday. Will you be staying until Friday?”

“I’m not sure. Can I let you know
tomorrow?”

“Sure. Fill this out.” The woman handed her a
clipboard with a registration form. “Do you have a Triple-A card or
AARP?”

“No.” AARP? Then she remembered the gray
streaks in her hair.

“That will be $75.00 a night. It is a
nonsmoking with a king. Cash or credit card?”

“Cash.” Cassie studied the form, trying to
figure out what to do. What address?

“Just your name is fine and the truck’s
license plate number.”

“I left my wallet in the truck. I’ll be right
back. I still need to catch my breath.”

Cassie coughed a couple of times and kept her
pace slow, studying the truck’s license plate. Once she felt she
had it memorized, she retrieved her wallet and returned to the
office. With the transaction complete, Cassie thanked the woman and
turned to leave.

“Have a good evening, Alexa, and thanks for
stopping at the Bayside Inn.”

Forgive me, Father, for I have
sinned…


CHAPTER THREE

THE RAPPING ON the
door echoed throughout the room. “Housekeeping.” More rapping.
Cassie groaned and forced her eyes open. Bright light streamed
through the crack in the curtain. What time was it? With every
muscle aching, she hobbled to the door and peered out. Housekeeping
was next door. She took the Do Not Disturb sign, hung it outside,
closed the door, and shuffled back to the bed where she collapsed.
Too lazy to look for her watch, she rolled over, reached for the
phone, and hit zero for the front desk.

“Yes, dear?”

“What time is it?”

“Ten o’clock. Will you be staying another
night with us?” the cheerful woman asked.

“Yes.” No way could Cassie get back in that
truck and drive. Not until she got some sort of pillow to sit
on.

“Would you like Housekeeping now?”

“No. No, thanks.” Please, just ten more
minutes, she thought.



Vvvvrrrrooommmm…
Vvvrrrooommmm.

“What the hell!”

She flew out of bed and stood in the middle of
the room, trying to get her bearings. The rowdy laughter of men and
motorcycles echoed outside her window. Now she understood why this
room was still available. She rang the front desk again.

“Yes, dear?”

“What time is it now?” she asked.

“Noon.”

Holy hell, half the day was gone. Not wanting
any opportunity to fall back asleep, she forced herself off the bed
and stumbled her way into the bathroom. She turned on the shower to
super-hot and then stripped off her clothes. Cassie stepped into
the shower and waited for the rush of the beating water. Just a
gentle drizzle of a water-saver showerhead. Something they were
supposed to have done, but Sergei had refused.

Showered, dressed, and ready to face the
world, Cassie took an inventory of the room. Last night she had
been too tired to really care, but now she did. Her body craved a
strong cup of coffee, and at this point, instant would even do. She
smiled. Tucked in the corner sat a coffee pot on top of a small
refrigerator with a basket of assorted items. A note in the basket
indicated creamers and cups were in the fridge.

How delightful. Choices included French
Vanilla, Hazelnut, or Irish Crème, along with a green, pink, or
blue coffee mug with artistic designs. It seemed like a green kind
of day with a lot of Irish Crème.

While the coffee brewed, Cassie decided it was
time to take an inventory of her life. First, she placed all the
clothes in a line, starting with underwear and finishing with the
running shoes. Next, she dumped out the duffle bag and sorted
everything out. The gurgling of the coffee pot indicated the last
drops had dripped. She poured a cup, sipped, and stared at the bed.
Everything she owned fit on top of a king-sized bed. Not much for
thirty-six years of life.

The white envelope José had given her from
Alexa remained unopened, sitting amongst the things from the
duffel. Cassie picked up the envelope and settled into a chair by
the window. The sunlight beamed through the slightly opened
curtain, casting an eerie shadow across her reflection in the
mirror.

“Who are you?”

Silence answered, but if she dug deep, she
knew what some answers could be, and none of them were
pretty.

Her brother, Mike, thought of her as a
murderer. Well, maybe not quite a murderer, but pretty darn close.
“Why did you let Dad drive drunk! You should have taken the keys.
You were the one sitting next to them at the wedding reception, not
me. It’s your fault they’re dead,” he’d yelled. Mike had apologized
later, but the words never left her.

The director of the daytime television series
she had been in had plenty to say about her. “You’re absent again
and drugged up. One more time, Ryan, and we are writing you off the
show. I do not need no shows! You've been forewarned.” It was true;
she had been drugged up from painkillers. A bruise she could
handle, but not a broken rib.

But the person who mattered the most was no
longer alive. “You are my beautiful princess. You can be anything
you want.” Her mother’s words had always brought a smile to her
face, but not now.

“So, I’m a murdering, drunk, homeless
princess,” she whispered. “Ah, Mom.”

The tears rolled down her cheeks. The dead
feeling inside exploded, spreading an intense ache throughout her
body. Finally, Cassie let go, and the sobs erupted from deep
within—all the sadness and disappointments she had felt since her
parent’s death eight years ago.

Drained, she sat mutely. Even though her
mother wasn’t in the room, she knew what she would say. “You have
fallen from grace, Cassandra Marie. You got yourself into this
mess, so get yourself out. It will not be easy, but you are a Ryan,
through and through. Well, you had better get going!”

Her coffee was cold, and the envelope had tear
stains and nose slime all over it. She wiped off the envelope with
a towel and settled back in the chair with a fresh cup of coffee.
Alexa’s envelope was thick. When she unfolded the pages to read,
several hundred dollars fell out. She did not expect this, nor did
she expect a letter dated over a month ago. Cassie scanned through
the pages and noted a more recent date on the last two pages.
Obviously, Alexa had plenty to say.

Dear Cassie, It is time to accept
responsibility for your choices because only you are in charge of
your life . . . She started reading, and when she finished,
Cassie was thankful she was alone. Her face flushed and burned. In
essence, the letter told her to grow up and quit using everyone and
everything to excuse her behavior. It was true that Alexa and her
husband had warned her about Sergei early on, but she did not want
to hear it, nor did she want to give up her comfortable
lifestyle.

For a moment, her temper flared, and the blame
game reared its ugly head, but she checked it. The letter hurt, but
her friend had been truthful.

Since she had no plan of action, she might as
well follow Alexa’s.

Review your assets. Not much, thought
Cassie. Still bunched up were the ugly white socks of yesterday.
She straightened them out and pulled out the wad of bills she had
taken from Sergei. Now she could review her assets.

She had just over seven hundred dollars left
from her secret stash, plus Alexa’s six. One by one, Cassie counted
out the money from Sergei and his hidden compartment. Her total
cash amount was just over thirty-one hundred dollars. Additionally,
on the tenth of the month, her brother deposited her share from the
two homes in the trust they co-inherited from their parents. One
rental fee went into the upkeep fund and taxes, and the other was
distributed between the two. She had learned over the years never
to expect more than nine hundred, which didn’t go far in the
Hollywood scene.

Cover your tracks. Pay cash. Get a phone
card. Since there were no other options, this was very
doable.

Get out of California. Go home to
Seattle.

Cassie shook her head. “I don’t think
so.”

Since her parent’s death, she had not returned
to Seattle the night of her cousin’s wedding at Snoqualmie Falls
Lodge. On top of her brother accusing her, her cousin thanked her
for ruining her future wedding anniversary. They were divorced now,
so the point was moot.

“Think, Cass,” she murmured. “Get out of
California…” A slow smile formed. “Where no one would
expect.”

Yes, she could go home, but not to Seattle.
Instead, she would go to Hartz Island, to the beach house she and
her brother jointly owned. Cassie had asked Mike once to buy her
out, but he refused. He said, “You never know when you might want
to come back home.” Since Mike and his wife lived in Japan working
for the computer company, the house was empty. It was her
turn by at least eight years. No one in L.A. knew of the place, not
even Alexa.

“Yes,” she exclaimed, finally feeling
good.

Now the big question was what to do with her
thirty-one hundred dollars. She didn’t feel comfortable carrying it
around in her purse or hiding it in the motel room. Leaving it in
the truck was out of the question. Her room phone rang. Startled,
she jumped, spilling much of the cash to the floor. Her heart
pounded fast and hard. Who knew she was here? It kept ringing.
Finally, she answered.

“Front desk here. Housekeeping wants to clean
your room. You’re the last one.”

“Oh. What time is it now?”

“Two o’clock.”

No wonder her stomach growled. She had missed
breakfast and lunch. “I’m fine. They don’t need to clean it, but
thanks anyway.”

She gathered up the spilled money and noticed
someone had written in ink a series of numbers on several bills and
that someone was Sergei. This was the money that had come out of
the hidden drawer. She might be a grade-nothing actress in
Hollywood, but one thing she had was an excellent memory and an
uncanny ability with number sequences. Those numbers represented
some sort of code. Cassie was sure of it. Why else would they have
been hidden? She needed to get to a computer and a phone but, just
as importantly, food. If she didn’t eat something soon, she would
have a complete meltdown.

Back to her original problem of where to put
the money. Problem solved—two boobs and a purse. She tucked the
coded numbered bills in her wallet and lined her bra with the rest.
Checking her profile in the mirror, her chest looked evenly
distributed with a nice round look. Amazing what a bit of money
would do for a boob job.

With detailed directions from the office,
Cassie made her first stop—a quick mart where she purchased a phone
card along with an overcooked hotdog and a large diet Pepsi. She
knew it was a long shot but asked anyway.

“Any chance you might know where a payphone
might be?” she asked the clerk.

“Well, sure.” She pointed, “By the
bathrooms.”

“Thanks.” She dialed Alexa’s cell phone and
prayed she would answer the unknown caller ID. Finally, on the
fifth ring, she did.

“It’s me. Can you talk?” Cassie
asked.

“Yes, but Eduardo is home. I only have a
minute. He is showering. Are you okay?”

“More than okay. I’ll make it quick. What do
you know about banks?”

“Other than Eduardo’s family owns the biggest
bank in Argentina, not much.”

“What is your account number at his bank? The
one we set up?”

“Funny you should ask. I’m looking at the
account right now.”

“Give me all the numbers you can.” Cassie
listened and jotted everything down.

A feeling of satisfaction flooded her. She had
been right. That was why the one number seemed familiar; it had the
same sequencing as the Argentine bank. Sergei had an account at
Eduardo’s bank; she was sure of it. What about the other nine sets
of numbers?

“Are you going to tell me why?” Alexa
asked.

“No. The less you know, the better off you
are.”

“Hmm, it sounds like the old Cassie is back. I
need to go. Watch your back and be careful, promise me?”

“Yep. Hey, thanks for the money.”

Hidden accounts, pirated DVDs, stolen Mercedes
Benz, and other high-end vehicles, what other business was Sergei
involved in? Her breath caught in her throat; she was lucky to be
out.


CHAPTER FOUR

DURING THE QUICK walk
to the library, Cassie thought of those numbers and what they could
mean. She needed access to phone books and computers. Libraries had
both.

The front desk pointed her to the resource
section, where various phone books could be found. She pulled out
the Yellow Pages for Morro Bay and thumbed through banking. The
bank that the trust used had a branch here in town. It seemed like
a good place to start.

“How far is this bank from here?”
Cassie asked the library clerk.

“Not far. That’s my bank.” She pointed. “It’s
just three blocks that way. The lobby closes at five, but the
window stays open until six.”

“Thanks.” Cassie glanced at her watch. She
still had plenty of time.

When she entered the bank, a woman about her
age greeted her. Cassie explained she wanted to open a new account
but needed to use the bathroom facilities first. She removed the
money from her bra and then adjusted her top. Then, satisfied with
her appearance, she headed back out to the lobby with no qualms
about a purse full of money.

They bantered with light talk while deciding
what sort of an account Cassie wanted. Decision made, the banker
asked for identification and started pulling out the appropriate
paperwork. Cassie took a deep breath. She saw gentleness and
understanding in the bank woman’s face and decided. “I’m leaving a
volatile live-in situation and going home to Seattle. I don’t have
a current address, but we have a trust account at the Seattle
branch, if that helps.”

“I see.”

Cassie felt confident she did, but still. “Is
there a way that I don’t have to put my name on the account, but a
pseudonym…maybe?”

The banker smiled and said, “Let me speak with
my manager and see what I can do. I’m sure we can figure something
out.”

She concentrated on staying calm by looking at
the bank clerk’s pictures. Somehow, she had missed her name but
spotted it on a plaque next to the images of her family—Sandy. A
happy appearing family with three boys and a good-looking husband.
A pang of sadness registered. Something she always wished she
had.

Sandy came back smiling. “We’re in luck. The
woman who handles your account in Seattle was in. We have
everything verified using your brother’s address on the trust. When
you get to Seattle, stop by, and make the necessary changes, put
your computer identifying tags on the account. For now, we can use
initials.”

“Thank you so much for your help.”
She gathered up her paperwork and started to leave but stopped.
“Real quick question. If I wanted to send money overseas, how does
that work?”

“Everyone has numbers designated, so you need
to get their routing numbers. For instance, Mexico is different
from Canada, which is different from a European country. I used to
do international banking before I was married. It’s interesting,”
Sandy explained. “Now it’s all on the Internet.”

“So, if I just go and do a couple of searches,
everything is there?” Cassie asked.

“Pretty much. That is what we do if someone
comes in and wants to transfer money to a country we haven’t worked
with. We just go on the Internet and get their numbers, and of
course, we have the account number. Uniform and mundane.” She
laughed. “There are no mysteries in banking other than the Swiss
banks.”

“Amazing. Thanks.” She would give anything to
have a laptop at her fingertips, but the library would have to
do.

The quietness of the library was noticeable
when Cassie entered. People were home eating dinner, which gave her
a choice of computers. She picked the one with optimal privacy with
no one nearby. The banker had been correct. Everything she needed
to know was just a keystroke away.

She matched the sequence number from the
hundred-dollar bill against the Argentine bank’s routing number,
confirming Sergei had an account at Eduardo’s bank. Cassie exited
out of that site and keyed in for Internet banking, taking her to
the four-digit PIN code that Sergei picked. First, she tried his
birthday, then his birth year. Nothing. Stay calm and think like
Sergei. It was four numbers, something he didn’t have to think
about. Finally, she tried the last four digits of his cell number.
Access!

“Holy sh…” she gasped, covering her mouth. Her
eyes almost popped out of her head. Sergei had nine thousand five
hundred dollars in this account. After the initial shock, her first
reaction was that money was hers. He owed her. Besides the lost
wages, her reputation had taken a beating. She could kick herself
for not keeping an actual tab of her missed days.

“Finders, keepers, losers’ weepers,” she
whispered.

Cassie keyed in the transaction to have that
money transferred to her new account. She grinned and raised her
finger to strike the enter key but stopped in mid-air. The reality
of what she was about to do hit her full force. Cassie pushed away
from the computer and stood. She had become a common criminal, just
like Sergei, stealing—she guessed—already stolen money? In her
anger and defiance, she had almost screwed herself with that
transfer. Cassie sat down and logged out.

Wrestling with her conscience, she finally
made the decision only to transfer the amount of money she felt she
lost in actual wages. This she could live with. The next question
was how to do it without a money trail.

People hid money all the time. Legally and
not. Even Sandy at the bank had made a reference to Switzerland.
Swiss banking was considered offshore banking, so Cassie did an
Internet search using keywords. According to numerous websites,
offshore banking could be done in several places besides
Switzerland. The Caribbean seemed to be the next hot spot for
setting up accounts that could not be easily traced or accessed by
the government. If she read everything correctly, she was not
breaking any banking laws if she paid her taxes. She had until
April 15th to solve that problem.

Studying all the Internet sites, the island of
Nevis by St. Kitts in the Caribbean had a good thing going for
privacy, so she searched to see what banks were located there. Two
seemed a little shady, but one stood out, also having a branch in
the Caymans. She remembered reading about the Caymans and their
banking policies, which were like Switzerland. Cassie wished now
she had listened more to Eduardo when he droned on about banking.
The problem was, she never believed he knew anything about it. He
was rich, gorgeous, and looked more like a playboy than a
banker.

“Unbelievable,” Cassie muttered, studying the
website.

If she wanted the money from Sergei’s
accounts, which she did, Cassie needed to set up an untraceable
offshore account, preferably in the Cayman Islands. How fast could
it be done? Everything she read said with the correct
documentation, quickly—hopefully by tomorrow. Now she needed to
locate a fax machine.

Cassie almost jumped out of her chair when
someone tapped her shoulder. She turned to see the
librarian.

“The library is going to close in fifteen
minutes.”

“Already? I just need to download a
document.”

“You have enough time. Just send it to the
main printer and pay for it up at the front desk when you leave.”
The clerk smiled and went on to the next patron.

After hitting the print button, Cassie
gathered up her things. By the time she walked up to pay for the
document, it had finished printing.

“Did you get everything you
needed?”

“Pretty much.”

“We open tomorrow at nine if you need to come
back.”

“Thanks. I’ll probably be here.”

The light was still on in the motel office
when she returned. Maybe they had a fax or knew where to go.
“Hello?” Cassie called out when she entered the office. No one
appeared, but she thought she heard grumbling in the back office,
so she called a little louder.

“Hang on. I’m back here with this damn
computer. I’ll be out in a minute,” the woman yelled. She sounded
frustrated. “Damn computers. They make me so mad.” The woman from
the night before stomped to the front. “I get so darned frustrated
at times.”

“They have a way of doing that,” Cassie
agreed. Fortunately, she had her brother to help her out of many a
computer snafu. Though she felt her frustration. “What’s going on?
Maybe I can help. I’m pretty good with things like
this.”

“If you could, I’d be thrilled. Personally,
I’d like to take a sledgehammer to it and go home.”

“Show me the way.”

Cassie followed the older woman to the back
room. The offending piece of equipment was old and probably needed
to be replaced, but she did not want to be the bearer of bad news.
Besides, it was more than she had now. So, after listening to a
long-detailed description of what happened, Cassie asked, “Do you
have any security software installed on it?”

The woman showed her various software
programs, still in their boxes, unopened. She looked so forlorn.
“I’m tired, and it’s been a long day. I just want to close and go
home. My favorite television show is starting, and it’s the season
opener.”

Cassie smiled and nodded. She understood. “I
think it’s just a matter of cleaning up the computer with these
security programs.” She had an idea. “You know, I wouldn’t mind
doing that for you if you wouldn’t mind me using the computer
afterward?” Please say yes.

“You mean, you would do all that, and I
could…just leave? Go home?”

“Yes.”

The woman studied her and then nodded her
head. “Deal.” She locked her desk, the filing cabinet and
practically ran out the door. “I’ll turn off the lights in the
outer office and lock up there too. Close the office door behind me
so no one can see you working. People can be relentless when they
want something. When you leave, everything will lock in place.” She
smiled. “And thank you.”

Spotting a fax machine in the corner, Cassie
smiled. “No, thank you.”

Perhaps Cassie hadn’t listened to Eduardo when
he droned on about banking, but she had listened to her brother
about computers. She had the computer up and running with security
software installed and doing its job quickly. While it processed,
Cassie took the time to get her thoughts in order. If she faxed the
documentation to the bank in the Caymans now, everything would be
waiting when the people arrived at work. If she could locate all
the accounts Sergei had hidden, then tomorrow morning, she was only
a few keystrokes away from getting everything done. That seemed to
be a lot of ifs. Using her phone card, Cassie faxed the information
to the first if—the bank in the Caymans. Now, the wait was
on.

Looking around the office, she spotted an
old-style adding machine, the kind that required the numbers to be
punched in before pulling the handle, which recorded the
calculations on a roll of paper. The time had come to assess her
dead acting career and lost wages. She started with the latest
incident and worked her way through, remembering more and more. An
acute sense of sadness overwhelmed her when she saw the total
amount—thousands of dollars. She had allowed someone else to take
the power of her dream, but more importantly, her livelihood.
Cassie labeled each entry with determination and clarity, made two
copies, and stored it safely with her new account
information.

It was eleven before Cassie logged on. The
computer chugged along slowly, but it worked. From the way things
were working, it would be
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