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The best part of doing this series has been the involvement of Danny and Brigid—Stevie and Susan Carol’s real-life alter egos. What’s most scary is that, as in the books, they are both smarter than the adults in their lives. Special thanks to all my friends who have provided encouragement and support during the past year.



1: CUT FROM THE TEAM

“DAD, I THINK THEY’RE HERE.”

Stevie Thomas was staring out the front window of his house, which offered a view of the entire street. He had been sitting on the couch, ostensibly reading a book, but he had read exactly one page in an hour because he kept looking out the window. He was too nervous to focus on the descriptions of igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic rocks in the earth science book that was spread out on his lap.

Now, finally, he saw a black Town Car turn onto Pelphrey Lane and he was pretty certain it’d be stopping at his door.

“I’ll be right down,” Bill Thomas called back from upstairs. “Offer them something to drink.”

His dad had left his law office early to be home for the six o’clock meeting. Stevie’s mom and little sister, Katie, were at an ice-skating lesson.

Stevie knew something bad was about to happen—even though his dad insisted he was jumping at shadows. The call had come from USTV on Monday.

“We’d like to get together with you and your dad before you leave for Indianapolis,” Tal Vincent, the producer of Kid-Sports, had said to Stevie on the phone. “No need for you to come down here. We know you’ve got school. Mike and I will come to you.”

To Stevie, that was a sign something was very wrong. “Mike Shupe doesn’t fly to Philadelphia to meet with the co-star of a show unless it’s something really important,” he had told his dad. “I think they’re canceling the show.”

Mike Shupe was the executive producer of USTV’s original programming unit. He was the creative force that had made USTV a serious rival to ESPN in the world of all-sports cable television. It had been Shupe’s idea to have two teenagers host a weekly show on USTV aimed at teenage viewers. And it was Shupe who had convinced both their parents that Susan Carol Anderson and Stevie were made to star on Kid-Sports.

Stevie and Susan Carol were both only fourteen. But they had stumbled into something resembling stardom by helping solve two mysteries: one at the Final Four in New Orleans when a star player had been blackmailed to throw the national championship game; the other in New York at the U.S. Open tennis tournament when a glamorous Russian teenage star had disappeared just before her first match.

Stevie and Susan Carol had earned the chance to cover the Final Four by winning a writing contest sponsored by the U.S. Basketball Writers Association. The aspiring young sportswriters had gotten off to a rocky start: he was an opinionated northern kid who liked the Big East and the Big Five. She was an equally opinionated Southern girl who worshipped at the altar of Mike Krzyzewski and Duke. She was also annoyingly tall—at least five foot eight to Stevie’s five four.

But she had turned out to be very smart and, too tall or not, very pretty. By the time they met again at the U.S. Open, Stevie had a full-blown crush on her. Plus, they made a great team. Together they had proven that Nadia Symanova’s kidnapping had been a well-planned hoax. And by the end of the week, Susan Carol admitted that she really liked Stevie too. Well, her goodbye kiss had said so anyway.

That adventure had taken its toll, though. Stevie had been beaten up by a couple of thugs. But Susan Carol had it worse. It turned out her uncle Brendan had been a part of the hoax and was likely to end up in jail.

That may have been why her father had declared future big-time sports events strictly off-limits. Stevie’s parents hadn’t been thrilled with the goings-on in New York either. Which was why all the parents had balked when Mike Shupe called to say he wanted to make their kids into TV stars.

Even Susan Carol hadn’t been too excited about the idea: “We’re writers, remember?” she had said to Stevie on the phone. “TV is for pretty people who read from a teleprompter.”

“Well,” Stevie said, “you’re pretty and I know how to read.”

“Shut up, Stevie,” Susan Carol laughed.

But Shupe was persistent. He had visited both families in their homes. He had offered a lot of money. “Even if the show only lasts a year,” he had said to Bill Thomas, “you will have paid for Stevie’s college education.”

Stevie’s dad had laughed at that one. “Obviously, you don’t have kids, Mr. Shupe,” he’d answered. “If you triple what you’re offering, you might be right about paying for college.”

Shupe hadn’t tripled the offer—but he had almost doubled it. And he arranged it so the half-hour show would be taped on Friday afternoons—neither kid would miss any school. Stevie would go to a TV studio in Philadelphia, Susan Carol to a studio in Fayetteville, North Carolina. They would discuss the sports events of the week on a satellite hookup. They would respond to e-mails from other kids, and occasionally they would interview a guest.

Bill Thomas and Don Anderson had spent a lot of time talking on the phone. Finally they decided to let the kids try it—for one year. If it affected their schoolwork at all, if the parents weren’t comfortable with how it was affecting them or their lives, the show would be over.

Deal, said Stevie and Susan Carol.

Deal, said Shupe.

The show had debuted on the first Saturday in November. The reviews were very good: people marveled at how much Stevie and—especially—Susan Carol knew about sports. Both of them became stars at their schools, and Susan Carol, who looked a lot more like eighteen than fourteen, was flooded with mail from love-struck teenage boys. Stevie even got some mail from love-struck teenage girls.

He loved every second of it. Susan Carol wasn’t as sure. “What if you fall for some ninth-grade girl at school?” she asked him one night.

“Oh, come on, Scarlett,” he said, calling her by the Gone with the Wind nickname he’d put on her at the Final Four because of her Southern accent and ability to charm almost anyone into doing anything. “If anyone should be jealous, it’s me. What boy in the country doesn’t want to go out with you?”

She paused. “But I don’t want to go out with any of them.”

“Well, neither do I,” he said—although he had to admit Andrea Fassler was pretty hot. She was also a couple inches shorter than Stevie.

USTV had lived up to all its promises—not asking the kids to do anything more than the show and an occasional promo for the show—until just before Christmas, when Tal Vincent had called to say that Shupe and “everyone at the network” thought it very important that the show be done on location for the entire week before the Super Bowl. All of USTV’s personalities would be there for the huge pre-championship media blitz.

Both fathers had immediately said no. USTV had responded by offering the following week off, plus a financial bonus if the kids went. Naturally, they both wanted to do it. This was the Super Bowl! The biggest sporting event of the year. Ninety-five million people watching!

“Tell you what,” Bill Thomas said to Stevie. “If you get permission from all your teachers—I mean all of them—you can do it. If one of them says no, it’s no.”

“Can you get Reverend Anderson to make the same deal?” Stevie asked. He was certain Susan Carol would have no trouble getting out of four days of school—she had never gotten less than an A in her life. Stevie’s grades were okay—mostly B’s.

“See what your teachers say, then I’ll talk to Don,” his father said.

Much to Stevie’s surprise, not only did every teacher say it was okay, but they all thought it was a great idea. When Stevie told his dad, he had shrugged and said, “All right then, it’s fine with me.”

His mom wasn’t quite so sure. “Do you remember what happened the last two times we let the kids go to an event like this?” she said.

“I know, I know,” his father answered. “But they’re going to be surrounded by people constantly. What trouble can they possibly get into?”

Susan Carol’s parents had also relented, and so it was all set for both kids to fly to Indianapolis the Monday before the game. The best part of the deal, as far as Stevie was concerned, was that he would get to spend most of a week hanging out with Susan Carol—whom he hadn’t seen except on a TV monitor since September.

“What I don’t understand is why you have to be out there on Monday when the game isn’t until Sunday,” his dad had said.

Stevie had laughed at that question. “Are you kidding?” he said. “First of all, the teams come in on Sunday. They practice every day—”

“The practices are open to the media?” his dad had said, interrupting.

“No, they’re not. Except to a couple of pool reporters in case someone gets injured or there’s a fight or something. But the players and coaches are available to the media Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday in the morning. Come on, Dad, you’ve seen TV tape of the media surrounding players during Super Bowl week. You don’t live on Mars.”

“Okay, fine,” Bill Thomas said. “What else is such a big deal?”

“Everyone in sports is there. Actually, everyone is there—period. If someone is launching a movie, they show up to be interviewed because there’s like a million media people there and they’re all looking for something to talk about. If someone has a book out—they’re there. Running for office? Go to the Super Bowl. Then there are the parties—every night there are parties everywhere….”

“Just how do you know all this?”

“Dad, I do know how to read. It hasn’t been that long since the Eagles were in the Super Bowl. I read every word in the Daily News and the Inquirer that week. I even read a story on the fashions the Eagles’ wives were going to wear to the game.”

Bill Thomas had his hands in the air, waving them to make his son stop. “Okay, okay. I get it.” He smiled. “Just your luck the Super Bowl is in a place even colder than here.”

The NFL liked to take the Super Bowl to a cold-weather city about once every five years and had decided to go to Indianapolis instead of Detroit because of the new domed stadium the Colts had opened a year earlier.

“Dad, it’s the Super Bowl,” he said. “If they held it in the Nome Dome, I’d be there.”


[image: image]


So it was all set. Then, out of the blue, came the call from Tal Vincent.

Stevie knew his fear that the show was being canceled was probably silly. The ratings had been very good right from the start. He had called Susan Carol to see if anyone had asked to meet with her. The only call she’d gotten was from USTV’s PR guy, who wanted to set up interviews for her during the week in Indianapolis. Stevie had heard nothing about that.

“Either he’s going to call you later or he’s just figuring whatever I do, you’ll do too,” she had said.

“Or it could be there’s just a lot more demand for you than me,” Stevie said. “You’re the glamorous one.”

“Stop it,” she said. “Call me as soon as the meeting’s over.”

Now the doorbell was ringing, and as Stevie went to answer it, he was filled with dread.

“Stevie, how are you?” Mike Shupe said as he came in the door. It was snowing lightly, and both Shupe and Tal Vincent brushed flakes from their hair. Stevie, remembering his manners, offered to take their coats.

“Don’t bother hanging them up,” Shupe said. “You can just toss them on a chair.” Stevie did as instructed, then led them into the living room, which was the neatest room in the house because it was the least used. Both men accepted his offer of a drink, saying that a Coke would be just fine.

While Stevie was in the kitchen pouring the sodas, he heard his father walk in and greetings being exchanged. He brought the drinks back in, then realized he should have poured one for himself. His mouth was dry.

“So,” Bill Thomas said, no doubt sensing that Stevie couldn’t take much small talk, “what brings you two to Philadelphia on a snowy winter night?”

Vincent turned to Shupe, who crossed his legs, trying to look casual, Stevie thought. Shupe nodded and cleared his throat.

“The show has been great,” he said. “As you both know, the ratings are quite solid, especially for a once-a-week show we’re still building in terms of promotion. Stevie, you’ve done everything we’ve asked.”

“I sense a ‘but’ coming,” Bill Thomas said, as if reading his son’s thoughts.

Shupe leaned forward and took a long sip of his Coke. He put it back on the coaster in front of him and shook his head as if greatly pained by what he was about to say.

“This has been a really tough decision to come to,” he said finally. “But everyone agrees we have to make a change.”

“What kind of change?” Bill Thomas asked.

This time it was Shupe who looked at Vincent. The producer said nothing. Clearly, this was Shupe’s show.

“As you guys both know, we do a lot of market research, a lot of viewer polling on all our shows….”

“Mike, get to the point,” Bill Thomas said.

Shupe nodded. “We’re bringing in a new co-host.”

Stevie and his father looked at each other. At first, Stevie was confused. “You mean there will be three of us?”

Shupe was shaking his head. “No, Stevie. I’m really sorry. We’re replacing you.”

Stevie hadn’t been jumping at shadows.

“What about Susan Carol?” Stevie asked, no doubt a split second before his dad.

Shupe laughed, which was interesting since Stevie didn’t see a lot of humor in what was going on at that moment.

“If her parents would allow it, we’d make her a Sports-night anchor,” he said, referring to the network’s nightly news show. “Everyone loves Susan Carol. She may be more popular than Chris Berman right now.”

Berman was ESPN’s best-known anchor, famous for silly nicknames and bluster. Stevie liked Susan Carol more than Berman too. And it didn’t surprise him that she was more popular than anyone else on-air at USTV. But that wasn’t the point, he guessed.

“Let me make sure I have this straight,” Bill Thomas was saying, his voice calm but filled with the kind of quiet anger Stevie had only witnessed a few times in his life. “You’re firing Stevie because you have some surveys or something that say he isn’t as popular as Susan Carol?” Shupe started to say something, but Bill Thomas put a hand up to stop him. “Let me finish. You came into my house four months ago and pleaded with us to try this for a year. Now, three months in, when, by your own admission, Stevie has done everything you’ve asked, you’re firing him because someone in marketing is telling you he doesn’t have enough sizzle?”

If any of this bothered Shupe, it didn’t show on his face.

“Look, Bill, television isn’t always a fair business….”

“Does Susan Carol know?” Stevie said, breaking in because he had a sudden desire to get out of the room as soon as possible.

“No, not yet,” Shupe said. “We wanted to tell you first.”

“She’ll quit,” Stevie said. “She won’t do the show without me.”

Shupe smiled, the kind of smile people smile when they know something you don’t. “That will be her first instinct,” he said. “We know she’s very loyal to you, Stevie. But we think once she meets her new partner and finds out that we’re going to honor your contract for the rest of the year—”

“Honor his contract?!” Bill Thomas said, his voice now raised. “You’re legally obligated to ‘honor’ the contract. Don’t make it sound like you’re doing him a favor.”

Stevie knew he had tears in his eyes and he didn’t want them to see him cry. He stood up, wanting to get out of the room. “You know, Bobby Kelleher was right about you guys,” he said.

“Kelleher?” Shupe said, the sick smile still on his face. “What was he ever right about?”

“He was right when he told Susan Carol and me that no one who works in TV has a conscience, and that TV work is shallow and meaningless anyway.”

“But quite lucrative,” Shupe said, standing up. “That’s why so many print guys have come to work for us.”

“Not Kelleher,” Stevie said. “He turned you down.”

Shupe laughed. “That’s because he’s a lot more arrogant than he is bright. Stevie, we really have no choice. I’m truly sorry about this.”

“No, you’re not,” Stevie said. “You can go to hell.”

He glanced at his father to see if he was at all upset with him for using that kind of language with an adult. Shupe looked at Bill Thomas too, as if waiting for him to admonish his son. Everyone was standing now.

“You heard him,” Stevie’s father said. “You can start your trip by getting out of our house.”

The two TV men looked at each other. They picked up their coats and walked out the door without another word.



2: TV TIME-OUT

STEVIE WATCHED Shupe and Vincent get into their waiting car and kept watching as the car slipped down the street and turned the corner, out of sight. His father stood next to him.

“You want to talk?” he said.

Stevie shrugged. “I need to call Susan Carol.”

“Let’s talk about that for a minute.”

“Why? What’s there to talk about?”

Bill Thomas walked over to the couch and sat down. Stevie remained by the window, wondering what could possibly be on his mind. He had a knot in his stomach that he guessed was a combination of anger, humiliation, and frustration. Part of him wanted to cry—but he wasn’t going to do that in front of his father.

“Listen, Stevie, there aren’t enough bad things I can say about those guys right now,” his dad said. “You were great on TV and you don’t deserve to be treated like this. You’re right, we should have listened more seriously to Bobby Kelleher when he told us not to trust these TV people. And I know that if you call Susan Carol and tell her what happened, she will quit right away because she’s your friend and she’s going to be loyal to you.”

“And you think that’s a bad thing?”

He was shaking his head. “No, I think it’s a very good thing. But think about this for a minute: if she quits, they don’t have to pay her for the rest of the year. You they have to pay because they made the decision to get rid of you. If she walks away, she loses the money. This is just a guess, but I imagine that a minister in Goldsboro, North Carolina, doesn’t make a fortune, and the money Susan Carol’s earning right now probably means a lot for her family.”

He had a point. Stevie remembered that Susan Carol had mentioned to him that she might be able to transfer to a private school in Charlotte that had a big-time swimming program. Susan Carol was a ranked age-group swimmer. And it wouldn’t have been grades keeping her out of that school….

“But, Dad, even if I tell her not to quit, she’ll probably do it anyway.”

“And if she does, she does, but I think if you encourage her not to, tell her you want her to stay on so that at least one of you will still have a say on the show, she might stay.”

Stevie almost smiled. “Tell her to win one for the Gipper?”

“Something like that,” his dad said. “Or at least stay on TV for him.”

Stevie sat down on the couch across from his father to try to make sense of everything. His head hurt from how fast things seemed to be happening. He heard the phone ring.

“Probably your mother,” his dad said, standing up to walk into the kitchen. A few seconds later, he was back, carrying the phone. “It’s Susan Carol,” he said. “She’s crying.”

Apparently the USTV boys had called her as soon as they got into their car, wanting to put their spin on things before she could talk to Stevie. He took the phone and stared at it for a moment, not sure what he was going to say. “Your call, Gipper,” his father said, and left him alone in the room.
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For a few seconds, Stevie couldn’t understand anything Susan Carol was saying. Between the rush of words and her Southern accent, most of what he heard was gibberish. He was picking up perhaps two words a sentence.

“Hate them…. Never, ever…. The nerve…. Can’t be trusted…. Hate them.”

The second time he heard “hate them,” he broke in because he guessed she was repeating herself. “Calm down,” he said.

Her next few sentences he understood quite clearly: “CALM DOWN! DON’T YOU DARE TELL ME TO CALM DOWN, STEVEN RICHMAN THOMAS. I WILL NOT CALM DOWN, NOT FOR ONE SECOND!”

He realized he was smiling. Her anger was one part amusing and about five parts touching. She seemed to be more upset about what had happened than he was. And her tirade was making him feel much better.

“What did you tell them?” he said when she finally paused to take a breath.

“I told them they better find themselves another girl, that there was only one person I would work with and some eye-candy guy named Jamie Whitsitt, of all things, was not that person.”

“Who is Jamie Whitsitt?”

He heard her sigh, the kind of sigh he usually heard when she seemed convinced he was too stupid to live.

“Jamie Whitsitt is the lead singer of the Best Boys. He is gorgeous, but I couldn’t care less. I’m not working with him.”

Remarkably, Stevie had heard of the Best Boys, if only because he had heard the girls in his class oohing and aahing about them at lunchtime. “Aren’t those guys a lot older than us?” he asked.

“He’s eighteen. They don’t care. Shupe said we were a ‘perfect match.’ I told him I didn’t care, that the show was supposed to be about two kid reporters—reporters—not some damn rock star.”

Stevie almost choked. He had never heard Susan Carol say anything stronger than “gosh darn” up until now.

“So what did they say to all that?”

“They said they were going to talk to my dad—who’s not home right now. They said they understood why I’d be upset about this and they thought loyalty was a great thing, but I’d breach my contract if I didn’t keep doing the show; and that not only would I not get paid, but they might take me to court.”

“Whoa! They threatened to sue you? Unbelievable!”

“Remind me to listen to Bobby and Tamara when they say something from now on, will you?”

Tamara Mearns was Bobby Kelleher’s wife. He was a sports columnist for the Washington Herald, she for the Washington Post. The two of them had become Stevie and Susan Carol’s journalism mentors. Both had urged them strongly to resist the temptations of money and fame put on the table by USTV. They hadn’t listened.

Stevie took a deep breath. “I want you to listen to me for a minute,” he said.

“Okay. What?”

“I don’t want you to quit.”

“WHAT…?”

“Hang on a minute. First, there is the money issue. They’re probably bluffing about suing you. But I still get paid in this thing and you don’t. Second, you’re good at this and there’s no reason for you to stop doing it on my account. I’ll be fine. It isn’t as if my career’s over—I’m fourteen. Third, when the year is over, you can either walk away from doing this kind of stuff or, if you want, there will be ten other TV jobs at other places you could have.”

There was a long silence on the other end of the phone.

“Did your dad tell you to say all this?”

Why was it, he thought, that she always knew everything. He considered lying for a second, but decided the heck with it. Lying was for TV guys.

“Yes, he did,” Stevie said finally. “But I thought about it before I actually said it, and I think he’s right. And if you think about it when you calm down a little, you’ll probably decide he’s right too.”

“Stop telling me to calm down.”

“Okay. But you’ll think about it?”

She sighed again, this time not the “too stupid to live” sigh but one of sadness. “I’ll think about it,” she said.

“Good. Call me after you talk to your dad, okay?”

“I will.”

He was about to say goodbye when he heard her say, “Stevie?”

“Yeah?”

“I really do love you, you know.”

He wasn’t sure how to answer that one. They were fourteen and had kissed once. Still, the answer that came out of his mouth felt right.

“I love you too.”
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The phone calls went back and forth over the next two days: Stevie and Susan Carol talked. Their dads talked. Their moms talked. Around and around they went.

The major question for Stevie and Susan Carol was what Susan Carol was going to tell USTV on Monday when they needed an answer—and when she was scheduled to fly to Indianapolis. The fathers talked about legal matters: Could USTV actually take Susan Carol to court for quitting? Could the Andersons counter-sue by saying the show wasn’t what they signed on for without Stevie? Don Anderson wondered if the Thomases could sue USTV on the grounds that the contract said Stevie was to be on-air for a year, not just get paid for a year. Bill Thomas’s legal opinion was that USTV had the right to take Stevie off the air as long as he got paid, but Susan Carol had the right to walk away—as long as she did not get paid. Bill Thomas called some of the other lawyers in his office to see what they thought and they seemed to agree.

The mothers talked mostly about how awful it was that the children were seeing this side of the TV business—or any business—at such a young age. “I feel like I’ve failed you,” Carole Thomas said to Stevie after one phone conversation.

The one phone call Stevie was truly dreading was the one he knew he had to make to Bobby Kelleher. He knew Kelleher would never say “I told you so,” but he was bound to think it—entitled to think it. Stevie still had a copy of the e-mail Kelleher had sent him in October:

“I know why this is tempting,” he’d written. “I’ve done enough TV to know how intoxicating it can be. People recognize you, they think you’re more important. I call it being famous for being famous. And I know the money would probably help your family and Susan Carol’s out a lot. Which is why I can’t absolutely tell you to say no. But I have to warn you: these are not good people. I’ve dealt with them. They’ll say whatever they need to to get what they want from you—and make it sound good. You just turned fourteen. You don’t need to do this. Neither does Susan Carol. You’ll both be big stars in journalism someday. Be patient.”

They hadn’t listened. The money was tempting. And the show and the fame had been fun—intoxicating, as Kelleher called it. But now Stevie was facing a serious hangover of embarrassment when USTV announced the change on Monday.

He finally made the call on Sunday morning. He knew Bobby and Tamara were home in Washington before they flew to Indianapolis on Monday night. It pained him to think of all the people who would be in Indianapolis while he sat at home. And he had to admit that a small jealous part of him wanted Susan Carol to say no to USTV, no matter what he had said before.

There was a long silence on the other end of the phone when he told Kelleher the story.

“Stevie, I’m really sorry,” he said finally. “Even for a TV network, that’s remarkably low-rent behavior.”

“They’re announcing it tomorrow,” Stevie said.

“You want to let them make the announcement, or can I rip them in tomorrow’s paper before they put their silly spin on it?”

Stevie hadn’t even thought of his firing as a story. Maybe a sub-paragraph in the story about Jamie Whitsitt coming on board.

“A whole column?”

“Oh yeah. There’s a column in this. Bad enough when they treat professionals this way—but teenagers? Unconscionable.”

“Let me talk to my dad.”

“That’s fine. One more thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Do you still want to go to the Super Bowl?”

“How? The NFL isn’t going to give out a credential this late—especially to someone who just got fired by a network that pays it a billion dollars a year in rights fees.”

“You are a very smart kid—and you’re a hundred percent right about that. But who’s playing in the Super Bowl?”

“The Ravens and the Dreams.”

“And where do the Ravens play?”

“Baltimore…Wait a minute. You mean…?”

“I mean that the Herald covers the Ravens on a regular basis. We had a beat writer and a columnist at every game. I have no doubt I can get my boss to add you to our credential list. He liked the stuff you did at the Open for us, and he would love to tweak USTV and the league.”

“And the league can’t say no?”

“They can tell us how many reporters we can send but not who we can send.”

“I don’t know if my parents will go for it.”

“I’ll talk to them if need be. But my guess is they’ll go for it. How mad did you say your dad was at USTV?”

He was right. And Stevie’d already been cleared by his teachers to go. “You sure about this?”

“Never been more sure. Pack your bags, Stevie. You’re going to Indy and you’re going as a real journalist.”

Stevie wanted to scream “yippee!” but that wouldn’t be a real journalist thing to do. He settled for “thanks.”

“Don’t mention it,” Kelleher said. “Now, tell me exactly what happened.”
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