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​Prologue

​December 15 1967

​Point Pleasant, West Virginia

'I'll tell you what they are," the old lady with the missing grin said, leaning closer to Thomas Harrison's tape recorder to be sure her voice was recorded. She looked now at the recorder, talking to it rather than him.

"They are aliens! They want us and the whole world! And they're borrowing creatures from Hell to help scare us into giving it up to them. They dart around the tree lines every night, scaring people, dropping off their creatures from Hell. I've never seen the monster myself, but I can feel it out there sometimes. I know it's there. My animals are scared to death! Hell, I'm scared too! I been alone out here most of my life, ain't never been scared by nothin'. But, this, this scares me."

She looked up at him, and he was amazed to see a tear in her eye. He felt awkward, so he thanked her abruptly and snapped off the tape recorder. He looked at his watch. "Well, time to go," he said, standing quickly. "Thanks for your time. I'll be back next week, maybe we can talk some more?"

The old lady nodded sadly. She already knew he didn't believe. Big shot professor, thinks he knows it all. Let him come back at night sometime.

"I'm sorry, I really do have to go," he said.

She nodded and rose to walk him outside. He got into his red and white 57 Ford, waved out the passenger window at her, then drove away.

Thomas Harrison was a little shook up. He had totally discounted the woman's story until he had seen that tear in her eye. She believed what she was saying. And her fear. If only fear itself was to be feared, someone or something was doing a hell of a job using it as a weapon around here. That lady looked about as hard as they come. He could barely imagine the type of life she had led. Yet she was scared of something which was flying around in the woods at night.

His mind was racing so much about the discoveries he had made the last two weeks that he barely reacted when he noticed the traffic backed up on the West Virginia side of the bridge. Traffic sat on the bridge itself and as far as he could see on the Ohio side. He used the moments between creeping forward to rummage in his bag for another tape he had made a few days earlier.

The car behind him honked impatiently when he hadn't pulled up with the moving car ahead of him. "Damn! Forget it!" he said to himself, giving up and throwing the bag down on the front floor of his car.

The tape he had been looking for, the interview with the Lake family, was obviously at home. Which was a good idea for keeping it safe, but it would have helped him now to clear his head one more time, to focus again on what would be the new theme of his book.

He looked around at all the gray as he continued crawling forward with the traffic toward the bridge. It was a gray day. In fact, everything looked gray here, even on sunny days. Why would aliens want to invade this part of the world, when they could invade Hawaii or Florida or the French Riviera? Did they think no one would care if they took this part? Maybe they wouldn't.

"Must be damned mean aliens, if this looks good to them. Their world must be a real hellhole," he said out loud to his own amusement. As the old lady's house in the woods was left further behind, his mood lifted somewhat. Though his mood's progress was about as slow as his car's toward the bridge he hated so much.

He looked ahead at the bridge now. It was doing its usual shaking and shivering as the cars and trucks rolled slowly across its skeleton shape. As always, he reminded himself to ask Fred, his friend in the Engineering Department at Ohio University about this bridge. That shaking didn't seem safe to him.

Thoughts of the university sent his mind in another direction. His leave during the fall quarter was nearly up. Should he take winter quarter off too? He had the seniority to do it, and felt his research into the psychological makeup of people who see things such as flying saucers would pass muster with his department head, if it came to that.

Yes, he would probably take the winter off, too. Although his research was intact, his thesis was seemingly out the window. Originally he had approached the subject trying to prove UFO witnesses truly believed they were seeing something, that it was some new, unidentified phobia of the unknown which, he hoped, would be named after him. Only a psychology professor, he mused, would wish for such a thing.

But the interviews with the Lake family turned up a new insight which must be the main thrust. It meant a lot of rewriting, but it was indeed a breakthrough. For the Lake family, particularly six year old Jeffy Lake, had memories of repeated contacts with UFOs, some dating back to when the family lived in New Mexico. Harrison knew the sensational UFO "researchers" he had seen around would have a field day if they knew about the Lakes. They would insist these people with multiple contact throughout their lives were being monitored, the way humans monitored endangered species to track their whereabouts.

They would even say these people should be watched closely by us, to be sure they were not being programmed for some diabolical purpose.

He sighed as he took his foot off the gas and let the car idle forward, finally onto the bridge. Yes, they would have a field day with this, if they got it and published it first. But he hoped they wouldn't, and had sworn the Lake family to secrecy. Harrison had no doubt it merely meant the phobia was recurring, meaning certain people were not more likely to be singled out and "monitored" by aliens, but that their minds were just flawed in such a way that made them see and imagine things which didn't exist, not once but over and over.

The bridge shook more as he continued rolling slowly toward the center. It seemed worse today. He looked at his watch, which already read 5:00 pm. He hoped Ann would be holding dinner for him. She always did.

He looked at the car ahead of him, looking inside it for the first time. It was a station wagon. A woman was driving, and two small children played in the back seat. In the luggage compartment behind them were several brightly wrapped Christmas presents.

What would he get Ann this year? He had been away so much, and she was always so helpful and understanding about his research, she deserved something special. His thoughts were interrupted by a popping sound above him. Then loud groaning, not of human origin but of metal, surrounded him.

To his horror, the bottom fell out from under him as if he had suddenly stepped onto a downward moving elevator. Then the whole world seemed to turn upside down.

Thomas Harrison's body was never found, probably having been enjoyed by the huge catfish which lived in the Ohio River. His car was found under part of the collapsed bridge, but his body had disappeared, somewhere under the ugly gray water on which now floated several brightly wrapped boxes intended for a Christmas that would never come.

His wife, Ann, would have been comforted to know that though he died horribly, at least his last thoughts were of her, and not his wretched research.
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​"Who's this ugly guy..."

​Chapter 1
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Tuesday, January 7, 1997
Indian Lake, Ohio

Jack Barrett was tired, despite having slept for nearly 12 straight hours. And he was grouchy too, even though he lived alone and had no one to be grouchy with. Even his cat was away.              

Long trips away from home tended to do that to him. Now he sat, home at last, half-heartedly reading the morning paper at a little past noon.

Half his attention was the best he could give it. Though already showered and dressed in his lounging around clothes of sweater and jeans and socks, which he normally would have thought of as great progress, his eyes kept wandering to the stack of mail on his desk.

It wasn't the mail itself that was distracting him, but rather his reaction to it. Or, more specifically, his lack of reaction. There had been a time, he mused, when a stack of mail would not have gone unopened upon his return from a trip. Even a two day's accumulation would have been ripped into practically before his suitcase had hit the floor. But those were the days when he was struggling to find a publisher for his novels, and any stack of mail hinted of undiscovered good news.

It was funny how five published novels and a month-long book promotion tour could swell one's head to such a point.

He glanced at the stack again then shrugged and turned back to the paper. They looked mostly like Christmas cards, anyway, and Christmas and New Year's were over now. His editor had seemed surprised that Jack had been interested in the book tour between Thanksgiving and Christmas. While it was a good time to promote books for gifts, it was unusual that authors would want to be away.

Jack had said he didn't mind going. What was there to miss at home when you live alone? He probably wouldn't have gotten a tree to decorate, and his cat had always proven more helpful at undecorating a Christmas tree than at decorating one.

He soon tired of the local, national and international soap operas which passed for news and turned to the TV listings. At least in the second week of January the networks would start showing new shows again, getting off their temporary, holiday rerun schedule. Maybe there would even be a new movie which he hadn't seen but had meant to.

Jack had no intention of writing for the foreseeable future.  Now that he was home he felt himself strangely unmotivated to start again. But it was the second week of the month, and a Tuesday, which meant his Writer's Group would resume meeting the next night. And he would be there, if only to admit in shame he hadn't written anything since their last meeting in November. Just rubbing elbows with the other writers usually got him going again.

By now the paper was drooping into his lap again, even the TV listings losing their appeal, and he found himself staring out of the window at the partially frozen lake. A car door slamming snapped him to attention, and he swiveled around to look out the side window and saw Katrina Brown walking from her car toward her inn with two bags of groceries.

He smiled at the sight of her. Her Wolf Island Inn was right next door to his cabin at Indian Lake, and they had become friends since he had moved there, what was it now? Over a year ago? He counted backwards. Thirteen going on fourteen months now, though a year was closer to it since he had been away nearly six weeks. Their relationship was in a strange stage right now, awkward as to whether they would spend more or less time with each other. Returning from this trip was the perfect example. Should he call her or wait for her to call him to welcome him home? This wasn't life or death but still challenging thought processes for a man with month-long jet lag.

The phone rang just then, presenting another interesting decision. To answer or let the answering machine take a message? By the second ring he made the extraordinarily rash decision to grab it, even though he knew it couldn't be Kat calling that quickly after going inside.

"Hello," Jack said.

"Jack! You've returned."

"So it would seem. Or I have a new, ultra-sophisticated answering machine which can simulate one of my conversations." 

"Huh. Wouldn't have to be that sophisticated to do that." 

"That's true, especially today."

It was Bob Price calling from Columbus. Bob was one of Jack's closest friends, though they didn't see each other that often.

"You didn't get my letter?" Bob asked.

Jack eyed the stack of mail again. "Well, could be. I haven't gone through it all yet."

"Cassie is coming to town. She wants to meet you."

Jack sat down. "Excuse me?"

"It's all there in the letter. Official invitation to a party we are throwing in her honor, the usual PR stuff for local publications."

Jack was stunned to silence. "I literally don't know what to say. How can I repay you?"

"Hell, you can never repay me for being your friend. But it turns out this isn't something I did. She asked to meet you. Look, I gotta go. You just look at the stuff I sent you, it's all there, and call me if you have any questions. Otherwise, see you there on Thursday night."

"Thursday! Okay, thanks Bob. I'll hug you later."

Jack hung up and started tearing through the mail. He found the envelope almost immediately; its odd size had disguised it in the stack of what he had assumed were all Christmas cards. As he tore it open, he eyed the rest of the envelopes, wondering what other fabulous invitations might be hiding there? None, probably.

He read quickly. Cassie would be in town for concerts on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday night at the Ohio Theatre. The party was after the show on Thursday night. Wow! Cassie wanted to meet him! He carried the invitation and information over to his stereo, and found his favorite Cassie tape, "Beyond Venus." He had once bragged to his former wife that he could literally write a science fiction novel around each song on that album. She, as usual, was unimpressed by that boast.

He stuck the cassette tape in and turned up the volume, then went over to sit in the chair, stare at the invitation, listen to a woman he would freely admit to being in love with, and generally get in the mood for Thursday night.

The first song, "Voyage Beginning," ended and the second one was about to start when he heard the loud knocking on his kitchen door. He frowned. The telephone, he could ignore. The door answering machine hadn't been delivered yet, because he didn't know where to buy one.

His disappointment at being interrupted lessened considerably when he saw Kat's familiar profile in the curtain.

He opened the door. "Hey!" he said. "Come in before you freeze."

"Hey yourself," she said, jumping into the kitchen and hugging herself inside her huge sweatshirt. "I thought you would never answer; I was ready to give up."

She had obviously been knocking during most of the first song and Jack hadn't heard. "Sorry, I was listening to a tape."

"So I still hear," she said, exaggerating the volume of her voice to indicate the music was still loud, even in the kitchen.

"Oh, yeah, come on in and I'll turn this down." He led the way into the living room. There he did merely turn the volume down, not off.

She plopped on the couch. She never sat just plopped onto things. He sat in his chair facing her. She looked uncomfortable. He decided she had probably been struggling with the same dilemma he had been earlier, do I call him or wait for him to call me? They were just friends, if it were proper to ever refer to anyone as "just" a friend, like they weren't that valuable. It puzzled Jack that he thought about her that way, because he valued a friend above all else. Not for the first time he wondered why there was no romance between them, After Beth had moved to Arizona, he'd been so consumed with trying to forget her that he'd never taken the time to really look at Kat. Now, after not seeing her for so long, he remembered how attractive she was, how, while not exactly being beautiful, she seemed to ooze femininity. He had thrown himself into a self improvement routine during the summer before, working out and getting all the sun he could. And Kat, just when their relationship might have developed more fully now that Beth was gone, had seemed to hold him at arm's length suddenly. It was funny how she had openly flirted with him when she knew Beth was in his life, and how, when Beth was gone, she had backed off.

"So, you're back," she said.

"Of course. It had to happen, sooner or later."

She nodded. She let her eyes wander the familiar room which served as both his living room and office. She was at a loss for words, which made her angry at herself. Damn book tour! Just when they had grown comfortable with each other, he disappeared for six weeks. And, though not staring but stealing casual glances, she had noticed his summer tan had faded, and his hair had gone back to that dirty blond color he'd had the winter before, in contrast to the light golden shade the summer sun had given it. Also, though he wore a bulky sweater, she could tell he had definitely enjoyed the hotel food while he had been away. She sighed inwardly. Had her memory only made him more attractive, or did he really look that different from just a few weeks ago?

She racked her brain to think of something to say. All the time he had been gone, she had made mental notes of things to tell him. Now she knew she should have used a pencil and paper.

Her eyes fell on his desk, on the former neat pile of mail on his desk which now looked like a cyclone had hit it. "I see you found your mail all right."

"Yeah, I was just going through it. Thanks for bringing it in for me."

"Hey, what are neighbors for?"

Silence set in for another moment, though Jack sat smiling at her and she politely smiled back.

"How's old Red?" Jack asked.

"He's fine. We went up to Toledo last week to research an old case. It looked promising at first but now I don't think we'll pursue it." Red Richards was a friend of theirs, one of the growing number of lucky people to have won the state lottery but also one of the few who had seemed to find a way to pass his idle time doing what he loved, which was investigating old, unsolved murders. In this endeavor he hired Kat as his assistant. It was an arrangement that worked out well for them both, as Red had more money than he could spend in this lifetime and Kat needed the part-time work during the off-season when her inn was mostly empty.

"That's too bad. He'd better start on that book. You keep after him to do it. You've investigated enough of these cases that he has a good start, and it would be fascinating reading. Even if he self-published it, it could take off and be a hit."

"Yeah, I know. He keeps putting it off. Too bad we don't know any writers who could help us." Her eyes twinkled at him for the first time. Usually it didn't take so long.

"Well, real writers are hard to find." He started to ask her about coming to the writers group meeting with him, but she had turned down those invitations before, and he had just remembered that he might as well stay over in Columbus if he would just be back there again on Thursday for Cassie's party.

"Who is that?" Kat asked.

"Who is what?"

She waved around the room, then pointed at the stereo. "That tape. Who is that singing? Or is it singing?"

Jack let his mouth drop open in mock shock. "You don't know who that is? You are not that much younger than me. You really don't know who that is?"

She listened some more. "Nope."

"Oh, I know why. This album was not one of her best-selling, so you probably never heard any of these songs on the radio. But, that's Cassie! Don't you recognize her?"

"Cassie who?"

Now he didn't have to fake shock. "Cassie. Cassie! Just Cassie, that's all. I don't know her last name. Long before there was Cher or Madonna or Sting, there was Cassie. Get it? They copied that one name thing from her."

"They did? I've never heard of her."

He studied her. She was quite a kidder but seemed totally serious about this. "Now, let me get this straight. You've never heard of 'Promised One' or even 'Coventry'?"

"Oh sure, everyone's heard of 'Promised One.' James Taylor did it."

Jack was getting frustrated. "Yes, he did. But Cassie wrote it. She also recorded it and it was number one for a while. She was a songwriter before she started performing her own songs. Anyway, the reason I am listening to her right now is I am going to meet her! Isn't that great! She's coming to town, I mean to Columbus, this weekend and I am invited to her party. She asked for me to come."              •

Kat nodded, not sharing his enthusiasm. "So you know her? That explains why you still listen to these old songs."

"No, I don't know her. I've always wanted to know her, but it was a fantasy, like you meeting Elvis or something."

"I never wanted to meet Elvis. He was an old man."

Jack just shook his head. Now he suspected she was putting him on a little bit. If so, she wasn't finished.

"She must be old, if she wrote that song. That's an old song. What must she be? Fifty? And that's assuming she wrote it in her teens. Let's see," she looked toward the ceiling, making a production of ticking off years on her fingers. "Yeah, at least fifty. Maybe more."

He thought about that. Somehow you didn't think of your idols as growing older at the same rate you were. Yet it seemed she must be right. He really hadn't seen a new album or picture of her for awhile, and he still pictured her the way she had been on the old album and tape covers. Still, he knew she looked good. She was beautiful because she wrote beautiful lyrics and seemed to share a lot of the same feelings about things. Even if she were fifty, which deep inside he was trying to still deny (could she have written some of those songs when she was ten?), what did that matter? Just meeting her would fulfill a big part of his fantasy. He thought better of telling Kat the rest of that fantasy.

"Kat, you're getting awfully close to forty to be talking about fifty-year-olds as if they were ancient."

She smiled coyly at him. "Spoken just like a man who just came to terms with being forty himself. Fifty staring at you now, huh?" She laughed.

"Don't worry, I will live long enough to see you turn forty in four years, four short years. And though I don't remember as well as I used to when I was 39, I will remember all these forty comments and repay you in kind. I write them down so I wouldn't forget. Each time I see you, I write down every comment you made about my age afterward. So I'll get even." He grinned at her, already savoring the day to come.

She shrugged. "You probably won't even know me then." He studied her eyes for that twinkle, but it wasn't there. "Oh yes I will. Why would you say that?"

"Four years is a long time. I didn't know you a year ago."

"We've known each other longer than a year," he corrected her.

She shrugged. "Anyway, you'll have probably run off with that Carrie person by then." The tape ended as she said it, as if on cue. "Thank God!" she said mockingly.

Jack was not amused. "Her name is Cassie, not Carrie." He didn't add, though, that she had hit on the second part of his fantasy about her.  

*************
[image: ]


The next evening at 8:10 Jack found himself sitting in Mary's living room, surrounded by the rest of his writing group arrayed on various sofas, recliners, and temporarily relocated dining room chairs. Mary's cat was curled happily on his lap, purring loudly as he rubbed his ears.

"How's Mr. Spock?" Mary asked.

"Well, he's fine as far as I know. I left him with Alexandria while I was away, and won't pick him up until tomorrow night or the next day." He found himself not volunteering anything about his plans to attend Cassie's party, for no more reason than he didn't want to go through another long, irritating conversation tonight like the one he'd had with Kat the day before. He looked at each person in the room in turn, trying to guess which ones would have heard of Cassie. Impossible to guess, he decided.

"So, Jack, why don't you start tonight?" Cliff, the unofficial president of the group said. "You probably have the most news, being on a book tour and all."

Jack's mind was suddenly blank about writing news. Probably because he really didn't have anything new to report. Certainly not because all he had thought about all last night and today was meeting Cassie in less than forty-eight hours.

"The tour was fine," he began, trying to think of more to say. "I really didn't work anymore on my new novel while I was away, I'm ashamed to say. I'd sort of run out of gas on it, anyway, so maybe the break from it will help get me back on track." He could tell they were starting to tune him out already.

"Weren't you able to write on the trip? I mean, did you try?" Sarah asked. She was one of his favorite members of the group, because she always tried to keep the other members focused on talking about writing, rather than local politics or whatever. She was now obviously referring to the new laptop computer she had helped him select prior to leaving on the tour.

"Well," he gave her a sheepish look. "I am afraid I just didn't even try using it. Oh, I did make some notes on it, and used a program which helps you itemize your expenses." He was lying about the expenses, because he had really written them in longhand in a notebook. But he did intend to transfer each item to his computer program later. Some day before April 15, anyway.

"Mostly I just caught up on reading..." he said, voice trailing off.

This news prompted a ten-minute discussion about accounting programs for computers, with everyone talking at once about their own particular software. No two were alike.

Finally, Cliff called on Desiree, to Jack's right, to go next about her latest writing projects. Jack was done, anyway, and soon found his mind wandering as first Desiree, then two others spoke. He didn't particularly feel guilty about this, as he was sure their minds wandered while he spoke, too.

He thought briefly about Kat's visit the day before. He had intended to ask her to go to a movie in Bellefontaine with him Friday night, but somewhere in her mocking of Cassie he had let it go. He wondered if she was surprised they had made no plans? Or did she care? He had been a little irritated with her but had since cooled off and decided she had probably just been kidding him about something he cared about more than she realized. Cassie's concert and party popped back into his mind then, and he smiled slightly to himself. How could he be concerned about anything with the prospect of meeting her? It occurred to him the reason she wanted to meet him was she probably recognized same of her songs' inspiration in his science fiction trilogy. God, life was good!

"Thought you might want to read this," Ann said, bringing him back to the present.

He looked around and saw everyone was leaving the room for their midway dessert break. Everyone, that is, except he and Ann Carlson, a new member in her seventies who was holding out a box in her shaking arm as she creaked over toward him from across the room. Damn! That's what I get for daydreaming, he admonished himself.

He looked at the box warily, not offering to take it immediately. The last thing he wanted was to read something she had written, let alone something so long it required a box to hold it all. But he finally reached out to take it before she dropped it in his lap.

"What is it?" he asked. If she could be so abrupt, then so could he.

"It's a book my husband was writing before he died. It's about UFO investigations he was conducting around Point Pleasant. He died in the Silver Bridge collapse, you know." She hovered above him, giving him no room to get up and head for the kitchen and dessert. But still, the mention of the Silver Bridge did get his attention.

"Your husband was investigating UFO sightings around the time the Silver Bridge collapsed?" He had read two books about other investigators and their experiences during that time. Both had been read when he was younger, and both had scared the crap out of him. But that was years ago, when he scared easier, he told himself, not noticing his heart starting to race.

"What was his name?"

"Thomas Harrison. I was remarried since then, you know. He was a professor of psychology at Ohio University, as you've heard me mention."

Jack couldn't recall her mentioning this, but she probably had in one of the meetings. He motioned for her to sit down next to him. "I've read two books about that event, or series of events. One by John Keel, and I can't remember the other guy's name but I am sure it wasn't Thomas Harrison."

"Of course not," she said, rather snappily. "I told you he was killed in the collapse. It was never finished, let alone published."

Jack ignored her tone. "Let me see, that was about 1968, right? If I remember right, the sightings included creature sightings, not just UFOs, and had really happened prior to the collapse. Right?"

"Damned if I know about that, but it was 1967. I do remember when I became a widow."

Jack watched some of the members drifting back in carrying delicious looking chocolate cake. He hoped some would be left.

"I just put everything he had in that box. I haven't looked at it. I only thought you might want to see it because, you know, you write that science fiction stuff."

"Oh, right."

"All his notes are in there, too. And some old tapes of interviews he did with witnesses. He was quite looney, wasting his time on this. He was really obsessed, saying he had made a great breakthrough and all that He even stopped teaching for awhile to run around down there in West Virginia with those crazy hillbillies who were seeing men from Mars."

As Jack listened to her drone on, he couldn't help but think maybe having the Silver Bridge fall on you wasn't such a bad fate compared to facing the next 30 years with this old bag.

She didn't seem to be the model of the supportive wife. But then, he'd yet to personally know one who was.
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[image: ]


By the time Jack had said his goodbyes, stood in the driveway of Mary's house talking to Mary, Desiree and Dave about a retreat they were planning at Kat's inn in February, and stopped at a carryout for a pint of chocolate milk to drink on his way to the hotel, it was nearly midnight.

He was staying at the Columbus Suites downtown. He had checked in early that afternoon, and made reservations to stay for two nights, since it would be late when Cassie's party even started the next night, let alone when it ended.

He had a tip that Cassie was staying there too, which had led to endless fantasizing about bumping into her in an elevator. Of course they would be alone, it would get stuck between floors, and she would be rescued by him pulling her through the escape hatch, lifting her through to safety with his strong arms making her seem light as a feather.

Of course, he would not affect the rescue until she fell passionately in love with him. Then, they would hit the road together, he writing on his laptop computer, finally getting his money's worth out of it, while she sang and wrote songs from coast to coast.

He laughed to himself. The reality, he knew, would be if he saw her in an elevator, even a perfectly working, crowded one, he would probably just faint dead away and she'd have to carry him off before he could be trampled to death.

Foregoing the freeway and the umpteenth reconstruction of Route 315 South, he decided to head straight down High Street from Worthington to his hotel downtown. This time of night most of the lights were flashing yellow in his direction, and it was the most direct route.

As he entered the Short North area and passed Bob's street, he gave a silent salute to his apartment building. He briefly thought about stopping to give him that promised hug for arranging this Cassie thing, then laughed to himself and decided

it would be more fun to embarrass him at the party the next night. Not for the first time did he wonder why Bob didn't move to a safer part of town, now that he was employed again as the Entertainment Editor of the New Columbus Citizen-Journal. But Bob was very protective about his neighborhood, always claiming it was not that bad.

Right.

As he drove and sipped his chocolate milk, he contemplated some of the more important of life's mysteries. Like why did expensive hotels like the one he was staying in have everything under the sun in their snack bar/refrigerator but a simple pint of chocolate milk? Certainly he wasn't the only person in the world who preferred such a thing before going to bed? Or, another favorite mystery of life of his, how did people really know that clams were happy? And why was it you just couldn't trust men who wore their watch on their right arm?

The powerful engine of his 300z purred as he made a constant 38 miles-per-hour down High Street. Some people enjoyed racing down the freeway or around sharp, narrow roads in their cars. Jack felt the controlled power apparent while going purposely slow was more fun.

"What the...?" he mumbled as a familiar looking van caught his eye. It was parked going the other way at the corner of Fifth and High, not one of your more reputable neighborhoods. He slowed, craning his neck around as he passed it. "It is him!" he said aloud. "What the hell you doing around here, dear old Carter?" Jack said as he looked for a place to turn around. Carter White was his ex-wife's new husband, though not so new now that he thought about it. He had noticed good old Carter was not alone in the van, either.

He turned around in the middle of the street, giving up on waiting for a convenient driveway, and slowly cruised back toward the parked van. He thought about putting on his bright lights as he pulled up behind him, but even he couldn't be that cruel. This was one of those rare moments in life that should be relished, though, he decided. It looked real likely he had caught his ex-wife's stuffy, proper, professor-of-English husband red handed with a young prostitute.

Jack steered on around Carter's van, then pulled in about fifty feet up the street and parked. He watched in the rearview mirror for any reaction, but saw none. Another car passing from behind them gave him a better look at who was inside, and he thought he now saw three people. Very kinky! Perfect!

He got out and walked up to the van. As he drew closer he could hear harsh whispering, and now could see it was Alexandria, his ex-wife, in the passenger seat, not a teenaged prostitute. Carter was behind the wheel, and there was a third person who at first tried to duck down in back, then thought better of it.

He stopped next to the driver's door as Carter powered the window down. "Hey Chester. Having car trouble?"

Carter had no reaction at all to Jack's annoying habit of "accidently" calling him Chester. He was even whiter than his usual pale self. He didn't say anything, though his mouth opened, and that seemed to make the guy in back a little more nervous. Jack looked over at Alex. She didn't look her normal, happy self either. And this didn't seem to have anything to do with he and Carter occupying the same proximity, which had never been a calming time for any of them.

"Hi, Jack," Alex managed to say. "We, uh, just stopped for a moment. Everything is fine."

Jack noticed Carter's face was now nearly terminally white, much too pale for even a stuffy English professor.

"Who's this ugly guy?" He indicated toward the back seat. "One of Carter's better looking brothers?" It was a cheap shot at humor at Carter's expense in what was obviously an extremely serious situation. But he could never pass up taking a shot at Carter, no matter what.

The guy in the back grinned crookedly, as if he really didn't give a shit what was said or even happened. It was the reaction Jack had dreaded, having seen that look before. This guy mistakenly thought he was in total control of the situation, and hadn't a care in the world. Just one more miscalculating asshole.

"Yes, he is ugly, isn't he, ha ha." Carter startled everyone, including Ugly in the back, by finding his voice. "He's a visited professor. I mean, a visiting professor. We are just showing him around the city."

Jack made a point of looking at his watch, then at the nearby neighborhood and buildings. "Yes, well, the Short North after midnight is a sight not to be missed, for sure."

He stepped back from the door. "Well, have a nice tour. Just wanted to make sure you hadn't run out of gas or anything. I'd hate to see anyone out walking in this neighborhood." As he turned and walked away, he thought he heard a rather loud intake of breath from Alex. Later he would wonder why he hadn't just left them there with their new, obviously uninvited passenger. But at that moment, there was no doubt as to what he would do.

Climbing back into his car, he grabbed his .38 and slipped it under his coat sleeve as far as he could. Then he picked up a cassette tape and started back toward Carter and Alex's van. He saw Carter had not yet slid the window back up. As he drew near the van again, he held up the cassette, indicating he wanted to give it to them.

But this time the ugly, "visiting professor" in the back was pissed, and spoke before either Alex or Carter could. "What the hell is wrong with you, man! Get on out of here!"

Jack feigned puzzlement and hurt at the same time. "Why, professor! Old Carter here, he's a professor of English you know, and he's never had a kind thing to say about my novels. He is an expert you know, that people should listen to. It matters not that he has never had anything published in anything that doesn't just pay in copies, rather than real money."

"What!" Ugly Professor screeched.

"I mean, as hard as he is on me, he's never been as rude to me as you just were." Jack edged closer as he spoke, but not too close. "What school do you teach that language at, anyway?

Asshole U.? I just forgot to give you something," he held the tape up again.

“What’s with you! I don't want no tape! I've got something for you, though!"

Ugly jerked Carter's head back against the seat by his hair with his left hand while he leaned forward between the front seats and reached out with his right hand, pointing a gun at Jack.

Jack already had his .38 up and shot the guy above his left eye, unconsciously aiming so that the blood and brain would spatter on Carter's side, and not on Alex.

After all, just because she was his ex-wife didn't mean he hated her completely. And she was still the mother of his cat.
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​"Until about five minutes ago, we were..."

​Chapter 2
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Jack slouched on the couch in Sergeant Giannini's office. Through the glass partition he could see nothing but other partitions, each homicide detective now having their own private cubicle. He tried to imagine working there, having a cubicle. He couldn't.

Giannini exploded into the room, stopping to glare at him. Jack smiled at him, watching as a vein grew more pronounced in his neck. If he'd ever learned to play a violin, he had often bragged to his fellow detectives in the old days, he could have played a tune on Giannini's neck any day of the week.

"Some people just never change," Giannini said, shaking his head and sitting behind his desk. Jack was amazed at how much his words had mirrored his own thoughts.

"I don't like this new place, or this new furniture," Jack said, and the vein pulsed visibly.

"Who gives a damn?"

"Now, Sarge, just listen. The old place was a pig sty, but this is just too, I don't know, it looks like an insurance office. The crooks probably aren't even allowed to puke in here anymore."

The vein was beginning to grow a twin on the other side of Giannini's neck. Wow! A two-vein night!

"The old place, it had character, that's all. I don't think I could solve any crimes here. Have you solved any yet?" They had moved in over five years ago from the old police headquarters.

"I am looking at a case I could solve. You know the routine, Barrett, you've been through it enough. Thank god you don't work for me anymore, but then again, this is somehow more embarrassing. I've a mind to lock you up until the grand jury can get to you. Should only be a week."

Jack continued smiling. "This may be embarrassing, but I never did anything to embarrass you before. I always just saved your ass, as I remember."

"You would remember it that way." They were interrupted by Hollins, the third shift sergeant, entering with a file folder.

"Jack, you still got it, man!" Hollins said. He plopped the file folder down on Giannini's desk, and pointed to the open page. "That asshole Jack shot is the same guy who's been robbing, raping and generally scaring the shit out of people all over this city the last three months. Guess he won't do it anymore."

Jack sat up. "Really? Sorry, guys, I should come to town more often. I've been away, though, when you needed me most, it seems."

Giannini's veins had retreated back inside his neck. Jack wondered what he could do to bring them out again. "I hate to say it, but I'm glad you did it this time. This guy was a bad one, and we've been getting a lot of heat. Anyway, what were you doing in town? I thought you lived in Lima or somewhere now?"

"Indian Lake, the scene you should make, remember?"

Hollins laughed.

"What were you doing cruising the Short North at midnight?" Giannini persisted.

"Not what you would be doing. I was at a meeting in Worthington, and I am staying downtown tonight." He didn't go into the whole Cassie thing. No way Giannini would be a fan of hers, and while Jack loved to irritate him, it did occasionally work the other way. And Jack had already shot one guy tonight.

Hollins stood smiling at Jack, while Giannini glared some more. Finally he reached out and slammed the folder shut. It dawned on Jack the file folder was blue. Very color coordinated, like everything else in the new headquarters. He thought about how he had had to reuse file folders sometimes, and they were never blue. He kept the comment to himself, though, for he could tell he was about to be released from his ex-boss's presence. Not that he had any doubt he would be.

"Get out of here. Be sure and leave your address and phone number where you can be reached the next seven days."

"Thanks, mom. I'm glad you still worry about me."

Jack and Hollins walked out together. Hollins showed him his office, which was just like Giannini's. "Very cushy," Jack said. "Well, I'd better get going. Just call if you need anymore rapists apprehended, though."

"Will do," Hollins said, showing his big grin again. Jack waved and started out the door to the hallway, then turned back around.

"Uh, Hollins, just wondering, but what did you say that guy always did to his victims?"

Hollins looked puzzled. He knew it was Jack's ex-wife who had nearly been next.

Jack understood immediately. "No, not to the woman. But to the man? Was this the first time a couple had been attacked?"

"Hell, no. It was always a couple. This was kept unclear in the newspaper, but he raped them both. Everyone just assumed he had only raped the woman, though in this day and age I don't know why that could be assumed."

"You're kidding?" He pictured Carter, and wondered...no, he did the right thing. This could have been the time the guy killed his victims.

"Thanks again, Hollins. You take care of yourself," he said as he pushed the door open into the main hallway. Hollins smiled and Jack waved back at him, then turned in the direction he was heading. The first thing he saw was Carter and Alex sitting on a visitor's bench about ten feet ahead, and between him and the elevators and staircase.

"Oh shit..." he mumbled, feeling guilty about what he had just been thinking.

"There you are!" Carter screeched, jumping up and pointing. Alex jumped up too, trying to calm him. The door, which Jack had let close behind him, flew open and Hollins was beside him.

"What was that?" he asked Jack, looking at Carter and Alex.

"Oh, that was just Carter here, wailing his thanks to me. No problem. Really." He put his hand on Hollins shoulder to get his attention, then nodded his head to go back inside. Hollins shrugged and went back through the door to his office.

Jack sighed and started walking toward the new version of the odd couple. "Chester, thank god you are all right."

Carter looked puzzled, then virtually yelled at Alex. "What did he say? Did he insult me again?"

"No, dear, he just asked how you were. Now, go and see if they are ready to take us home, okay?"

"Home?"

"Yes, home. Now go, okay? I will be right there." She was more motioning the words than speaking them. Carter shot a look at Jack that would have melted lesser men, then did his best to swagger to the stairway, finally descending out of sight. Jack was looking at Alex. "What the...did he have a stroke or something?"

"No. But no thanks to you." She flipped her blond hair with her hand, the way she always had when he had irritated her. Obviously he hadn't lost his touch.

"Well, what's the matter with him? You talked to him like a child just then."

"You are the child, still playing cowboy, only with live bullets. No," she flipped her hair again, "he just can't hear very well right now. The doctor said it would be temporary, the gun going off right in front of his face like that, you know. Lucky for you it is temporary, or we would sue your ass off."

Alex was very serious and very mad, and later it would occur to Jack that he should have been more indignant at her lack of gratitude. But at the moment all he could do was laugh. The gun had been too noisy for his ears! Temporary hearing loss!

"Gosh, Alex, I am sorry." He fought hard to maintain the trace of composure he had finally gained. "The next time I catch you with a violent rapist in the back seat, you probably won't mind if I shoot him, and that's big of you, but I will warn everyone ahead of time to cover their ears, I promise." He resumed his laughing.

Alex flipped first the right, then the left side of her hair off her shoulders. "What did you say? Rapist? He just jumped in the van at the red light. He was just going to rob us."

Jack's laugh disappeared. "And how do you know that?"

"Because he said so. And, now he's dead."

This was unbelievable. "Yes, he's dead, and you're not. Nor are you scarred for life after being raped in front of your husband, and he in front of you. Nor will anyone else ever see that sight, at least not from this particular nut."
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The phone was ringing, and his answering machine wasn't picking it up. Why didn't it pick up? He asked himself this over and over, finally awaking enough to know that while it really was a telephone, he wasn't at home with his machine to answer it.

"Shit." He rolled across the king-size bed, barely snaring the phone in his reach. "Hello?"

"Jack. I knew you'd be there." It was Bob Price.

"How did you know?"

"I told you Cassie would be staying there, and I knew you probably decided it was the right thing to do. How are you?"

Jack squinted as his watch. It was relatively dark in the room, but it felt late. It was. His watch said 4:45 p.m.

He sat up. "What time is it?"

"It's, uh, 4:45," Bob said. Then as if anticipating Jack's thoughts, added. "Show's at eight, remember? You have plenty of time. But anyway, how you doing?"

Jack was scratching the places it itched. "Why do you keep asking me that?"

"You are a hero, man. It's all over the front page of the New Citizen-Journal this afternoon."

"Oh, shit." He thought about Giannini's red face. Well, maybe not oh shit. "That's what I like about having an afternoon paper again. New news. The Dispatch won't have it until day after tomorrow."

"You got it," Bob said. "So, are you okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine, slept like a baby. I was up until 6 a.m." He wiggled to the edge of the bed and started toward the nearest window to open the curtain. But the phone cord was too short. A hundred-fifty per night, and no chocolate milk in the fridge, or rather, the "honor bar", and a phone cord too short to use anywhere but on the edge of the bed. Still, it was his favorite hotel.

"You coming by before the show?" he asked Bob, giving up tugging on the cord and sitting back on the bed.

"No, got too much to do. I'll see you at the party afterward. You got your ticket, right?"

"Hey, does the pope have hair? Is a bear catholic? Of course I've got it."

"Yeah, you're all right. Did you call Kat?"

Jack blinked. "No, why?"

"Why? Did Alex turn you off that much toward woman-kind? Don't you think she'll see it in the paper? Wonder how you are?"

"Well, I suppose. But we are just friends, you know." There he went again. "Yes, I'll call her. Thanks for reminding me."

"Oh, you'd have thought of it, once you were really awake. See you later."

Jack hung up. He tried to read the instructions on the phone about how to make a long-distance call. First, dial zero then eight plus nine. But that made seventeen, didn't it? He decided to lie down for awhile longer, and call Kat later.

But when he woke again, later was already too late. He barely had time to get showered, dressed and to the show.

Arriving at the Ohio Theatre, he had trouble figuring out where to enter the auditorium until an usher informed him he was in the V.T.P. section, second row center. He hadn't even bothered to look at the seat and row on the ticket before, and wouldn't have known where it was anyway.

At precisely 8 o'clock the announcer from one of the local radio stations came out. Jack noted that at least Cassie's visit was being sponsored by the soft rock station, and not the oldies station. Take that, Kat. Oh shit, he whispered to himself, remembering not calling her, and promising he would at intermission.

After a short introduction, the curtain went up and a rock band went into a very up-tempo song. Then, a very thin, very blond Cassie wearing a tight, black, leather skirt came dancing out and straight into a song to match the music. Jack looked on in shock, then shock turned into surprise, and finally just settled down to plain old unrelenting joy. As he watched Cassie dance and move about the stage, he instantly loved the new song she was singing.

He had expected the curtain to rise and to see a lone, shy woman sitting at a solitary piano, banging out ballads, looking up only when necessary at her audience, and wearing blue jeans and sweater. He had been a little fuzzy about whether her blue jeans would be bell-bottomed.

Cassie finished the first song and began to talk. She was talking! He had never heard her talk before, only sing. He liked her voice. She explained the first song had come from her new album, "L.A. Songs." Having been born in L.A., she was recently intent on getting back to her roots, laughing at the notion that anyone could have roots in L.A.

Her next song was a new ballad, and again he instantly liked it. How could she have a new album and he have missed it? If they were selling it in the lobby, he would buy it at intermission.

For the next two and a half hours, Cassie entertained the packed theatre. Whenever he could tear his eyes from her, he could see the others in the place shared his love for her. It didn't make him jealous. The closest to the experience he could remember was when he had taken Alex to a Cleveland Browns football game. She had been a little reluctant to leave her seat and go to the restroom by herself, and he couldn't understand why. She had said they were surrounded by a bunch of mean-looking Archie Bunker types. He saw nothing but Browns fans, thousands of them sharing the joys and frustrations of loving the same football team year in and year out. He had never felt more at home or at ease in such a large crowd before or since, until tonight.

Cassie's last song, after the obligatory "last song" and return for encore, literally had them dancing in the aisles. Then she surprised everyone by returning for yet another encore, finally singing "Promised One." There may have been some dry eyes left after that one, but they didn't belong to him.

Jack flowed out with the crowd, caught up in their dialogue with each other as they left. Listening to people talk, especially strangers talking to each other, was a curse he had needed to be a writer. From what he heard, most, it seemed, had been shocked by her sexy appearance at first, but all had soon recognized the old Cassie. And, he would have to tell Kat, she didn't look that old at all. No way. She must have started writing songs while still in single digits, after all.

Jack headed down State Street, carrying his new Cassie tape, t-shirt, and tour book. He had barely noticed the exorbitant prices he had paid. These were things, except for the tape, that you just would never have a chance to buy again. At least he didn't think he would.

Back at his hotel, where the party would also be held in a double suite on the top floor, he went to his room and dropped off his things. Only then did he remember he hadn't called Kat. Intermission had been spent waiting in line for tape, t-shirt, and tour book.

He sat at the desk and studied the telephone instructions again. Finally he gave up trying to figure out how to use a credit card, and called her collect. He would pay her back.  Only when he heard Kat's sleepy voice accepting the call did he stop to realize that it was nearly midnight.

"Hello, Jack?"

"Hi, Kat. Sorry to call so late, I didn't realize the time until you had already answered."

"Oh, that's okay. How are you? Where are you?"

"I'm staying in Columbus tonight. I just got back from Cassie's concert, remember I told you about it? That's why I am calling so late."

"Oh, yeah, I remember. How was her party? Was she what you expected?" The sleep was gradually disappearing from her voice.

"Well, the party is about to start. It's after her concert, not before. So, I didn't see her yet, or meet her rather, but she was a surprise on the stage, I'll tell you that. I expected this mousy, brown haired girl and she came out..."

"That's nice, Jack, but I don't want to hear about that right now. How are you?"

Jack was genuinely puzzled and about to be miffed at her interrupting his description of Cassie with a question like that until he remembered what had happened the night before, and why she was asking.

"Jack? Were you following Alex or what? That's awfully strange, you just happening to see them."

"No, I'm all right, and I was not following Alex, for god's sake. That's the last thing I would do. Boy, you can take the girl out of the FBI, but you can't take away that suspicious mind."

"I wouldn't say suspicious, I just wondered at the coincidence."

"Yeah, it was weird. Anyway, I'm fine. Thanks for being worried, if you were."

"Of course I was. I like having neighbors year-round. No one ever lived there much before you bought it."

"Now, don't get all mushy on me, Kat. I've been gone more than home this winter, so far."

"Yeah, too much. I've, I mean Red and I, have missed you."

Jack was more puzzled than touched by her sentimentality. Was this how she always acted when she was asleep? He didn't say anything, couldn't think of what to say, and idly fingered the box that Ann Carlson had given him, which was laying on the desk by the phone.

"Hey, Kat, I've got an old mystery for you. Ann Carlson from my writers group gave me an old manuscript her husband was writing about UFOs before the Silver Bridge collapsed with him on it. Very mysterious, don't you think?"

"I never bought into that UFO crap."

Jack grinned at the phone. "As I say, you can take the girl out of the FBI, but the cover-up never dies."

Kat yawned loudly into the phone. "Since I can tell you are your old self, is it okay if I go back to sleep now?"

"Sure. I have a party to go to, celebrity to meet, all that, anyway. Sorry I woke you. See you, good night."

He started to hang up but heard her still talking.

"What?" he put the phone back to his ear.

"When are you coming back? I thought we'd do something this weekend."

"Friday, I mean, tomorrow afternoon, after I pick up Spock." He decided to leave their plans loose for now, though. "I'll call you when I get home."

After he hung up, he went to stand in front
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