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  Prologue


  Wednesday night, September 7.


  The rain came down incessantly, angrily.


  The windshield wipers beat with all the energy that the little car could generate, but at best they merely shifted one sheet of water aside so that another could take its place. Heavy storm clouds blocked out whatever light that the sky might have offered. All in all, the young couple could just as well have been driving along at the bottom of the sea.


  “Mikey, maybe we should stop somewhere until this blows over,” Nona Lockwood suggested nervously, using a tissue to wipe the misty windshield in front of her husband.


  Michael “Mickey” Lockwood (who had been married to Nona for all of three days and was still finding grains of rice in his hair) forced a smile and a short laugh. “Hon, if we stop now we’re liable to float away completely,” he said, but the tension in his voice was thick. Mikey was a good driver, though not always a confident one.


  “But I can hardly see the road at all! Shouldn’t we pull onto the shoulder for a few minutes?” Mikey continued to smile, though his tone was firm and calm when he replied, “I can still see the center line out of the corner of my eye, babe. If we stop on one of these soft shoulders, a couple of things are sure to happen. First, we’ll sink so deep in the mud that we’ll have to call a tow truck to get out, or second, we could drift directly into the ditch. Try to relax. I’m holding the speed down, and as soon as we get to that little town, we’ll find a place to stay for the night. What time is it, anyway?”


  “Urn, almost midnight,” she answered, squinting at her wristwatch.


  “Why don’t you check the map again? I promise that we won’t get into a fender-bender on our honeymoon.”


  “There aren’t any other cars out tonight to endanger that promise,” Nona said in mock seriousness. “All of the sane people are inside in bed.”


  Actually, his reassurance had eased her fears. Mikey Lockwood had that effect, usually radiating competence and reliability. Nona squeezed his arm lovingly.


  Five minutes later, the headlights managed to pierce the wetness enough to illuminate an orange sign. “WELCOME TO EUPHRATA, INDIANA,” it read. “POPULATION 10,000. WE BELIEVE IN THE GOLDEN RULE.”


  “Sounds like a real friendly place, Mrs. Lockwood,” Mikey said.


  Nona laughed, relieved. “It sounds biblical to me. I wonder if there’s room in Euphrata for a ‘Mikey’ and a ‘Nonnie.’”


  Euphrata proved to be as tightly closed as the main vault in the bank where Mikey worked over weekends. The only cars visible sat securely locked in overnight parking spaces, and just a few dim security lights shone in the stores. Though the streetlamps were on, the continuing, powerful rain made driving a rather dangerous exercise.


  “Well, thanks for your open-arms greeting, Euphrata, Indiana,” Nona observed as they crept past the city limits sign on the west side of town. “It looks like you’ve already broken your promises to me, Mr. Lockwood.”


  Mikey slowed to a complete stop, not in the least worried about traffic, and took the unfolded map from Nona. After examining it for a few moments, he sighed and rubbed his neck. “Nothing until we hit Tiverton, and that’s fifty miles southwest,” he said.


  Disappointment welled in Nona’s voice. “Oh, Mikey, that’s too far away. I’m exhausted, and I know you must be, driving all day long. At this rate, it’ll take us two more hours to get there.”


  “I didn’t see any hint of a hotel in Euphrata, did you?”


  “No,” she admitted reluctantly.


  “Hmm, fifty miles, fifty miles,” he muttered. He was tired—very. “Let’s give this metropolis one more chance, shall we?”


  Carefully avoiding the shoulders, he steered the blue Volkswagen in a slow U-turn and slipped back inside the city limits.


  The second survey proved to be no more successful than the first. If Euphrata contained anything remotely resembling a hotel or a boarding house, it was securely camouflaged. The skies seemed to possess an unending supply of rain, however, and it continued to pour down upon the little car.


  “Strike two,” Mikey said in a resigned tone. “Want to go on one more tour and try for strike three?”


  Nona shook her head. “No. We’ve covered every inch of this place. I guess we’ll have to head for Tiverton. If you want me to drive for a while …”


  Mikey patted her hand. “Don’t worry about me. If I start to feel sleepy, I’ll just poke my head out the window.”


  Another slow, tight turn aligned them to the west again, but just as Mikey accelerated as much as the circumstances allowed, a dazzling blue light flashed through the rain from behind them. The first moving vehicle that they had encountered in over an hour proved to be a police cruiser.


  “Damn,” Mikey whispered as the brilliant light glared into his eyes from the rearview mirror. He hardly ever swore, but then he’d been driving for a decade without a traffic ticket, too. “I guess two U-turns was pressing my luck.”


  Even though the patrol car didn’t utilize its siren or loudspeaker, Mikey knew that the light was flashing for them and pulled over in front of a hardware store.


  “I hope that the jail’s dry, at least,” Nona commented in a valiant attempt at humor.


  The patrol car slid into the space next to them. Mikey took his driver’s license from his wallet in preparation for the ordeal, but he kept his window tightly closed until the lone officer appeared from the other vehicle. The policeman looked like a huge, orange-colored bear as he lumbered around his car, glanced at the rear of the Volks for the plates, and lumbered toward the driver’s window in his bright rain gear. He tapped on the window, and Mikey was rather surprised when he rolled it down to find a smiling and obviously mature face a few inches from his. “Trouble, officer?” Mikey asked, hopelessly. The round, grizzled face continued to smile. “That’s about what I was going to ask you folks. Saw you pass the station twice in the past few minutes. Not lost, are you?”


  Mikey had to force himself to suppress his relief; maybe his driving record was still intact. “Oh, no, sir. I mean, we know that we’re in Euphrata, but we’d like to find a place to spend the night. There don’t seem to be any hotels or motels in town, at least none that we can find.”


  “We’d really like to get out of this weather,” Nona piped in.


  The policeman smiled even broader upon seeing the young woman and chuckled a deep laugh, again reminding Mikey of a bear. “Honeymoon, eh?”


  Mikey nodded.


  “Best wishes to the both of you.” The policeman straightened up and glanced about the empty street, as if he were searching for a stray hotel or two. He seemed oblivious to the rain. “Well, there’s a nice motel about six miles west of town—Ed Stern’s place, clean cabins,” he told them after he’d stooped back to the window.


  “Where do you young folks come from?”


  “McKeesport, Pennsylvania,” Nona responded.


  “Real nice city, real pretty. You going to spend your honeymoon here in Euphrata?”


  “Actually, we’re just passing through,” she continued. “We’re headed for Kansas City.”


  “That’s a long drive. I’d guess money’s a problem?”


  “Who doesn’t have that kind of problem?” Mikey asked. He was a little uneasy over Nona’s dismissal of the small town as a honeymoon site and the way that the cop might take it.


  “That’s the gospel.” The policeman drew in a slow breath. “Let me give you two a break. Ed Stern’s motel is a really fine place, but to be honest, his prices are a little steep, especially with out-of-staters. Right up there on the hill to the north of town,” he pointed off into the darkness, “is the old York house. If the moon was out, you could see it as clear as could be.”


  “Is it a hotel?” Nona asked.


  The policeman grunted a deep, bass laugh. “Not exactly, ma’am; at least, it’s not licensed as one. But the York place has been a sort of informal boarding house since it was built, oh, nearly seventy years ago. The Yorks are a fine lot of people, and they’ll only charge seven or eight dollars a night for the two of you.”


  Mikey didn’t care for the idea of staying at a private residence, but there didn’t seem to be any sign of the storm abating. “We wouldn’t want to disturb anyone this late.”


  “No need to worry about that, son. Somebody is always awake at the York home. And they must have at least a dozen bedrooms. I’d say that that’s the biggest lodging in the southern half of the state.”


  Nona gripped her husband’s arm with excitement. “Let’s try it, Mikey. Even if it’s ten dollars a night, we’ll be better off than any other hotel or motel.” She was acutely aware of their financial situation.


  When Mikey didn’t respond for a few seconds, the policeman straightened again and wiped away a trickle of rain that had found its way beneath his hat and onto his forehead. “Well, friends, I can’t stand out here in the rain all night. Those are the only two places hereabouts that rent rooms, so the choice is up to you.”


  “Sure, and thanks a lot, officer,” Mikey replied.


  “Don’t mention it. Happy honeymoon.” The policeman trudged carefully through the rain toward his car, but he stopped before opening the driver’s door and called, “One more thing, son!” Mikey had rolled his window up, but he cracked it enough to answer, “Yes, sir?”


  There was a trace of amusement in the policeman’s voice when he said, “The limit for U-turns in Euphrata is two in a twenty-four hour period. You’re there.”


  “Uh, yes, sir. Thanks again.”


  The patrol car started up and pulled smoothly out of sight, leaving the couple alone once more.


  “If this is a marriage of equality, my vote goes to the York house,” Nona stated. “We could get a good night’s sleep, a home-cooked breakfast, and then we could use the money we save to detour south and visit Wyandotte Cave.”


  “Hey, I thought it was a law that a bride-to-be had to tell her groom before the ceremony if she had an interest in speleology, but I suppose we’ll have to learn to put up with each other’s eccentricities if we hope to make this thing work. How do you feel about hunting mastodons with bows and arrows?”


  “Hunting?”


  “Never mind. Okay, let’s give the York place a try.”


  The little Volkswagen responded once again to the demands made upon it and began creeping through the flooding streets. Mikey was so intent on his driving and in locating the York home that he didn’t notice that one of the parked cars he passed on his way out of town was the same marked police car that had stopped him only minutes before. But the man in the police car definitely noticed him.


  The man’s right hand was still damp with rain as he lifted the microphone from the police band radio and keyed in the dispatcher. “Louise, honey, this is Baxter,” the big man said cordially. “Do me a favor, if you don’t mind. Fix me up a phone patch to Cecil York. Yes, ma’am, we’ve got a little business to talk.”


  Chapter One


  Friday afternoon, September 9.


  The new guy was watching her. She could feel his eyes running up and down her back as she talked to Monica. In fact, Monica’s overly plucked eyebrows were using semaphore to keep her advised of the boy’s inspection.


  Well, let him look, Cathy Lockwood told herself. He hadn’t become an embarrassment yet, and he was kind of cute, even if his studied New York accent was a little too much to be believed. He might be worth a look or two himself.


  “All I can say is I hope that the boys do better tonight than they did last Friday night,” Monica Pettis said between bouts of eyebrow-signaling. It was clear that she was quite interested in the new guy, but she went on with her account of the Eastpoint High Cougars’ wretched performance in their first game of the football season one week before. “I mean, how can we be expected to inspire school spirit when the team is on its way to the wrong end of a thirty-six to zero massacre?”


  “Tell me about it,” Cathy sighed. But part of her was still wondering when the new boy would summon up the courage to introduce himself.


  “But that high-kick routine should do the trick tonight,” Monica assured her. In demonstration, she hitched her right leg up to chin level, a move which drew a round of applause from the male students who were lounging about in the classroom.


  “You’re a hit,” Cathy said laughing, her blue eyes sparkling.


  Monica bowed melodramatically. “Thank you, thank you all. Autographs will be available for a small fee immediately following the performance.” She leaned close to Cathy and whispered, “God, girl, how do you get your kicks so high? I think I just destroyed any chances I had for a future family.”


  “The secret is in clean living and a steady diet of anabolic steroids,” Cathy whispered back.


  Monica rolled her eyes. “Oh, I’m sure! When you put something unnatural in the Holy Temple … well, that’ll be the day.”


  Suddenly the atmosphere of the large, breezy room shifted into reverse as Mrs. Reilly, teacher of History and Political Interpretation, entered the room. Mrs. Reilly was all right, but she was a teacher, and there are some gulfs that can never be bridged.


  “Playtime is over, ladies and gentlemen,” the short, gray-haired teacher declared. “Everyone to your places, if you can find them.”


  Cathy and Monica moved to their desks along with the rest of their junior classmates. Monica, though, was still excited over the coming evening’s cheerleading acrobatics.


  “I predict that we’ll have the place rocking tonight,” she said, leaning across the aisle and keeping her voice low. “Unless the stands are filled with the living dead.”


  “Or Myrridge outscores us thirty-six to zero,” Cathy added.


  “It seems that Ms. Pettis and Ms. Lockwood would like to direct the class today, my friends,” Mrs. Reilly said coolly. “Now, which of you would like to lecture us about the role of the Catholic church during the Renaissance. Ms. Pettis?”


  Monica lowered her head and said, sort of into her left shoulder, “No, ma’am.”


  “Ms. Lockwood, perhaps?”


  Cathy sighed, though not loudly enough to be heard. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Reilly,” she responded.


  “I see. If there are no other volunteers, then, shall we get on with the rise of modern European civilization?”


  And so class proceeded. Because it was a Friday afternoon, with the final hours of the school week slipping away, no one—least of all Mrs. Reilly—expected any serious studying to be undertaken, even though the usual plastic facades were employed by all involved. The Friday night ritual awaited, and after that the weekend. With her brother and new sister-in-law honeymooning in Kansas City, Cathy had the apartment completely to herself, and the variations on that theme seemed boundless and enticing.


  Perhaps the reason that the arrival of the school’s psychologist/career counselor, Janet Shelby, into this typical lazy afternoon setting seemed so jarring was the fact that Eastpoint High School possessed a modern, thoroughly efficient intercom system. Under normal circumstances, any summons from the office would have come via this system, and Mrs. Reilly would have responded by way of the controls on her desk. Therefore Janet’s arrival in person created an expectant hush over the class.


  “Please excuse the interruption, Mrs. Reilly,” Janet said from the doorway, her usual cheerful tone subdued and a bit halting. “I need to speak to you in the hall for a moment.”


  Mrs. Reilly was just as confused as the students, and for an instant her face reflected this. She covered the uncertainty quickly and professionally. “Don’t think of this as a reprieve, ladies and gentlemen,” she advised the class as she walked toward the rear of the room. “Just think of it as an opportunity to quickly memorize the major Renaissance artists and sculptors while I’m away.” Then she stepped into the corridor and closed the door.


  “Maybe the Big One is on the way and the faculty is being evacuated first,” Monica theorized in a whisper.


  Cathy smiled. “Into the mine shafts, Dr. Strangelove. Women, children, and home ec. teachers first.”


  “My motto is: ‘When the Big One comes, the hell with sexual equality; just keep out of my way.’”Monica stared past Cathy’s shoulder briefly and then said, in an even fainter voice, “The new guy’s still gaping at you like a starving man at a meal.”


  “Good,” Cathy replied. “If he’s not a total, machoed-out nitwit, maybe I’ll—” At that moment, Mrs. Reilly entered the room and Cathy shut up just as abruptly.


  Mrs. Reilly sluggishly returned to the head of the class. There was none of her commanding presence about her, and when Cathy saw her face she was stunned by the stark whiteness of the woman’s usually ruddy complexion. Yet, there still were no danger signals in Cathy’s subconscious.


  “Cathy Lockwood,” Mrs. Reilly said, “you are to accompany Mrs. Shelby to Mr. Curran’s office.” She took a breath and quickly added, “The other members of the class will open your textbooks to page thirty-four.”


  What on earth have I done? Cathy thought. A call to the principal’s office generally meant a disciplinary mission, even though she was a 16-year-old junior with decent grades and no catastrophic bad habits. Almost numb due to the complete unexpectedness of the summons, she slipped the strap of her purse over her shoulder and stood up.


  Monica flashed her a weak grin and a thumbs-up.


  Once in the hallway, Cathy’s thoughts remained on the possible reasons for the call and why the school psychologist had delivered it personally.


  Janet Shelby was short, petite, 31, and so youthful that the students felt comfortable in calling her by her first name, a liberty which she encouraged. At the moment, however, she wasn’t very cooperative.


  “Mr. Curran will explain,” she answered simply to all of Cathy’s questions. Then she would strain to produce a smile that was weaker than Monica’s and pat Cathy’s arm. “It’ll be all right,” she would add.


  The first hints of the seriousness of the situation appeared. When they passed the large window facing the eastern parking lot, Cathy saw the police car sitting there, among all of the new and battered student vehicles.


  “Oh, God,” she whispered. “Something’s wrong. I mean really …”


  “Mr. Curran will—” began Janet.


  The explanation came to her in a burst of inspiration. “My car’s been stolen, hasn’t it? I must have left the keys in it again, and after I promised Mikey that I’d guard it like a trooper.” But the keys were in her purse.


  “He’s really a terrific guy, you know, um, Mikey,” she continued hastily, recklessly. “He’s worked at that bank for almost eight years, driving that same old Beetle, and what does he get me for my sixteenth birthday? A new Camaro.” They arrived at the principal’s office.


  “Mr. Curran will explain,” Janet repeated helplessly.


  “He’s my whole family … I mean, he’s raised me since our parents … were killed. I was only six and Mikey was sixteen, a decade between us, and we had to stay in a foster home until he turned eighteen and got a job with—”


  “Cathy, please, let’s go inside,” Janet said, taking her hand.


  Cathy pulled away and backed across the hall. “I don’t think I should go in there. I have … I need to get back to class before Mrs. Reilly …”


  “No, dear, you have to come with me.”


  “Leave me alone!” Cathy screamed.


  The door to Mr. Curran’s office opened, and the principal stepped toward her. It was written clearly in his eyes. “Cathy,” he said in almost a croak, “come inside.”


  She moved like a zombie. With Curran at her right side and Janet at her left, she allowed herself to be led inside and seated on a cold plastic sofa. There was a solemn policeman waiting for her.


  “Miss Catherine Ann Lockwood?” the policeman asked.


  “Yes,” she replied.


  It obviously was a very difficult moment for the officer as well. “Your brother’s name is, uh, Michael Nathaniel Lockwood, is that correct?”


  “Of course it is.” She wasn’t even trying to think now; everything was happening on its own. “Did you know he’s on his honeymoon? He married Nona Byers last Sunday. She’s lovely, a lovely person …”


  “Miss Lockwood, the police in Tiverton, Indiana, discovered a blue Volkswagen in the Ohio River this morning.”


  “That’s not ours. Mikey’s a wonderful driver; he’s never even had a parking ticket.”


  The officer coughed nervously. “A, uh, body was found inside, and credentials in the wallet identified it as Michael Lockwood. I’m sorry, Miss Lockwood, but your brother is dead.”


  “No … I’m sure there’s been a mistake.” Curran put one hand on her shoulder, and suddenly she understood that denial couldn’t change anything. “Oh, my God!” she cried.


  They tried to comfort her, and Janet brought Monica, her very best friend, into the office, but there are times when comfort can’t be given or accepted. She didn’t collapse into hysterics, but she couldn’t keep from crying, either, not even when the policeman’s duty compelled him to relate all of the information that had been gathered in the case.


  A terrible rainstorm had covered the southern half of Indiana on Wednesday night, and the Indiana police had theorized that Mikey, tired from a long drive and almost blinded by the rain, had simply misjudged the approach to a bridge and driven into the river. The searchers had been alerted by an anonymous phone tip late Thursday morning that a small car was being swept downriver, but they hadn’t located the Volkswagen until the next day, that Friday morning. Even after recovering the car, they were unable to find any trace of Nona’s body since the door on the passenger side was missing, and her family was being notified at the same time that Cathy was hearing the awful news.


  Mikey had certainly died in the car during the initial crash. The windshield had been shattered, and he had been decapitated.


  After several calls were made, Monica’s mother arrived at the school with her personal physician, and the doctor administered a sedative after they had returned to the Pettis household. Cathy hadn’t resisted the drug, because she knew now that sleep was her only escape.


  With her parents dead in an airplane crash and now her only brother taken by another horrible accident, Cathy Lockwood was all alone. She had no other living relative.


  Cathy was spared any thoughts for the rest of that horrible day and night. While the Pettis family took it upon themselves to cope with the details of the tragedy, she remained asleep—a dreamless, medically induced sleep.


  Mikey’s body arrived in McKeesport by police transport at six that Friday evening, but there was still no trace of Nona. Due to the nature of the death, an autopsy was legally required, and, even though a positive identification would rest on Cathy, the rules were bent in this case. The autopsy was performed on Friday night.


  The body was in very poor condition. Using the Thursday anonymous tip as a guide, it was reasoned that the car had been in the river for at least 30 hours, carrying Mikey’s body as it was swept downstream by the rapid currents. Relatively little was determined from the autopsy other than the fact that Mikey most probably had not drowned, reinforcing the theory that he had been decapitated upon impact.


  There did appear to be a trace of alcohol and at least one other unidentifiable chemical depressant in Mikey’s system, however. The medical examiners had expected as much.


  In other words, all indications were that drunken driving had led to the fatal accident.


  On Saturday, reality intruded into Cathy’s life again.


  Though Monica’s parents objected strenuously, the McKeesport police arranged for the required positive identification, which, under other circumstances, would have been made prior to the autopsy. It took place in a quiet, comfortably furnished room at the city morgue. Due to the installation of a sophisticated closed circuit television system, the person making the identification of a corpse was spared the ordeal of actually having to enter the refrigeration compartment where the bodies were kept.


  “We understand how difficult this will be for you, Miss Lockwood,” a compassionate employee of the morgue assured her as she assisted Cathy to a seat before a television screen.


  “Your brother had a small, half-moon birthmark on the rear of his left calf, is that right?” Cathy sat down slowly. It was all so much like a dream. “Um, yes, his left leg.” There were stretches of the morning about which she could recall absolutely nothing probably due to the aftereffects of the sedative, but she knew that really wasn’t the cause. “It’s strawberry-colored. Mikey calls it his werewolf stigmata … I mean, he used to.”


  Monica sniffed softly, and Mrs. Pettis put her arms about both girls. “It’ll be all right,” the woman promised. Everyone seemed to be promising her that now.


  “Please watch the screen, Miss Lockwood,” the kind attendant said.


  Cathy slowly looked up. On the blue-tinted screen, a pair of hands belonging to a man pulled open a heavy metal drawer, and a white sheet came into view. The hands carefully drew back the sheet to reveal the swollen lower legs of another man. They were lying downward, and a reddish splotch was visible on the left one, despite the awful discoloration. It could have been the birthmark.


  It took several seconds and two attempts, but finally Cathy was able to whisper, “Yes, that’s Mikey.” She wondered why she wasn’t crying.


  The attendant touched a button next to a condenser microphone below the TV screen and said, “Thank you, Frederick.” The hands closed the drawer and the picture winked off. Then the woman turned to the policeman who had accompanied them and asked, “Is that satisfactory?”


  He nodded.


  “Let’s go, Cathy,” Mrs. Pettis said.


  As they started to leave, Cathy thanked the attendant for her kindness and unable to prevent herself, asked, “Was his face too bad … too injured to be recognizable?”


  Without pausing to think, the attendant replied, “Well, it wasn’t available, since the head wasn’t found …” She broke off, her eyes revealing sudden comprehension. “You didn’t know?”


  “No,” Cathy said. Now the tears came. “I thought that it was in the car.”


  There was nothing more to be said or done in that place of the dead.


  Had she been in any condition to oversee everything, Cathy probably would have set the funeral for Monday, or possibly Tuesday, so that some of Mikey’s out-of-town friends could attend. But the Pettises still handled these details, and she was glad to leave them in control.


  Due to the condition of Mikey’s body, the funeral was on the next day, Sunday, one week after his marriage.


  The afternoon was bright, warm, and only a little windy. There were over a hundred people in attendance at the chapel and almost as many at the short graveside ceremony. Mikey had been loved and respected by practically everyone he knew. There were even a few former classmates of his at the service from several states away, despite the short notice they had received. He had been class president during his senior year.


  Cathy made it through the service as bravely as she knew he would have wished. More than a dozen of her and Mikey’s friends invited her to stay with them until she was able to straighten out her life, but she managed to convince them all, including a very reluctant Mr. and Mrs. Pettis, that she needed to spend another night alone in the apartment that she and her brother had shared for over seven years.


  Cathy was still legally a minor and had no source of income of her own, so keeping the apartment was out of the question. She had discovered on Saturday that she was the sole beneficiary of two rather large life insurance policies that Mikey had taken out, the total of which would run to over $100,000, but she wouldn’t be able to claim the money until she turned 18. Uncharacteristically, the normally prudent Mikey had not been able to set up a workable financial package that would have protected Cathy until her 18th birthday, but then again he hadn’t counted on dying at the age of 26 either. Knowing that she would be moving out soon and into the Pettis household, she needed to sort through their possessions.


  Mikey’s things were almost all ready to go, anyway. He and Nona had already leased another apartment in the same building, giving Cathy her longed-for independence and themselves some privacy. They had planned to move into the new place upon returning from their honeymoon on Monday.


  Cathy finally fell asleep sometime after midnight while looking through a family album that contained dozens of photos of her parents, even more of her, and only a few of Mikey, with his chocolate-brown hair—the same color as her own—his slightly lopsided grin, and those shoulders that had been forced to accept an adult’s responsibility long before he reached an adult’s age.


  School on Monday was out of the question, of course. She even was considering quitting altogether and looking for a job, but whenever that thought lingered with her for more than a second or two, she would hear his voice saying, “Kitty Cat, even if you don’t learn to tie your shoes in college, tough it out because just the possession of that piece of paper can cover a multitude of incompetence.” Never having had the chance to attend college himself, he’d learned that the hard way.


  It was nearly noon before she got up in response to a worried call from Mrs. Pettis. Cathy hadn’t found herself hungry since Friday, and today proved to be no different. Fixing herself up just a little, she slipped on a pair of jeans, an old blouse, and a scarf about her long hair in preparation for another day of getting the apartment ready for moving out. Even though she was surrounded by reminders of him at every turn, working seemed to ease the continual aching within her.


  She didn’t think to check on the mail—three days of it—until mid-afternoon and then almost by-passed the opportunity. She certainly wasn’t ready to begin reading even sincere condolences or the con games initiated by the obituary page freaks, but it would give her some excuse to get out of the apartment, if only long enough to reach the first floor mail boxes.


  She met just a few people in the hallway and the elevator, but they all knew her and what she was going through. Their words were spoken in low, almost apologetic tones, and Cathy accepted the sentiments in the prescribed civilized manner. Sometime soon she would be able to appreciate the very real sympathy that they were expressing, but right now she could only pretend.


  At first she only noticed the usual mail: a store’s salespaper, a bill, an overdue notice from the public library. Then a post card stopped her cold. It was addressed to her in Mikey’s unmistakable handwriting from somewhere called Euphrata, Indiana. She flipped it over, both eager and reluctant to read what were undoubtedly his last words to her.


  September 8 (a.m.)


  Hi, Kitty Cat!


  Having a wonderful time; hope you are, too (I know how you love school). Stayed overnight at a real Stardust City type of place, whacko deluxe. These people would make the Addams Family feel commonplace. Tell you more when we get back. Nonnie wants to tour Wyandotte Cave today, so we’re going underground, I suppose (henpecked already!).


  Don’t forget your keys again. And always remember, I love you, kid.


  Mikey


  “I love you, too, Mikey,” Cathy whispered. She prayed that somehow he heard her.


  Another neighbor stopped by to speak to her, and Cathy tucked the mail beneath one arm. She was on her way up again, alone in the elevator, when the thought came to her. She reached for the post card so hurriedly that she dropped everything on the floor, but the card landed with the message side up.


  “Hi, Kitty Cat!” it said. “September 8 (a.m.).”


  According to the Tiverton police department, who had located the car on Friday, they had acted on a tip from an anonymous caller who had seen the little blue car floating half-submerged in the rain-swollen Ohio River outside of that town early on Thursday morning. The man had claimed his sighting had taken place at about 6:00 a.m. September 8th had been last Thursday.


  Cathy’s heart pounded. The elevator doors opened on her floor, but she ignored them. If this witness had seen Mikey’s car at eight in the morning near Tiverton, how could her brother have written and mailed that post card to her from this other town before 6:00 o’clock and then driven off a bridge at Tiverton the same morning?


  She had to find out how far Tiverton was from this … Euphrata place, the place which had stamped the card with a September 8th postmark. It was so faint a mark that she couldn’t tell if that were an a.m. or p.m. above the date, but since Mikey had written “a.m.,” she accepted that.


  Even as Cathy ran from the elevator for the road atlas packed away in her apartment, she knew instinctively that there was something very wrong with all of this.


  Chapter Two


  Monday morning, July 10.


  Generally speaking, waking to music from a clock radio is considerably better than being aroused by a jangling alarm, Euphrata had only one radio station which played country and western music religiously. Greg Hoode hated country and western music—religiously.


  This might have come as a surprise to those who knew that Greg originally came from the traditional home of country music, the deep South—Atlanta, Georgia, to be specific. He simply had resisted the attractions of what he referred to as “nose-twang tunes” for all of his 17 years, despite the fact that he was a great admirer of most other forms of music, even a little classical. Of course, Greg Hoode was about as atypical a 17-year-old as could be found in the eastern half of the nation.


  For one thing, he was rich—rather, his family was rich—and on his next birthday in eleven months he would receive enough stock in the Hoode Pharmaceutical and Electronics Industries to make him worth roughly $13,000,000. Among his other singular attributes were an I.Q. of 143 which he seldom bothered to display to its fullest extent, his 52 and 2 record as a light middleweight (156 pounds) amateur boxer, and the manner in which he conducted himself as if none of these things meant very much in the overall picture of his life.


  One trait that he did have in common with a number of other 17-year-olds was the fact that he had hardly any idea of what he wanted to do with the rest of his life.


  On that Monday morning in July, more than ten months after Cathy Lockwood learned of her brother’s death, Greg Hoode was pleasantly surprised when his clock radio went off at 9:30 to the strains of “Pauncho and Lefty,” by Willie Nelson and Merle Haggard. That was one of the few country/western songs that he liked.


  The Euphrata sunshine streamed cleanly into the bedroom and across Greg’s bare chest as he lay and listened to the song. He had to admit that, despite of all of its other faults, this small town had beautiful weather.


  Another great day in Heartland, U.S.A., Greg told himself.


  The song ended and the local announcer chirped, “Would you just look out your windows, Mr. and Mrs. Euphrata? Another glorious day in Heartland, U.S.A.”


  Greg nodded and rolled easily out of bed. He could tell at once that a brisk shower would be needed to shock his system into complete attention, so he paused only long enough to dig some fresh underwear from a dresser drawer before proceeding into the bathroom that connected with the guest bedroom.


  Greg had no brothers or sisters—though he did have a first cousin who had to meet life day after day with the name Robin Hoode—so naturally, his parents had lavished just about every excess available to them on their single offspring. They wanted their son’s life to be absolutely perfect, and it was this desire that had resulted in Greg’s summertime stay in “Heartland, U.S.A.”


  Mark and Elaine Hoode, Greg’s father and mother, were young, wealthy, neither too liberal nor too conservative politically, and in one way very old-fashioned—they thought that they could decide his matrimonial future better than Greg himself. Their very eligible son had begun seeing a good deal of pretty but socially unprominent Julie Ardeth Newman around Christmastime, and alarm bells went off all over the Hoode household. Sensing that the summer would be a most fertile time for the budding romance, his parents had carefully pressed Mark’s older brother Daniel to invite Greg to spend that time in quaint, picturesque, and isolated Euphrata, Indiana.


  Greg could have resisted. Though he got along well enough with his family, he did have a strong streak of independence. Still, he and Julie weren’t really that close, and his parents did endure his potentially dangerous boxing addiction despite their misgivings, so … what the hell! He had decided that he could live with all of that unhealthy country air for three months.


  Of course, he hadn’t realized at the time that friendly little Euphrata would be as deathly dull as it turned out to be.


  “Can I fix you brunch, Gregory?” Diana Meredith, the cook/housekeeper in the Hoode home, asked as Greg entered the kitchen.


  Though he was as financially secure from the profits of Granddad Hoode’s Industries as Greg’s branch of the family, Uncle Daniel lived in a relatively modest house and employed only three servants. Perhaps this was his concession to small town life.


  “Thanks anyway, Diana, but I’ll just grab a sandwich until lunch,” he answered. “I don’t want to put you to any extra trouble.”


  “Oh, it wouldn’t be trouble at all,” she said. Diana was in her mid-forties and was one of the nicest people Greg had ever met. He just couldn’t convince her that he didn’t eat breakfast. “Eggs and bacon?” she continued. “Ham?”


  Greg stepped to a cabinet and began searching for various sandwich makings, including peanut butter and bananas. “Really, Diana, I’m not too compatible with cooked food in the morning.” Muttering to herself about the importance of the day’s first meal, the housekeeper left Greg to his own devices.


  Greg’s uncle, Daniel Hoode, was 42, four years older than Mark, Greg’s father. He had two daughters and a son of his own, but they had lived with their mother for five years following their parents’ divorce. Daniel had always been a sort of playboy, intent on discovering just how much pleasure his inheritance could bring him, so it had been quite a shock to the other family members when he had retired a few years following the divorce to a quiet little Euphrata.


  Daniel was sitting in the den scanning through several out-of-town newspapers when Greg entered. “Ah, the Golden Boy arises,” he said, referring both to Greg’s light blond hair and his boxing career. “Another big day planned?”


  Greg was fond of his uncle, so he didn’t answer with the first thing that came to mind. “Sure, I thought I’d try out Euphrata’s version of hanggliding, riding a shopping cart through the parking lot of the Food King.” Instead, he said, “You bet, Uncle Dan. I thought I’d go over to the gym and work out this morning, maybe get in a little sparring if I can scout out a partner. How about you?”


  Daniel, a tall, tan-complexioned man with dark hair and a quick smile, laughed and shook his head. “Not even Diana at her most intimidating could drag me into the ring with the next Olympic champ.”


  Greg had come rather late to amateur boxing, but he had shown enough natural ability to be considered a serious contender for an Olympic berth in three years, if he could keep his nervous parents from reading too many AM A reports until that time.


  “Besides,” Daniel continued, “I’ve got to be in the office right after lunch. There are some business matters I want to attend to before tonight’s lodge meeting.”


  Greg smiled to himself. It was still hard for him to imagine his worldly uncle as a member of a bucolic lodge, wearing a furry little hat and reciting secret pledges. Maybe I’m just a stuck-up snot, he thought.


  “You are planning to keep tomorrow night free, aren’t you?” Daniel asked.


  “No plans so far,” Greg replied, though he had given a short, inaudible sigh of dread before answering the question.


  “Good. The induction of new members is set for then, and I think you’re going to be pleasantly surprised by how much you’ll enjoy the meeting.”


  “I’m sure I will,” he managed to respond in a moderately cheerful tone. “Catch you around suppertime, then.” He headed for the door.


  “Don’t decimate the county’s population of young men in the ring or young women out of it!” Daniel called after him. “And be here at six-thirty or face the wrath of Diana!”


  For all of his inherited wealth and social status, Greg Hoode cared little for trendy clothing or the fancy toys of the rich, aside from his home video and stereo equipment naturally, but he absolutely had insisted that he be allowed to bring along his brand-spanking-new, midnight blue Porsche.


  Needless to say, there was not another car even approaching it in Euphrata or the surrounding vicinity.


  Since the day was admittedly gorgeous and he had next to nothing to do to pass it, Greg drove lazily through what passed for downtown Euphrata with his windows down and a Bob Seger tape at high volume. He drew a few looks from the women shoppers and a traffic cop, but most of the town had become inured to him during the previous month.


  “Hey, Jan-Michael!” a girl’s voice called to him. “How’s it shaking?”


  Greg hit the brake and whipped his head around to find the girl standing across the street and a half block behind him. Though he already had encountered most of Euphrata’s small teenage population, this girl was still an enigma. Not even Frankie Holloway at the bus station could put a name to her for him.


  Red-haired, tall, slender, and definitely worth a few thousand second looks, she was maybe 18. She had first spotted him cruising around in the Porsche only days after he’d arrived in town and hailed him with a shout of “Jan-Michael!”, clearly a reference to his strong resemblance to actor Jan-Michael Vincent and one that had been made many times before. But each time that she made verbal contact, it was from a considerable distance, with a street or parking lot acting as a buffer zone. It was obvious that, for some reason, she didn’t want the two of them to meet, and so far she had been too quick for him. Maybe she knew he’d only be in town through the end of August.


  Even before Greg could swerve into a parking space, she had disappeared into a department store. Probably suffers from a Mata Hari complex, he thought, turning down the avenue.


  “God, he’s cute,” Lynette Madison sighed slowly as she watched Greg Hoode cruise away from her in that devastating car. It was obvious that he was looking for her, too, but he hadn’t seen her slip into the aging, green van that was parked next to the entrance to Alpert’s Oldtime Department Store. “I wish that we could pick him up for one of the monthly meetings, and I’m sure that there are plenty of other girls who agree with me on that.”


  The second occupant of the van, her father, snorted a short laugh. “The gentle sex,” he observed wryly. “Cannibal maidens from Mars would be more appropriate.”


  Lynette shook her head. “You know what I mean, Dad. Just for fun, not for … that.”


  “Whatever, you can just forget it. He’s local and therefore out of the question.”


  “He’s been here a month. Does that make him a local?”


  “And he has to leave in another month and his folks have more money than even the Yorks, so we certainly don’t need any trouble from them. Got me?”


  Lynette nodded reluctantly even as the Porsche disappeared around a corner.


  James “Jimbo” Madison started up the van. “Good. Save those winsome pouts for the game we’re tracking. The old man is pretty upset that we haven’t provided him with more entertainment this month, and if we don’t meet our quota for tonight and tomorrow night… well, there will be hell to pay, that’s all.” He swung the vehicle into a southbound lane.


  Lynette realized at once where they were headed, and her greed for a night with Greg Hoode vanished before a wave of adolescent revulsion. “Oh, Daddy, the freight yard? But they’re all so dirty, and they paw at me like I was some kind of toy or something.”


  Jimbo sighed this time, and his regret was deep and sincere. “I’m sorry, baby, but if we come up empty again today … and I don’t have a better place to get them, do you?”


  Lynette decided to play the martyr a bit longer, reasoning that she could use the leverage at some point in the near future when something else she really wanted came along. “The old man is turning into an addict,” she muttered. “Before you know it, he’ll be using fifty a month.”


  The van drifted slowly toward the one place in the little town where the outside world made regular contact, where the poor and homeless occasionally paused in their cross-country wanderings. A sign on either side of the vehicle read, “EUPHRATA WELCOME WAGON.”


  The gymnasium contained a pool, some Ping-Pong tables, a basketball court, a small weight room, and a pair of punching bags, one a speed bag, the other a heavy bag. Greg was interested in these, of course, but when he carried his kit through the front door on his way to the men’s dressing room, he realized he was a little late. The Kamikazes were already utilizing both of the bags.


  “A touch late this morning, aren’t you, Hillbilly?” Paul Lattwig called across the gym. Lattwig was around
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