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PROLOGUE
On a particularly cold morning in late fall, Bill Landry
woke at his usual pre-dawn hour and hurried through his farm chores. There
weren't many these days; the old farm no longer supported herds of livestock or
fields of corn and wheat. In the barn, his misty breath mingled with heavy
silence and the aroma of hay.

Winter's coming, he thought, walking back to the
house. After a big breakfast, he made a last minute decision to check out the
old storage barn and get in a little deer hunting at the same time. White-tails
were plentiful on his acreage here in rural Virginia, and he just might get a
clear shot at that old buck. He’d been tracking it for years.

He was a burly man, heavily muscled and tall. His size was only
emphasized by his soft plaid shirt, which bulged at the shoulders and across
his massive chest. The 60-odd years he had lived had only improved his
handsome, rugged appearance by adding a few lines to his face and some silver
at his temples. He was capable and intelligent; a born leader who radiated a
vibrant and infectious energy.

Pulling on heavy hiking boots, Bill checked to see that he
had plenty of shells, then picked up his gun - a powerful 30.06 with telescopic
sights. With a quick kiss and a pat on his wife’s backside, he left.

Martha Landry never questioned how long her husband would be
gone. He hunted frequently on their property and she saw no reason to worry.
Actually, she was happy to be free of his dominating personality for a few
hours. As much as she loved him, she had a hard time getting anything done when
he was underfoot. Watching him saunter across the frosted grass with the fluid
walk of a much younger man, she had no idea it would be the last time she would
ever admire the sight.

Bill shivered inside his jacket. Even though he wore two
shirts underneath, the wind felt cold - much colder than the thermometer
reading - but he decided against going back for a heavier coat. He didn’t like
to admit it, but this year he found it more and more difficult to stay warm. He
decided to make do by buttoning his jacket closer around his thick neck and
putting on the fur-lined gloves he kept in his pocket.

Walking quickly toward the ridge, he finally topped a rise
that allowed him to see his farm. The early morning sun washed across his face
and sparkled out across his rolling pastures. He surveyed the crystal kingdom,
enjoying the powerful feeling of ownership. His breath billowed in puffs of
steam and, on impulse, he raised his hands above his head and bellowed with
pure joy. As far as the eye could see, from ridge to ridge, this was his land.

It hadn’t always been that way, though. The land had first
belonged to Bill’s grandfather and then to his father. A vivid image of
Marshall Landry’s laughing face came to mind. Bill had learned his excellent
hunting and woodsman skills from his father, along with other, more unpleasant
lessons. One in particular was imprinted on Bill’s mind forever. When he was
eight years old, his father lifted him onto the top of a feed barrel in the
barn and urged the boy to jump, promising to catch him. When the boy jumped,
his father backed away, folding his arms and letting him fall to the ground. Laughing
at the surprise and hurt on the child's face, the big man said, "Never
trust anyone, son."

That was only part of the Landry creed. "Stand on your
own two feet. Don’t depend on anyone. Be a man." It had been drilled into
Bill relentlessly over the years: respect the woods, the wildlife and his
weapon. Strength and independence were of utmost importance. In fact, the major
disappointment in his life had come while trying to continue the tradition.
Bill had met with little success when it came to his own son.

Unlike his father and grandfather, he didn’t have to depend
on his skills to survive; hunting was a sport for him, a game. More than just
the excitement of stalking and killing a wild animal, Bill was entranced with
owning, caring for and using guns. He had the best collection of firearms in
three counties.

With a shake of his head, he cleared away the memories. He
knew his father would have been proud of him, and he was proud of himself. He
crossed the field with the same quick strides that had brought him up the bank,
his boots crunching through the brittle leaves, and entered a huge storage
barn. It was at least a hundred and fifty years old, and the seasons had taken
their toll on its appearance. Though the wide, rough-hewn boards were
weathered, it was still solid and strong. He made a quick check in the dim,
dusty interior of the building and saw that everything was secure for the
coming winter, as he knew it would be. He strode back into the morning sunshine
to circle the big building, assuring himself that the exterior could take
another winter.

Without warning another memory flashed through him like a
hot poker, searing his mind with its heat. He turned and looked toward a small
window in the loft of the old barn, and laughed aloud, his breath pluming into
the cold. How many warm, willing women had spent an afternoon with him up
there? Carefully placing his gun against the barn, he lit a cigarette and
leaned against the rough planks, letting better memories warm his mind and body
like good whiskey.

A big buck crossed the field to his right, and Bill’s sharp
eyes caught the flash of white tail.  Moving soundlessly, he butted the rifle
against his shoulder and flicked off the safety catch. He took quick, careful
aim through the sights and fired at the animal. The deer hesitated slightly,
then dived into the shelter of nearby trees and continued running.

Bill followed the animal’s path on sure, silent feet. When
he reached the spot where the animal disappeared, he could still hear the
crackling of dried leaves that had been stirred up in its flight. He listened
intently for a few seconds and then smiled to himself. The game had just begun,
and it looked like a good chase.

Bill wasn’t worried.

He always won.

Smiling, he started down the steep grade, still listening as
he made his way through the trees. Suddenly, all he could see was the treetops.
He was flat on the ground in the damp, fallen leaves.

He lay still for a moment, catching his breath, and then
carefully pushed himself to a sitting position. One leg was sunk past the knee
into a deep hole in the ground that had been painstakingly camouflaged by the
many groundhogs in the area. The other leg was twisted outward at an awkward
angle. As Bill struggled to free his imprisoned leg, blinding pain shot through
his hip and he bit his lip to keep from crying out.

The deer stopped, too. Only a few yards away, it pricked its
ears forward, listening. Alert and poised for flight, it took a few tentative
steps in the direction from which it had come.

"Goddammit!" Bill shouted, and with one last
powerful effort, he freed his leg. He had never had a broken bone in his life;
had not imagined the pain could be this incredible.

"Goddamn, fuckin’ groundhogs!" He examined his
broken limb. Then he looked up and saw the deer. It stood perfectly still with
watchful, almost curious brown eyes, well within firing range. Challenging him.

The game wasn’t over.

Breathing quietly through his pain, Bill drew his gun
through the leaves and used it as a lever to push himself unsteadily to his feet.
He felt lightheaded and nauseous.

The deer stood still, seeing the movement, yet waiting for
the man to make the next move.

Sheer determination forced Bill to ignore the pain and
dizziness. He centered the animal’s head in the crosshairs of the scope and
squeezed the trigger.

The shell fired from the man’s gun buried itself deep into
the trunk of a large pine tree just above the deer’s head. Instinct took over
and the deer bounded away.

Bill swore again at the pain that was making him feel weak
and caused him to miss the perfect target. His breath was coming in little
streaming gasps and he suddenly felt clammy. Then he heard leaves rustle again
and thought he saw wide, brown eyes challenging him from among dense pine
growth farther to his left.

"You’re asking for it, you bastard," he snarled,
continuing to ignore the pain in his leg. Turning awkwardly and taking aim
again, he fired.

The big man lost his balance, and the shell went wild.
Moving in a slow motion nightmare, he plunged over the steep embankment. Limbs
and briars grabbed at his clothing as if to check his uncontrollable speed, and
sharp rocks gouged his chest and shoulders.

His headlong crash ended with a sudden bone-jarring jolt
that knocked him breathless again. Lying at a crazy, twisted angle with his
spine lodged painfully against the rough trunk of a tall pine, his breath
finally came back in painful, whistling gasps. Scratched, bruised and hurting
in places he never thought possible, he tried to shift his position to ease the
intense, white-hot pain that had moved from his broken leg to his back.

Nothing happened. His body failed to respond.

He tried to calm his pounding heart and assess the damage
done by the fall. A combination of sweet-smelling pine needles and crushed, dry
leaves made him sneeze. Pain flashed through him like a bolt of lightning. He
screamed. After a few moments, he concentrated on moving again and managed to
drag himself to a full sitting position.

He had never imagined such blood chilling agony. It felt as
though he had been cut in half and all of the pain from his leg was transferred
to his back and spreading out of control through his arms and chest. Yet, he
could feel nothing from the waist down. He knew his damaged legs were still
there - he could see them - but they refused to obey his commands to move.

Panic rose within him and he fought to control it. Sweat
trickled down his face and dripped off his upper lip onto his unfeeling legs.
Somewhere overhead a bird twittered from tree to tree. The sun was much higher
in the sky and he wondered if he had passed out. If so, how long had it been?
Counting slowly to 100, trying to corral his churning thoughts into some
semblance of order, he tried to move his legs again.

Nothing.

A low, sinister growl brought his immediate worries to an
abrupt halt. Bill looked up to see a mangy, half-starved mongrel crouched about
10 feet away. The animal’s matted fur hugged its stringy body and its yellow
eyes were wild with fear, hunger or both. For what seemed like an eternity,
Bill and the ravenous dog stared at each other.

He swallowed hard and looked around him, trying to locate
his gun. He had lost it in the fall. He realized that he had no protection.

Another growl, a little louder. More menacing this time. The
dog crept forward on its belly and showed long, pointed yellow teeth. Even at
this distance, its breath was hot and foul smelling.

Out of the corner of his eye, Bill spotted a forked pine
branch and pulled it toward him. He was vaguely aware of the sticky resin
covering his hands. The animal emitted another deep, rumbling growl, showing
more of those pointed yellow teeth.

With a sudden, jerky movement that brought pain blasting
through him again and made the scenery swim sickeningly, Bill struck the ground
with the branch and shouted as loud as he could.

The filthy dog screeched in terror and scurried off into the
dense underbrush.

Bill collapsed back against the tree. His face, chest and
arms were covered with cold sweat and in total agony. He rested, willing the
pain to go away. When it had eased somewhat, he tapped his left foot gently
with the pine branch.

Nothing.

He hit it again, harder. No feeling whatsoever. Fear barely
flicked through his emotions; he was consumed by anger. He shouted loudly,
incoherent and full of rage. At first he cursed the groundhogs, because they
dug the holes in his land and then he cursed the deer that openly challenged
him. His voice only echoed through the valley. Exhausted and breathing heavily,
his head finally sagged against the tree.

The bird began to sing overhead again. The familiar smells
of the forest reached him and he shivered. He had never felt this kind of cold
before and wondered, absently, how long it took to freeze to death.

A faint smile crossed his rugged features and in a weak but
steady voice he congratulated the animals on their victory, but reminded them
that it was only temporary. Soon he would be in control again and they would
all pay dearly for this.

He always won.

The sun had reached its zenith and was starting its downward
journey across the sky when the heavy blackness of unconsciousness overcame
him.








CHAPTER
1
Martha busied herself in her home of forty years, but her
thoughts kept being interrupted by small pinpricks of worry over her husband’s
long absence. He’d been gone for most of the day. She was a small woman with
feminine, doll-like features, pale blue eyes and a warm smile, but she wasn’t
smiling right now. She was worried about Bill. He was alone, hunting on their
large farm, and he wasn’t as young as he used to be. What if he fell? What if
he accidentally shot himself? What if…? 

By dusk she was becoming frantic.

Putting on one of Bill’s big coats, she went outside. The
wind hammered against her small frame and snatched her voice away when she
called for him. With tears streaming down her frozen cheeks, she blew the horn
on the truck repeatedly. That was the signal that she needed him to return
home. If he could hear it.

The only response she received was silence. No answering
shot from the forest surrounding their farm, and no Bill walking across the
fields.

She called their nearest neighbor, Michael, and within half
an hour the woods were filled with men searching for Bill. She knew he would be
furious with her for calling them, but she was alone and afraid. Michael was a
friend and he knew Bill - and those woods - better than anyone. The minister's
wife and several other women, wives of men in the search party, brought in food
and sympathy, crowding into Martha’s big kitchen as if to protect her. 

In little more than an hour, a warning shot let everyone
know the search was over. Bill had been found.

"He’s alive but he’s hurt. I don’t know how bad it is,"
a young man told Martha as he swept coldly into the kitchen, stomping his feet
and blowing into his cupped palms. His face and ears were red and he gratefully
accepted a cup of steaming hot coffee. "You’d better call an ambulance."

The ride to Roanoke in the screaming ambulance seemed
interminable. Bill was unconscious, his pale, sunken face covered with an
oxygen mask. His left leg was broken in a couple of places, but the EMT seemed
more worried about his exposure to the cold and the knot that seemed to be
forming on his back. Martha sat beside him and watched the darkness flash by.
They had made this trip together in his truck hundreds of times. Why did she
suddenly feel so alone and helpless?

When at long last the ride was over, Bill was whisked away
to an emergency room by doctors and nurses that looked as exhausted as Martha
felt. She was left behind to complete complicated forms and wait.

The decision to call their son was a difficult one. Bill was
probably already angry with her for calling the neighbors. Father and son
rarely got along and he would, no doubt, accuse William of interfering. She
looked down at the incomplete paperwork in her lap and there was no question
about it. She was going to need help, no matter what her husband thought.

William lived in Cleveland and Martha could never remember
his number. After getting it from the operator, she dialed carefully and
listened to ringing that sounded a million miles away.

"Hello?" It was her daughter-in-law.

"Beth, this is Martha."

A quick intake of breath showed her surprise. William’s
parents never called. Martha could hear the children - her grandchildren -
giggling in the background and her arms ached to hold them. "Is William
there?"

"Yes. Yes he is. Just a minute."

"Mom! Are you still there?" William’s voice came
on the line, slightly breathless and evidently just as surprised as Beth.

"Yes. William, there’s been an accident." Now that
he was on the line, she was unsure of what to say.

"An accident?"

"Yes. We’re at the hospital now. Your dad’s been hurt."

"How bad is it?"

"I don’t know yet. Will you come?" Martha hated
the pleading note that crept into her voice.

William sighed heavily. "Sure, Mom, I'll be there as
soon as I can." Martha thought he sounded more annoyed than concerned.
That done, she waited for the doctor.

It was nearly midnight when a slim, young doctor strode
purposefully down the wide hospital corridor into the waiting area.

"Mrs. Landry?" he called, looking around at the
few people who were gathered there. Martha rose on unsteady legs, unaware of
anyone but the tired looking, bearded young man wearing a white coat over his
jeans. His soft voice and gentle blue-gray eyes were kind but weary. "My
name is Dr. Paul Newsome. I’m treating your husband."

"Yes?" Martha asked, staring at the stethoscope
dangling from his neck.

Dr. Newsome nodded quickly and said, "Your husband has
a broken leg and some slight hypothermia."

Relief flooded through Martha, making her weak. Bill was
alive.

"What happened?" she asked.

"We really can’t be sure. I imagine he stepped in a
hole, maybe an old fence post hole, and fell. At least, that’s what the dirt on
his clothing would indicate."

Despite the doctor’s reassuring posture, something in his
tone told Martha that there was more, news that he hadn’t given her yet. She
searched his lean face for some clue.

Finally, he said, "The fall did some damage to his
spinal cord." He paused, took a deep breath, and then hurried on before
she could say anything. "Right now he is paralyzed from the waist down. It
may be only temporary. We’ll have to wait and see."

The waiting area was deathly quiet.

Martha did not respond except to hug herself as she tried to
process his words. The other women looked stricken, pale and disbelieving, as
if his diagnosis concerned their own husbands. No one made a move to comfort
her, though. She realized that she was swaying slightly, and reached for a
chair to steady herself.

Paul touched her arm. "Maybe you should sit down."

Martha wanted to do anything but sit down. "Can I see
him?" she asked. Her own voice sounded strange and far away.

He nodded and smiled a little, his hair falling forward
casually with the movement. "Only for a few minutes, though. He’s been
heavily sedated. Follow me, please."

Martha stared in disbelief when she saw the giant mountain
of a man lying flat on his back, helplessly attached to tubes and hoses. Her eyes
stung, and the smell of antiseptic made her sniff. With trembling fingers she
touched his thick, wavy hair, eyelids, and the familiar, broadly lined face.
She could not ever remember him being sick, and her heart ached.

"I'm here, Bill. I'll always be here," she
whispered.

***
William only got along well with his parents, especially his
father, when he was in Cleveland and they were in Virginia. His mother was
over-protective, always clucking over him like an old hen; she smothered him.
His father was overpowering, dominating. William Jr., built small like his
mother although he had the auburn hair and piercing blue eyes of his father,
never had any desire to follow in his dad's footsteps. After college, he moved
to Cleveland, established an accounting firm that was becoming quite
successful, married and fathered two children. He was happy there. Cleveland
was his real home. Visits to his parents were only obligatory ones.

He arrived at the hospital at 2:00 a.m. and found his mother
sitting alone in the empty waiting room. Over her faded cotton dress, she wore
a cardigan sweater that was much too big for her. Sitting there, slumped over
slightly and pressing nonexistent wrinkles out of her dress, she looked twice
her age. Lines creased her face and wisps of silver hair hung limply on her
thin neck.

Before letting her see him, William made an attempt to
adjust his thick glasses and emotions. Neither action was successful. The
ordeal that lay ahead was not a welcome one, yet he had expected it sooner or
later. His parents were growing old and, like it or not, it was his duty to
care for them.

When Martha looked up she smiled weakly and went to him with
open arms. "You look so tired and thin," she said, reaching to touch
his face.

"I worked yesterday and haven’t gotten much sleep,"
he explained, trying not to sound impatient. "How’s dad?"

Sudden hot tears sprang to her eyes for the first time since
they had taken Bill away. She turned her face from him.

"Mom?" William's voice held a note of
exasperation. If his father was dead, he wanted to know.

"He’s been hurt badly. He has a broken leg and he may
be…uh…he might be…." Martha fished a crinkled handkerchief out of her
pocket and blew her nose.

"What? Might be what?" William shook her gently.

"Paralyzed…."

"Might be?"

"It might be only temporary. They won’t know for a few
days," Martha sobbed, finding it almost impossible to talk. So far she had
held up, but now there was someone to lean on. She didn’t have to be strong as
long as William was home.

The same hands that shook Martha moments before now pulled
her to him and he was immediately sorry for his thoughts. She drove him crazy
sometimes, but at the moment she looked like a forlorn lost child. William held
her until she stopped crying, feeling the corner of her glasses push against
his chest.

Finally, very softly, he said, "Let’s go see Dad."

Entering the room, William’s reaction was almost identical
to Martha’s. His father had never been sick, not even with a cold, as far as he
could remember. The terror of trying to live up to his father’s expectations
had, at some point, turned to hatred, but now there was only pity. Seeing the
old man heavily sedated and bedfast reminded him that Bill was just sick, and
more vulnerable than William had ever seen him.

***
After Bill’s accident, questions about money and other
matters surfaced. Martha had no answers of her own and looked to William. "Medicare
won’t cover all of Dad’s expenses," he told her one evening after dinner. "Do
you have hospitalization?"

Martha shook her head. "I don’t know. You’ll have to
ask your father."

"I can’t."

"Why?"’

"He refuses to answer my questions. He thinks I'm just
being nosy." William didn’t try to hide his frustration.

"Well, I don’t know anything about it. Your father took
care of all that." Martha's tone was curt, and she busied herself with
clearing the table of food and dishes.

William shook his head as he watched her bustling back and
forth in her spacious kitchen. She was a plain woman and he had never known her
to wear makeup or have her hair done at a beauty shop. The flat, sensible shoes
that she always wore barely made a sound on the gleaming floor. As far as he
could tell, she was content to live like her mother. She had washed Bill’s
socks and cooked his meals for the last 40 years. He, in turn, had been in
charge of everything else, including their finances. Martha was more than
mentally equipped to handle these affairs, but over the years they had settled
into a comfortable pattern and liked things the way they were. He was in charge
of their stability and she could concentrate on growing her garden, cleaning
her house and caring for her family without the additional worries over money.

New linoleum was the only change that had been made in the
room since he was a kid. The kitchen was dominated by a huge, well-scrubbed oak
table that his father built before William was born. The few appliances,
including a stove and refrigerator, looked and performed show-room new, and the
faint smell of pine, clean and fresh, hovered in the air. He wondered how
anyone could be so content with so little. Didn’t she ever wish for more? A
trip? A remodel? A real washing machine at least, instead of that wringer
squatting in the laundry room?

"Dad’s always in charge, isn’t he?"

"As it should be," Martha said defiantly, running
scalding hot water into the sink, not turning to look at her son.

William folded his arms on the table in front of him and rested
his head on them. He felt like he had been here for a month and longed to go
home. His father was as demanding as ever, even from his hospital bed, and as
always made him feel like he was 10 years old.

He rose and began to pace the length of the kitchen, but
paused at the big oak gun cabinet in the corner. He felt his face burn with
embarrassment. On his twelfth birthday, Bill bought him a gun; he was going to
learn to hunt. The gun smelled of oil and explosions and it frightened William.
He was more afraid of disobeying his father, though, and went along quietly.
Even now, he remembered how heavy the weapon had felt in his skinny arms.

They were tramping through the woods, Bill giving a lecture
on safety, when a young buck with one-inch spike horns bounded out of the trees
right in front of them. It paused in its flight and huge brown eyes met
William’s terrified gaze.

"Now," Bill said, his voice trembling with
excitement. He touched William’s shoulder. "Take a good look at him
through your sights."

Trembling from head to foot, William followed instructions.

"Aim for the shoulder. Hold it steady, let out a breath
and squeeze the trigger," Bill continued, unaware of his son’s response.

Seconds ticked by.

"Do it, boy."

More seconds passed. Both William and the deer remained
motionless.

William dropped the gun. "I can’t. I’m sorry. I just
can’t," he’d whined, feeling like a small child. He'd wanted to obey, but
the animal was strong and beautiful and he just couldn't think of a reason to
destroy it.

At the sudden movement, the deer fled.

Bill turned on his son, bewildered.

William was shaking uncontrollably and sweat ran down his
face and into his eyes, blending with tears.

Bill’s anger knew no bounds as he shouted and cursed at his
son. One final, vicious statement burst from Bill and destroyed their already
deteriorating relationship beyond repair. "You’d better hurry back home,
little boy, and put your dress on."

"William, are you going to drive me to the hospital?"
Martha’s question brought him back to the present with a start.

"Mom, you know I can’t stay here much longer,"
William said as he pushed his heavy glasses back up on his nose with a thin
forefinger and then stretched lazily. He had learned to discard the unhappy
memories quickly.

"I know that," she answered, taking off her apron
and putting on her coat.

"When Dad gets out of the hospital, who’s going to
drive?"

Martha blinked at him through her wire rimmed glasses,
looking so much like an owl that William wanted to laugh. 

She hadn’t thought about Bill not being able to drive. He
could do anything, always had, but she realized her son was right. Life was
going to be more different than she imagined. "All we have is the truck
and…"

"And you’re going to learn to drive it," William
told her.

"But I can’t!"

"Oh, yes, you can. You’ve driven before and you’ll do
it again. Lessons start right now." Ignoring her bewildered expression,
William placed the keys in her hand and went outside. Even in his father’s
absence it wasn’t easy for him to take charge, but he knew it had to be done,
for his mother’s own good…and his own.

A week later, Martha was a different woman. Despite her lack
of concern and experience in dealing with financial matters, William soon had
her well informed. Forgotten skills were relearned quickly and Martha, with a
new glow of self-confidence, was dealing with the situation better than she or
anyone else expected. She even enjoyed driving her husband’s bright red pick-up
to and from the hospital.

In the end Bill’s paralysis was permanent. Confined to a
wheelchair for the rest of his life, he considered it a fate worse than death.
He came home with a volatile temper, a booming voice, and a determination to
kill every rodent he saw.










CHAPTER
2
Standing at the kitchen window, Martha dried her hands on a
striped dish towel. She wore a cotton dress that was printed with tiny,
colorful flowers and a crisp white apron. Lovingly she gazed at the land that
was growing greener and richer every day, aided by spring rain and sunshine.
She had come here a blushing bride so long ago, but the changing seasons never
ceased to amaze her. A sudden breeze billowed the brilliant white curtains,
bringing a contented smile to her face.

The sharp crack of a .22 caliber rifle shattered the morning
air like fragile glass. Startled, she dropped the dish towel. Her peaceful
thoughts came to an abrupt end with the firing of the gun, and she gritted her
teeth and winced.

The six months following Bill’s accident had taken their
toll, leaving a barely perceptible weariness in her expression. Friends and
neighbors saw her smile less and less these days. Walking slowly through the
cheerful yellow laundry room, which was really a large pantry just off the
kitchen, she came to the back door. Through the screen, on the opposite end of
the back porch, she could see Bill sitting in his wheelchair. The gun was lying
across his useless legs.

It was times like this that Bill almost forgot his
confinement. His piercing, steel blue eyes that would never need the aid of
glasses lit with a cold smile as he watched the small groundhog kick once and
then collapse in a crumpled heap beside a budding maple tree about 50 yards
away. He rarely missed his target. Sensing rather than hearing his wife at the
door, his smile disappeared and a stony, unreadable mask slid into place. 

It was almost like she was looking at a stranger.

She pushed open the screen door and moved out onto the
smooth wide-planked back porch that ran the length of the house. Bill had
wanted to paint the porch, but Martha liked the white wood. The scent of pine
was still discernible, too. It was one of the few arguments she had won.

Since the accident, Bill had made it a point to never look
directly at his wife and today was no exception. He lit a cigarette and studied
the surrounding woods carefully.

"It’s warm for this time of year," Martha said,
and sat down stiffly in an old cane bottom chair, a good distance from her
husband.

"Yes, it is," Bill answered, his tone polite. They
sounded like strangers on a bus.

Another warm breeze sprang up and caressed Martha’s
silver-streaked hair, which she wore in a loose bun high on her head.  Most
signs of winter were gone and the deep, green woods surrounding their house
loomed before her like a prison wall. A thick, heavy  silence settled over them
and she let her wrinkled, discolored hands smoothed her apron over her knees.
She hated the silence almost as much as she hated the courteous, superficial
conversations they shared.

"It won’t be long until corn can be planted," she
observed. "I heard a whippoorwill last night."  The words came out as
a croak, threatening to choke her. If they didn’t talk more, Martha was afraid
she might forget how.

Again, without a glance in her direction and using that
formal tone, Bill said, "Yes."

To Martha, it seemed as if he was growing colder and more
distant every day. Now, he brought his binoculars to his face and studied
something in the distance. These days, he did all of his hunting from this
porch.

Earlier that day, in the cool, misty dawn, Martha had
watched rabbits playing and a doe and her two fawns nibbling tender grass at
the end of the yard. She had been watching the animals for years, and her soft
reassuring voice and gifts of food eased their fears enough to bring them
closer to the house. Not much, of course, but at least they let her observe. No
one knew how much she missed gathering eggs from cackling hens and hearing milk
from the cows hissing noisily into a shiny aluminum pail. Even the hound she
raised from a pup was dead. Wild animals were all that remained on what had
once been a lively farm.

As she sat smoothing her unwrinkled apron, wondering what to
say next, two robins flew about, calling to one another from time to time and
gathering materials for the nest they were building in the sugar maple where
the groundhog had died. They were the only visible visitors to the area and
seemed in a hurry to get away.

"We could use some rain, too," Martha said
finally.

Bill nodded and shifted his position slightly to get a
better view of the small plot of ground that was Martha’s garden. From this end
of the porch, he had often tossed stones across the narrow, high banked creek
that separated the yard and garden to scare away rabbits. He no longer used a
stone and he was no longer interested in just scaring them.

A single cloud scuttled quickly across the crisp blue sky.

Unlike Martha and the animals, the plant life was oblivious
to any sense of danger. Clean, once-productive hay fields were filling quickly
with young trees and the seemingly indestructible multi-flora rose. When she
and Bill planted the trees and shrubs surrounding their house more than 30
years ago, they were to serve as a protective cocoon. Now, an army of thick
green leaves and undergrowth advanced closer every day, hiding them from the
outside world. With the onslaught of spring growth, Martha’s protection
smothered her. She longed for the black, barren trees of winter that at least
allowed her to see more of the sky.

She continued smoothing her apron over her lap, her
liver-spotted hands continuously fluttering. She was torn between needing
Bill’s attention and an unexplainable fear of him that caused her emotions to
flip-flop. He never looked at her and his big hands were either wrapped around
a gun or balled into tight, angry fists. If their eyes met, would she see her
love reflected there or something else - something that fed the uneasiness that
had been growing inside her since the accident?

Out of the corner of her eye, Martha studied her husband.
Even in the wheelchair he sat ramrod straight and held his shoulders square.
There was a little more silver in his auburn hair but nothing had dimmed the
blue of those eyes.  She called them 'gunslinger eyes' and they could still
make her heart leap into her throat.

He had worked hard and made a good life for them. How could
all their years together add up to this polite, guarded discussion about the
weather? That hunting accident had taken her Bill away and left this bitterly
angry stranger in his place, a stranger that destroyed animals senselessly.

That familiar, sharp crack so close to her ear jerked Martha
back to the present.

"Damn, I missed that one!" Bill snarled and spat
angrily into the tender spring grass growing at the edge of the porch.

Martha was glad and sent up a silent thank you. The animals
needed all the help they could get with him around.

The sudden, insistent shrilling of the telephone brought her
to her feet. Bill’s deliberately rude behavior had alienated all of the friends
and neighbors that had helped during his illness. Now, no one came to visit.
Rarely did the phone ring. Hurrying through the kitchen and into the living
room, she answered it breathlessly.

"Hey, it’s Milly. Got any mail going out?" Her
chewing gum popped loudly.

This was not an unusual phone call from their rural mail
carrier and Martha smiled at the sound of the woman’s raspy voice. "No,
none today."

"Well, there’s none for you, so I’ll just save myself
the trip."

Martha heard Bill fire the gun again. Her grip on the
telephone receiver tightened and she squeezed her eyes shut. "See you
tomorrow, then," she said when she regained her composure. Her voice
sounded more cheerful than she felt. At least when Milly brought mail, even
junk mail, she had some link with the outside world. Still, it was silly for
her to make the trip for nothing.

"Who was that?" Bill asked as Martha replaced the
receiver.

The tiny woman jumped and put a shaking hand to her heart.
He had wheeled into the living room to his place by the front window and she
hadn’t even heard him. "Milly. No mail today," Martha answered.

Had he been eavesdropping?

Bill switched on the television before she finished
speaking. He made no sign that he heard her and she watched him scowling darkly
at the screen, his huge hands rolled into angry fists.

Martha stared at his broad back and longed to put comforting
arms around him. With only a few adjustments to their home, the fiercely
independent man in a wheelchair bathed, shaved and dressed himself every
morning without wanting or needing help from anyone. She still needed him,
though. After a few minutes, her longing grew less intense and she relaxed.
Being pushed away from him was a painful experience that she had endured more
than once.

"Well," she said finally, "Paul will be here
soon. I’d better start lunch.

Bill didn't even acknowledge that his wife had spoken.










CHAPTER
3
Dr. Paul Newsome steered his battered yellow VW expertly
around potholes in the narrow gravel road that led to the Landry farm. He took
a deep breath of clean spring air, exhaled and began whistling a tuneless song.
For the first time in many years, he was content with his life.

Every Wednesday afternoon, while other doctors from the
hospital in Roanoke played golf, Paul visited Bill and Martha Landry. When Bill
was discharged from the hospital, he refused to come back in for checkups or
therapy. It seemed only natural for Dr. Newsome to make an exception in this
case and make house calls on his stubborn patient. As Paul’s fondness for the
elderly couple grew, his professional visits soon turned into a weekly luncheon
date. The formalities were gone. He referred to them as Bill and Martha and
they, in turn, called him Paul. After sharing a late lunch, they would usually
sit on the porch or by the fireplace, depending on the weather, and talk. Paul,
a gun collector and hunting enthusiast, shared his interest with Bill and that
was almost always the main topic of conversation. They rarely discussed Bill’s
condition, yet Paul found out what he needed to know.

He knew why he was growing so close the elderly couple. His
own parents had brought him into the world, given him an excellent
education…and little else. Martha was gentle, warm and loving - so very unlike
his own mother, who lived in California in a huge house with servants. Bill was
strong in body and spirit. Just the opposite of his own father. Bill and Martha
Landry, Paul decided, would make perfect foster parents. He could almost
picture himself calling them "Mom and Dad".

When he rounded the bend in the road, he caught a glimpse of
the Landry’s neat white farmhouse. It was nestled into a hollow, almost
entirely blocked from view by tall pines, sugar maples and sycamores, their
leafy branches stretching greedily toward the sun. His whistling turned into a
happy grin.

A few minutes later, he turned into the wide, gravel
driveway that curved toward the back of the house. A neat border of newly
budding peonies and rhododendrons edged the drive, and from here it could be
seen that the house was not alone. The lot contained several outbuildings, all
whitewashed and in excellent repair despite their evident age. Once in a while,
Paul went for solitary walks into the woods that surrounded their home. He was
able to gather his thoughts and find a little peace there.

Unfolding his long, lanky frame and climbing out of the car,
he crossed a narrow foot bridge that led directly into the back yard. Bill was
in his usual spot on the end of the back porch, binoculars around his neck and
his .22 within easy reach. Martha was inside, probably preparing lunch. The
young doctor smiled happily. He was home.

Martha came out onto the porch carrying a tray that held a
pitcher and two frosty glasses. "I made lemonade," she said brightly.

Paul grinned, and bent to kiss her cheek. "Great!
Lemonade is my favorite."

"Lunch will be ready soon," Martha said, blushing
at his kiss.

Even though this wasn’t necessarily a "professional"
visit, Paul’s trained eyes noted a slight change in Martha’s appearance. She
looked pale and a little thinner, even though her eyes still glowed with warmth
when she looked at him. Her crisp cotton housedress made him think of
buttercups as he watched her return to her kitchen. He thought that she needed
grandchildren, lots of them, to cuddle and spoil.

Contrary to Martha’s slight change in appearance, Bill
seemed, if anything, to be gaining more strength and looking healthier every
week. For a man in his sixties, he had made a remarkable recovery from the
accident. On his last examination, all of Bill’s vital signs were normal and he
was strong with a good healthy color, alert, and interested in his
surroundings. With a man of Bill’s character, this was not surprising. During
his hospitalization, he had never once mentioned pain or fatigue, although
there must have been plenty. Admitting to either of these might be misconstrued
as weak and unmanly; Bill was certainly neither of these, and Paul felt fierce
admiration for the man.

"How’s the hunting?" Paul asked as he sank lazily
into a nearby chair and poured himself a glass of lemonade. He stretched his
long legs out in front of him and relaxed with a sigh.

"Not bad," Bill answered with a rare smile that
showed teeth too straight and even to be his own. "The more of those
groundhogs I get rid of, the better."

That was Bill; go get ‘em! Just like Marshall Dillon, with
guns blazing, he was after the ornery critters that put him in the wheelchair. "They
can do a lot of damage to your land," Paul said as he watched a bumble bee
working on clover nearby.

"That’s not all they can damage," Bill grunted,
indicating his legs.

"Lunch is ready," Martha called from the open
door.

Delicious aromas tugged at Paul’s appetite, bringing him
quickly to his feet. The house was filled with old but comfortable furniture
and, like the outside, kept neat and tidy. The linoleum floors glistened and a
fresh pine scent was always present.

On Wednesdays, Martha made lunch their biggest meal of the
day, and today she had outdone herself. There was a juicy roast smothered with
potatoes, baby carrots and onions and thickly sliced homemade bread hot from
the oven. Martha’s prize winning apple pie topped with creamy ice cream
completed the meal.

"That was delicious!" Paul exclaimed, patting his
flat stomach when he finished the last of his pie. "Probably the best meal
I’ve ever had."

"You say that every week!" Martha felt herself
grow warm with pleasure at his compliment. Bill rarely noticed what he ate and
never complimented her. "I’m glad you enjoyed it."

Paul tipped his chair back on two legs, stretched his long,
lean frame and yawned. "And now, with your permission, sir, I would like
to go for a long walk."

Bill pushed his plate away and took a sip of his coffee. "Be
my guest. I’d go with you but…"

Paul grinned. It was good to hear Bill joking about his
legs. He was well on his way to almost a full recovery, mentally as well as
physically, except for the use of his legs.

Martha was disappointed when Paul stood up to go. She
thought about bribing him to stay with more pie.

"You just watch out. Someone might mistake you for a
deer or a squirrel. Accidents do happen, son. Even when you’re careful."
Bill warned, but his smile softened the stern sound of his voice.

Paul frowned slightly and then remembered something he had
been meaning to ask. "You know, Bill, you never told us exactly what
happened."

"What happened?"

"You know, the accident. We only guessed at the
circumstances." Paul crossed his arms and leaned casually against the door
frame. Sunshine filtered through the sheer curtains, giving him a golden halo.

Martha, jolted by Paul’s question, busied herself clearing
the table, not daring to look at anyone. She expected Bill to explode into a
white-hot rage as he had when she asked about the accident. If that happened,
Paul would never come out here again.

Instead, Bill took a deep breath, leaned back in his chair
and focused his gaze on a distant object. "It was one of the damnedest
things that ever happened to me."

Anticipating a long story, Paul returned to the table and
held his cup as Martha poured more coffee.

"I was in one of the upper pastures checking on a
storage barn when I spotted a young buck. You know the kind - fast, perfect
condition and full of himself." Bill flicked an amused glance and Paul
hooked his thumbs across his massive chest and nodded. He knew the kind of
animal Bill was describing; an animal in its prime, the perfect trophy.

"He would get just out of range and then turn and look
to make sure I was with him. I swear, he was daring me to come after him."
Bill paused to light a cigarette. "I fired once or twice and missed, so I
followed him into the woods. That’s when it happened."

Martha and Paul waited patiently. The only sound was the
solitary ticking of an antique grandfather clock in the hall.

Taking a deep drag and blowing out smoke, Bill continued. "Those
damn groundhogs must have a series of tunnels all over that hillside. I was
unlucky enough to step into one of the entrance holes to their burrow."

"But according to the EMT on duty, you were found at
the bottom of the hill," Paul interrupted.

Bill nodded. "I was running. I really don't remember,
but I guess I must have been going too fast to stop. When I stepped in that
hole, my weight must have pulled me out and I kept going. I remember rolling
over and over and when I finally stopped, I couldn’t move."

"I imagine that suddenly not being able to move your
legs is a frightening experience," Paul said softly, shaking his head.

"It sure as hell was. And I’d lost my gun. When I think
about what could have happened out there in the woods with no protection and
not being able to move, I want to kill every groundhog I see."

Bill’s voice had suddenly grown so angry that both Paul and
Martha looked up, startled. His mouth was a hard white line and his eyes were
glassy.

"Well I, for one, intend to be very careful," Paul
said as he rose and went outside.

The heat generated by the sun was more like mid-summer than
early spring and felt good on his head and back after being in the cool
interior of the house. Within minutes he was completely out of sight. Peaceful
solitude surrounded him.

"Were you trying to scare him?" Martha asked
timidly when she was sure Paul could not hear her.

"Why would I do a thing like that?" Bill was
heading out the door to resume his constant vigil on the driveway and garden.

"Were you?"

His wheelchair stopped at the door and the silence was so
long that she was afraid she had pushed him too far and made him angry - again.

Without turning to look at her, he answered, his voice full
of knives and ice. "Accidents do happen, Martha.  We both know that."

Martha studied the toe of her shoe in silence as Bill left
the room, letting the screen door bang shut behind him. He could and would talk
to Paul about everything, but if she tried to discuss anything but the weather,
she ended up making him angry and feeling guilty and ashamed.

After a brisk walk to help digest his lunch, Paul came to a
clearing in a grove of trees beside a small pond. It was shady and he welcomed
the coolness. He relaxed his lean body on a carpet of soft pine needles with
his hands clasped behind his head. A bee buzzed nearby and a bird chirped
somewhere overhead. The earth smelled good, rich and fertile. This was his
favorite place on the Landry property, maybe even in the whole world.

With everyone else worlds away, the young doctor closed his
eyes and let his thoughts wander aimlessly. He was not surprised when Kate
Alberton danced brightly through them like a prim ballerina on tiptoe.
Copper-red hair, green eyes and freckles came to mind every time her name was
mentioned. Slim but well-built, she had a pert nose and small heart-shaped face
that made her look half her age. Hearing her happy laughter made him glad to be
alive. Best of all, she loved him.

After the wreck of Paul’s first marriage, he swore off
women. He distrusted them and vowed he would never open himself up to be hurt
again. Katie was changing his views quickly, though. She was a gifted
psychologist who worked with abused children and their families. They met at
the hospital where they were involved in the same child-abuse case and quickly
became fast friends. After only one or two casual dates, Paul knew that a
miracle was happening. He was falling head over heels in love. A contented
smile crossed his face when he thought about making love to her. Someday soon,
he was going to bring her out here. He had an important question to ask her and
this was the perfect spot. He closed his eyes and smiled.

The next thing he knew, the digital watch on his arm told
Paul that he had been asleep for an hour. Leaping to his feet, he brushed twigs
and loose dirt from his jeans as he hurried back down the path. He hadn’t
intended to go to sleep at all and still had to examine Bill.

He stopped by his car and grabbed his medical bag before
going back to the house.

"What’s that for?" Bill asked, indicating the
black bag Paul was carrying.

"Time for your 5000 mile checkup," Paul said
lightly.

The examination was carried out in the bedroom with Paul
poking and prodding and asking a great many questions. Bill was not happy about
being examined; he never was. Telling the doctor to take his cold instruments,
get back to his hospital where he belonged and stay there would have given him
great pleasure. With effort, he kept his anger under control.

"Your recovery is amazing," Paul said as he
finished. "It must be the fresh air."

Bill buttoned his shirt and shrugged. "Clean living."

After Paul left, the house felt cold and empty to Martha.
She needlessly straightened cushions on the sofa and rugs on the floor, made a
fresh pot of coffee and finally, as a last resort, joined Bill on the porch.
Even the silence between them was better than being alone in the house.

Bill made no attempt at conversation. He sat, brooding and
clutching his gun tightly, and watched for some tell-tale movement in the
shrubbery bordering the driveway. Suddenly, with one swift, easy movement, he
jerked the rifle into firing position, the iron sights automatically lining up
as the stock touched his cheek.

Martha folded her hands in her lap, squeezed her eyes shut
and held her breath. A cool evening breeze blew across the porch, making her
shiver. The sharp crack of the gun echoed off the surrounding hillside.

"Finally," Bill chuckled softly to himself. "I’ve
been after that big bastard all week."

Too bad, little groundhog, Martha thought.

"What did you say?" Bill asked, the pleasure
already gone from his face.

"Nothing," Martha answered quickly. Had she spoken
her thoughts aloud? She didn’t think so.

Bill cocked his head, looking like a big moose, listening.

"What did you hear?" Martha asked quietly.

After a few minutes Bill shrugged his broad shoulders as if
it were unimportant. "Never mind." Martha saw the dark look come over
his face. It was clear that he had been listening for and heard something. But
what? She was too afraid to ask. A mixture of worry and fear engulfed her, two
emotions with which she was becoming more familiar every day. With trembling hands,
she smoothed her apron and said, "It’ll be dark soon. Why don’t we go
inside?"

Bill made no reply.

"It’s chilly. At least let me at least get you as
sweater," Martha said, rising.

His voice steady and low, he said, "If I want a
sweater, I’ll get it. Now go inside and leave me alone."










CHAPTER
4
Unlike her plentiful vegetable garden, Martha kept her
flowerbeds small and easy to manage. Caring for the beautiful flowers was more
than a hobby. The roses, azaleas and geraniums were substitutes for her distant
grandchildren, and she spent pleasurable hours poring over catalogs and
learning the names and needs of each special flower. Her garden included Blue
Girls with four inch double flowers, the dazzling red Mon Cheri and delicate
pink Royal Highness, both boasting five-inch blooms. Her favorite was the
unusual Caribia with dashing red markings on yellow petals. Diligent study had
taught Martha about the particular soil requirements needed for healthy plants.
All of her plants were tall and bushy and had deep green foliage. If she was so
inclined, she could have won blue ribbons at any flower show with her
wonderfully fragrant and showy plants.

Grateful for the morning sun that warmed her arms and back,
she stooped over these plants, digging out the last of the winter coverage. By
Memorial Day they would be in full bloom, fragrant and beautiful.

"Martha," Bill said softly from the porch. He'd
been sitting there, brooding and watching her, all morning.

Surprised at his tone of voice, Martha looked up to see him
leering at her. Her heart began to pound.

"Come here," he said.

With both hands on the ground, Martha pushed herself to her
feet and slowly went to him.

"You know, it’s been a long time since I felt like your
man," he said in a husky voice.

"Y…y…you’ve been s…sick," she stammered, not
really knowing what to say, almost afraid to look at him.

"Well, let’s go inside and see how sick I am."

Martha wanted to protest, wanted to run away from him. But
this was her husband. At least he was paying attention to her.

In the kitchen he turned and ordered Martha to her knees in
front of him. 

"Come on, baby. You know what I want," he said,
unzipping his trousers with shaking fingers.

She knew what he wanted and the thought of it revolted her. "Bill,
I can’t…"

"Do it!"

Thirty minutes later, a red-faced Martha was pushed away.
She had done everything he requested, but it was useless. He was impotent, and
there was nothing either of them could do about it. Still, there was that
ridiculous guilt that hung over her like a cloud as she hurried back outside
and rushed to the peace of her roses.

Bill followed a few minutes later. "I think we should
expand our garden space this year," he said, his voice hard and cold
again.

Martha glanced up at him, not surprised to see the angry
scowl on his face. When he made no further comment, she stood up and stretched.
Too embarrassed to face him, she studied the plot of ground that had fed them
for so many years. The rich earth stood ready. It had been plowed and disked
and straight rows had been neatly arranged by Michael Adkins.

Bill and Michael had known each other since childhood, and
their friendship had only grown deeper and stronger over the years. It was the
country way. They shared equipment, farming know-how and a sympathetic ear when
needed. More than once they celebrated the birth of a calf or the sale of a
steer with bottles of scotch.

Michael had always been a welcome visitor at their home. His
naturally easy-going, sunny disposition brought a smile to everyone he knew
and, unknown to Martha, a glow to her face. Since Bill’s accident, Michael was
the only one in their circle of friends that came near them and he came only
when requested.

"I’ll have Michael come tomorrow and plow up that piece
of ground on the other side of the house." Bill’s voice contained a note
of finality.

Martha could remember happier times, a hundred years ago,
when Michael and Bill laughed and talked for hours over coffee and cake. On the
few occasions since Bill’s accident that Michael came to help, he looked grim
and worked fast, eager to get away. She missed his hearty laughter and quick
wit. When he came now, he was as much as stranger as Bill had become and Martha
would rather not see him at all than see him this way. 

"I don’t think we need even a small garden this year,
much less two separate ones," she stated. "We can’t use that much
food and William certainly doesn’t need or want it."  Martha continued.
Her guilt and embarrassment over not pleasing him earlier was subsiding.

"I think you’d better plan for another garden anyway,"
Bill said, as though the decision had already been made. No further discussion
would be tolerated.

Martha rarely questioned Bill’s judgment and she hated
arguments, but this time she knew he was wrong. "Bill, there’s no use. The
groundhogs and rabbits eat most of it."

The old man in the wheelchair made no response. A muscle
twitched in his taut jaw and his hands tensed on the gun. Martha returned to
her roses. The only logical reason for an additional garden would be to lure
the animals in closer. She tried not to think about the destruction that lay
ahead. He would be able to guard the other garden from the opposite end of the
front porch. The animals would not be safe anywhere.

The next morning, Michael came. Standing at the kitchen
window, she watched his progress. The plows sank deep into the rich earth,
turning it over, combing it with giant fingers. A flock of sparrows flew down
to gobble up the unearthed worms and bugs. She remembered helping Michael tend
a sick cow many years earlier. His kind voice and gentle but strong hands,
exactly the opposite of Bill, had surprised and endeared him to her. 

Michael stopped the tractor for a moment and mopped sweat
from his glistening face and neck with a red bandana. He pulled off his wet
shirt, revealing a chest, back, and arms covered with hair. Looking like a
bear, he drank water greedily from a plastic cup. Martha suddenly realized just
how warm it had become. Walking through the living room, she stepped out onto
the front porch and called to him. "Come in and I’ll make lemonade."

Without a glance in her direction, the diesel engine rumbled
into life and Michael Adkins went back to work.

The garden plot was close to the house and without the
tractor running she knew he had heard her. Self-pity and embarrassment at his
reaction washed over her. She hurried back inside to the safety of her kitchen.

Later, Bill wheeled through the kitchen and took his place
directly in front of the large living room window that would allow him to watch
Michael work. As he began cleaning his gun, he wondered about Michael and
Martha. Feeling dazed, he paused in his task and aimed the slim rifle directly
at the unsuspecting man on the tractor. What would happen if he were to
accidentally pull the trigger? Just a quarter of an inch. Just three pounds of
pressure and…

"Bill!" Martha squealed in surprise. "What
are you doing?"

Lowering the gun quickly, Bill wiped the oily barrel with a
soft white cloth. "I’m cleaning my gun," he answered calmly. He hadn't
heard her come into the room and wondered how long she had been there.

Martha could smell oil and cleaning fluid. She watched him
suspiciously for a few moments as he worked. This solitude was really getting
to her. Now she was imagining things. Why would Bill want to shoot Michael? He
was interested in killing animals, not people.

"I plowed our garden last year," Bill’s voice,
unusually soft, crashed through her confused thoughts like a shotgun blast.

Surprised at this statement, she said, "I know." No
other words came to her.

"Maybe you could get Michael to do some other things
for you." His voice was still soft, almost teasing.

"Like what?"  Martha couldn’t think of other
chores that needed to be done and it was better for all of them if Michael stayed
away.

Without taking his eyes off the man and the tractor, Bill
said, "After yesterday, I thought you’d probably like to replace me with a
new stud."  Then he burst into an evil, nasty laughter that sounded harsh
in the quiet room.

Martha glared at his back. She wanted to jerk him around and
slap his face. Instead, she ran from the room, Bill’s laughter still echoing
through the house.

Well into the afternoon Martha lay across her small bed. The
pink roses on the wallpaper, which were normally calming, swayed dizzily and
made her head hurt. Again and again she pictured Bill at the window, aiming his
gun at Michael on the tractor. Had it been real or had she imagined it? And why
had he made that nasty remark? With her thoughts in turmoil, she finally gave
up. The best thing she could do would be to keep Michael, and anyone else that
might arouse Bill’s animosity, away. She sighed and went to make supper.

Later, while she was doing the dishes, the phone rang.
Surprisingly, it was Will, and his call cheered her immensely. As soon as they
hung up, she went to the back porch where Bill was watching for something to
shoot. His disgusting behavior earlier in the day was not forgotten, but Martha
was excited.

"That was William on the phone," Martha announced,
coming out onto the back porch. "He’s coming to see us on Father’s Day."

Bill made no reply. He was interested in something
slithering through the bushes near the end of the driveway.

"So?" Bill grunted.

At least he was listening.

She simply stood there, until finally he said, "I’m
surprised that Mr. Big Important Businessman has time for his country bumpkin
parents,"

Martha’s shoulder sagged visibly, even though she had
expected his reaction. Somewhere in her mind she had hoped that Bill’s
paralysis might somehow bring father and son closer together. She suddenly felt
very tired. Would it ever end? Would he ever forgive William for not conforming
to his standards?

"Is he bringing those screaming brats with him?"
Bill asked after a few moments.

"If you’re talking about your grandchildren, no. He’s
on a business trip and they won’t be with him," Martha said sharply.

Part of her anger was directed at William, too. She knew
that this visit from him was just to ease his own conscience; just a detour on
his way back to Cleveland. The tense situation between the two men was not all
Bill’s fault. William could try to be a little more understanding. When had all
her dreams of a loving family fallen apart?

The gun cracked loudly.

Standing on the porch with a warm, summer-like breeze
fluttering her dress, she saw Bill grin happily after taking down another
groundhog. Not for the first time, she wondered if this was the beginning of
the end for Bill, an end that was growing closer every day.










CHAPTER
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Martha washed and dried her hands, rinsing away the garden
dirt, then went through the house to the front porch to admire her work. Even
though this second garden had been forced upon her, she took great pride in it.
Most of the planting was complete. The rows were neat and straight, and weeds
were almost nonexistent. Young, healthy cabbage and green pepper plants were
flanked by rows of tender peas, which were beginning to bloom. Rapidly
sprouting beans and corn made up the rest.

Bill fired the gun.

The sound rocketed through Martha’s brain, shredding the
peaceful afternoon. She closed her eyes and pressed the back of her hand to her
mouth. Lately, every time she heard that gun she wanted to scream.

Restless, she went back inside. Spring cleaning was an
impossible habit to break. Every year she told herself that the heavy duty
cleaning was unnecessary and every year she spent a week cleaning a house that
wasn’t dirty. This year was no exception. Crisp, clean curtains hung at
shining, mirror-like windows and the faint, pleasant scent of pine and lemon
only added to the fresh atmosphere.

Wandering aimlessly from one scrubbed, polished room to
another, she tried to ignore the gun, which had barked twice more now. With the
days growing longer and warmer, what could she do now to keep busy? The garden
would need little or no care for a while. The house was spotless and would stay
that way and there wasn’t much more she could do to her roses. She found
herself standing just inside the back door.

Bill sat patiently on the porch, his rifle poised for
battle. Unlike Martha, he had plenty of activities to keep him busy. Besides
cleaning his guns every day, he was their self-appointed exterminator. He
patrolled from the back porch in the afternoons, taking animals from the
driveway and surrounding areas.  His mornings were spent on the front porch
with its clear view of the road and additional garden plot. He shot squirrels,
rabbits, groundhogs and sometimes even birds. It was not unusual for him to
fire his gun a dozen times a day. And he rarely, if ever, missed. His face no
longer broke into that cold, evil smile after he killed an animal, though. It
had been replaced with a soft, satisfied chuckle; almost as though
congratulating himself. The sound of it chilled Martha to the bone. 

In one fluid, practiced movement, Bill butted the gun to his
shoulder, aimed and fired.

Through the screen door, Martha heard his soft chuckle. The
young, long eared rabbit died between two cabbage plants with a tiny hole in
its head.  Limp forelegs crossed its chest as if to ward off the oncoming
missile and its open eyes stared sightlessly at the blue sky. Stomach leaping,
she looked away.

Bill’s soft, satisfied chuckle ended in a dark, angry scowl,
which Martha recognized immediately. She knew that he was listening for
something, he did that a lot these days, but she could not imagine what he
heard. Holding her breath, she listened, too, but noted only a warm summer
breeze rustling through leaves on the trees. Where were the purple martins that
visited the feeders and chirped noisily?

Martha mentally listed other subtle changes in his behavior
over the past few weeks. He smoked almost constantly, he seemed to withdraw
into himself more every day and he slept less and less. Several times during
the night she would awaken and see him propped up on pillows on his bed,
cigarette glowing in the dark. Despite these changes and in spite of the
wheelchair, he looked stronger and healthier than ever.

She knew that her husband was clever enough to hide any
symptoms he wished to remain unnoticed, especially from Paul. Only someone that
lived with him every day could see his gradual downfall.

Summoning her courage, she joined her husband on the porch.

"Did you say something when you were standing in the
doorway spying on me?" he asked gruffly. He had raised the binoculars to
his eyes, all signs of intent listening gone.

"No." Martha wasn't really surprised that he knew
she was there. "Why?"

"No reason," Bill murmured and retreated into his
own thoughts.

Despair washed over Martha. She was sure Bill was losing his
mind and knew that very soon she was going to have to have a talk with Paul.
Getting the doctor alone to talk to him in private would be a difficult task,
and she might have to resort to making an appointment to see him in his office.
Either way, Bill must never suspect she was talking to anyone about his
behavior. She didn’t like to think about what his reaction would be.

A few days later, Martha woke up to find the sun barely
streaking the sky with pink and gold, and a few birds could be heard chirping
their morning song. Her bedside clock showed 6 a.m. She sat up, stretched her
arthritic limbs and then noticed that Bill’s bed was empty. At the same moment,
she heard whistling in the kitchen and the smell of perking coffee teased her
nose. She stretched her sore joints again lazily and for a minute it seemed
like time had flown backwards. Back to when Bill was a complete man in body and
mind. How she longed for it to be true.

Slipping on her comfortable quilted robe, she padded
barefoot down the hall. She found him at the kitchen table working on a large
piece of poster paper with red and black markers. There was no indication that
he noticed her arrival so she poured a cup of coffee for herself. Curious, she
stepped closer and peered over his shoulder. He was adding the final touches to
what looked like an enlarged calendar for June and July.

"What are you doing?" she asked, half smiling but
almost afraid of his answer.

"Making a chart," he answered, without pausing in
his work or looking up.

"What on earth for?" Martha asked and sat down
across from him.

"I’m calling it my extermination chart."

Martha’s half-smile faded. Her heart began to hammer and her
stomach turned somersaults. She could see that pictures of animals, birds,
deer, and rabbits had been cut from a magazine, posted at various points on the
chart and marked with a deep red X. Little, red ovals simulated drops of blood.
She quickly looked away and traced a scar on the wooden table with her index
finger.

"Whenever I exterminate a critter, we’ll mark it on the
chart. It’s good to keep track of these things." Bill held the chart at
arm’s length to admire his work. "Come and take a look."

The last thing Martha wanted to do was look. She wanted to
get away from Bill and his chart as fast as she could but he had not made a
request; it was a command. On shaking legs she came around the table and looked
at his creation. Each day of the month was placed in a fairly large box. The
lines were straight and the numbers had been printed perfectly. It looked
precise and intense.

"What do you think?" he asked.

"You’ve spent a lot of time on that," Martha
answered, trying to conceal the disgust that had crept into her voice.

"I got the idea for it a few days ago. I couldn’t
sleep, so I got up early and started on it. Now, get me a hammer. I’ll hang it
right here by the back door."

Martha did as she was told, then watched in stunned silence
as he nailed the large chart to the wall.

"There’s plenty of room to keep track of all the pests
that I get rid of. It’s hard to tell what I’ll get a shot at."

"But why…"

"Why keep track?" Bill cut in. "When that
pansy son of yours comes back here, I’ll show him what a real hunter can do.
Even in a wheelchair, I’m more of a man than he will ever be."

Martha shook her head. "No, I mean why kill them?"
Her voice sounded faint and weak as she asked the useless question.

"They’re pests – especially the groundhogs. They leave
deep holes in the ground, damaging my land. Woman, I’m in this chair because of
those damned groundhogs. Besides that, they’re eating up your garden. It’s my
duty to protect us and our property. I’d think you would be happy about that."
Lecture finished, Bill moved back from the wall, still admiring his chart. 

Martha could stand no more. She turned and fled to the
bedroom, coffee forgotten, and stayed there until she heard him leave the
kitchen. Of course the animals were eating the garden - that was the only
reason it had been planted. Every time Martha passed the chart on the wall, she
could feel its presence, like a living entity, mocking her. Soon it would be
filled with marks representing dead animals.

***
"I want you to go to Roanoke today," Bill told
Martha at breakfast the next morning. Every time he looked at the chart on the
wall, he smiled proudly.

A little time away from Bill, his chart and his bizarre
behavior was a welcome thought. She wished that she could take her time, window
shop, look at the new rose bushes at the nursery, and leaf through some
magazines at the library. Unfortunately, her weekly shopping trip was the only
time she left Bill alone, and it made her nervous to do so. Usually, she
hurried with her shopping and returned home as soon as possible.

"I don’t usually go until Thursday," she said,
wondering what he needed that couldn’t wait until then.

"So, you’ll go today instead," he snapped
impatiently, as if talking to a child. Martha returned to her breakfast, not
even tasting what she ate. "I want you to go Hunter’s Gun Store and get me
3 boxes of Number 4, 12-gauge shotgun shells." He said, pushing away from
the table.

"Why?"

He retrieved his gun cleaning kit and the double-barreled,
12-gauge shotgun from the gun cabinet in the hall before answering. "Do I
ask you why you buy eggs and milk?"

Martha shook her head, trying not to look at him and this
big gun that he was carefully taking apart.

"Then don’t ask stupid questions."

"I’d better write down what you want," Martha
said, rising from the table.

"You don’t have to write it down.  I’m calling Frank at
the gun store as soon as it opens and I’ll tell him what I want." His tone
was still impatient, but he was caressing the gun gently with a soft, white
cloth.

Martha kept her eyes on her plate until Bill finished his
labor of love and went outside. After writing a hurried shopping list, she
dressed and left for town.

Martha had never actually been inside the gun store before.
As she pushed open the heavy door, a little bell tinkled to announce her
arrival. The walls of the store were lined with more guns than she had ever
seen in her life, and the rows of shelves in the center of the small, dingy
room contained necessary accessories. The smell of oil and some other scent
that Martha remembered but could not place permeated the atmosphere. There were
only a few customers, all of them men, and she could tell by the abrupt halt in
conversation and badly concealed smiles that she had interrupted them. She knew
most of the customers but not one of them made a friendly gesture.

The short, bald man, a few years younger than Bill smiled
tentatively at her and said, "Can I help you?"

Martha knew her face was red, she could feel her ears
burning. She took a deep breath and in a shaking voice said, "I came to
pick up Mr. Landry’s order for…uh…bullets…or shells."

He reached under the counter, took out a package and handed
it to her.

"How much do I owe?" Martha’s throat was so dry
she could barely speak.

Frank quoted a price and she wrote the check. Then she
hurried out of the store, glad to have that chore completed. As she drove
toward home she found herself becoming more and more apprehensive. Home had
become a prison, a place she wanted to escape from but yet a place she was
eager to return to. She never dreamed her feelings could be so confused.

Smiling at how pretty her roses looked in the sunshine,
Martha parked the truck in the driveway and gathered her purse and the few odd
and end purchases from the seat beside her. She would come back for the
groceries. The shells were heavy.

Bill was on the back porch, rubbing the smooth barrels of
the shotgun with a soft cloth. His .22 was resting nearby, within easy reach.
As Martha passed, she handed him the heavy red and white boxes of shells.
Without a word, he broke open the breech and dropped a shell into each of the
chambers. Snapping the gun closed, he pushed the safety off. All of this was
done swiftly, expertly, born from years of practice.

In the house, she hung the truck keys on a nail by the back
door with the other household and equipment keys. She made it a point to always
hang the keys there because she was terrified of losing them. Bill would be
furious if that happened. Then she carried the groceries into the house, one
bag at a time, feeling more exhausted with each trip.

Just as she finished, Bill stopped her. "Watch this,"
he said. He shouldered the gun and fired both barrels in quick succession.

The roar of the gun almost knocked Martha off her feet. An
ounce of lead shot spun the groundhog backward and, instead of leaving one
pea-sized hole, this ammunition left several tiny holes, more blood, and no
doubt about the animal’s recovery.

Within seconds, he reloaded, took aim and fired again.

Martha hurried back into the kitchen to put away the
groceries. But not before she heard the soft, satisfied chuckle as the sound of
the gun died away. The deafening BOOM of the shotgun would soon become a
familiar sound, she was sure of that.

"Martha, mark that one on the chart."

Disgusted, Martha found that her mark was not the first to
mar the whiteness of today's box. Bill had already claimed two kills.

 










CHAPTER
6
Martha tried not to appear anxious on Father’s Day, but a
storm was brewing. Thick, black clouds gathered in the sky like an angry mob
and the humidity rose, making the air heavy. Even after her morning shower, she
still felt sticky and hot. Dressed in bright yellow gingham, she lingered
nervously near the living room window; the only window that afforded a view of
the road.

The dinner she prepared wasn’t elaborate, but it was one of
her son’s favorites. Chicken fried steak, tender peas and carrots, potato salad
and homemade rolls. A luscious chocolate cake covered with a glass dome would
top off the meal. He was later than anticipated, so Martha paced the floor and
waited.

Bill was furious when she insisted that they wait until
William arrived before eating. As far as he was concerned, the whole visit was
a joke. He didn’t give a damn whether William showed up or not but he loved
watching Martha pace. It served her right for turning his son into a wimp.

It was late afternoon by the time William arrived, wearing a
well-made suit that made him look like a successful banker. His face had a
soft, almost feminine shape but behind the thick glasses, the blue eyes were
his father’s. His wavy, almost curly auburn hair took Martha back many years to
when Bill was a young man.

Watching him stride toward the house, Martha wanted to rush
outside to meet him. Instead, she smoothed her apron and watched as he stepped
onto the back porch. She swung open the screen door and greeted him with open
arms.

William felt himself being drawn reluctantly into her
embrace. "Mom, I’ve missed you." She smelled of vanilla or some other
spice and her hair felt silky against his cheek. He thought she had aged
drastically in the last few months.

Tears kept Martha from answering but she nodded vigorously.

The young man allowed her to hold him for a while, trying
not to be impatient and telling himself that it would be over soon.

Finally, Martha stepped back but did not release her son. "I’d
almost given up on you. Dinner has been warmed over twice."

"Sorry, I - " William began.

"It’s about time you got here," Bill interrupted
and wheeled himself to the place he had occupied at the head of the table for
40 years. "Now maybe we can get something to eat."

William smiled weakly. His easy-going personality and gentle
disposition had won him many friends and served him well in business, but he
would never have the respect of his father. Years ago he had given up trying to
please this strong, independent man. "Hi, Dad. Happy Father’s Day."

Bill filled his plate and began to eat without replying. It
was clear that his only interest was dinner.

Martha caught a wink and an indifferent shrug from her son,
letting her know that he understood, and then they joined Bill at the table, a
family again.

"This is really great, mom," William said, more to
break the lingering silence than anything else. It was almost as if his parents
had forgotten how to talk.

"It would have tasted better two hours ago," Bill
grumbled.

"I said I was sorry," William put in quickly,
hating that the words came out as a whine.

The remainder of the meal was punctuated only by the ticking
grandfather clock and the scraping of silverware against the dishes. It seemed
like hours before anyone spoke again and, surprisingly, it was Bill.

"I have something I want to show you," Bill said,
his tone deceptively friendly.

"Sure, Dad, what is it?"

Bill wheeled around the table with ease to the back door
which, when open, partially hid his chart. He closed the door carefully as if
unveiling a masterpiece.

William shot a questioning look at his mother and then
sauntered over to his dad.

"What do you think?" Bill asked.

"I’m not sure what it is," William replied
truthfully.

"Damn!" Bill exploded, causing both mother and son
to jump. "It’s my extermination chart."

As he began to explain the chart and its usefulness to his son,
his voice changed. He began to talk slowly, as though William were an imbecilic
child.

Martha watched from her place at the table. Her prayers that
William would not have to see the ugly red and black slashes on the chart had
not been answered.

William knew better than to discuss the worthlessness of
such a project with his father so he said little, nodding as though he
understood. He did not understand; nor would he ever see the insane need to
destroy wildlife.

"So, I’ve got a good record of my kills for this month.
Pretty good work for a man in a wheelchair, I’d say," Bill concluded, his
voice full of pride.

William stopped nodding, not really knowing what was
expected of him.

"Can you do as well?"

"No, Dad. You know I couldn’t. Besides, I have no desire
to shoot animals, even if they were plentiful where I live. They are not."
They had had this conversation before and William knew his part well.

"Desire! Ha! You’re just plain chicken-shit!" 
Bill’s mirthless laughter boomed through the kitchen.

Ignoring the invitation to argue, William returned to his
place at the table. "Can I have some of that cake, Mom?"

As Bill came back to the table, Martha scurried to get cake
for the two men. The atmosphere in the kitchen was charged with tension,
punctuated by the distant thunder that rumbled like a lion’s roar.

Attacking his cake with relish, William searched his
father’s face from beneath lowered lashes. He saw an old man, full of pain and
anger, but there was something in that face he had never seen before. Worry
creased his forehead as he tried to decide what it was.

"We’ve been working hard on that chart," Bill said
suddenly, as though he had been having a conversation all along in his head. "Your
mother helps me, too."

Avoiding her son’s eyes, Martha stared at her empty plate.

Sensing her unease, William changed the subject. "The
kids are doing great."

Martha looked at him then, a gentle smile curving her lips. "I
miss them."

"Yeah, I shoot ‘em and she marks ‘em down. We’re a
pretty good team. I’ll bet you and what’s-her-name couldn’t do that."

"I’m not interested, Dad," William said, his
boldness surprising all of them.

Martha froze.

"What?" Bill demanded, his fork paused halfway to
his mouth.

William swallowed hard, wishing he could control his
shaking. "I said, I’m not interested."

"Of course, I forgot. Important business ‘men’ don’t
have time for sporting games like us old farmers." Bill’s voice was thick
with sarcasm.

Knowing they were headed for an argument, Martha timidly
touched her husband’s arm. "Bill…"

He ignored her. "I don’t imagine you have time for
anything that real men do.  How’d you get those two kids, son. Did you have to
hire a real man for that?"

Under the table, William clenched his fists. It wasn’t the
first time in his life he wanted to hit his father. It was too late now. Could
you punch out an old man in a wheelchair and still look at yourself in the
mirror? His second impulse was to get up and walk out; run away again.

Martha stared helplessly at her son. Once Bill got started
on something he was like a dog with a bone.

Thunder rumbled again, closer.

"Dad," William struggled desperately to control
his shaking voice. "I just don’t believe in killing wild animals for
sport. Now, if I had to kill them to feed my family, it would be different."

"You’re afraid! That’s the real reason." Bill’s
voice was loud, louder than necessary. "Coward! Chicken!"

William stood up. There was nothing else for him to do but
run. It wouldn’t be the first time. He headed for the door.

Helplessly, hopelessly lost, Martha crossed to the sink.
Huge tears ran down her cheeks as lightning flashed, thunder rolled and the
first fat raindrops plopped onto the window. Cackling hysterically, Bill
continued to shout names at his son’s back. His face turned purple from the
exertion. Turning to leave the table with a quick, jerky movement, Bill flipped
the wheelchair over. He landed with a sickening thud, face down on the shiny
linoleum floor.

William’s hand was on the door when he heard the crash.

"Oh, my God! Bill, are you hurt?" Martha wailed as
she rushed to his side, tugging uselessly at one arm that she could barely
lift.

"No, dammit! Get your hands off me!" Bill slapped
her roughly away. Using the table leg he pulled himself to an awkward sitting
position. His shirt was soaked with sweat and he gasped for breath.

"Here, Dad…" William righted the wheelchair, which
looked like a wounded mechanical bull, and reached for his father. He had never
seen Bill make a clumsy move in his life, much less fall down. The accident had
aged his father many more years than indicated by his face and body, and
William was afraid. 

Suddenly, his slender arm was trapped in Bill’s strong
fingers and the tender inside of his wrist exposed. From nowhere, a small but
dangerously sharp knife reflected the overhead light.

William was momentarily paralyzed.

Martha gathered her apron into a knot, nervously smoothed it
and then repeated the process again as she knelt beside the two men.

Holding the knife skillfully, Bill pressed the point against
the skin on his son’s wrist. "I said keep your hands off me," he
hissed.

"Bill we were only trying…" Martha’s voice was
only a trembling whisper.

"I know what you were doing, but I don’t need you or
your pussy son’s help." While Bill talked, his angry gaze stayed on
William’s face. He exerted almost imperceptible pressure and the knife pierced
the skin. A narrow, red ribbon of blood eased down William’s wrist to gather on
his shirt sleeve.

William exhaled slowly, his incredulous gaze moving from his
father’s face to his wrist. The knife was not painful but his father’s grip was
cutting off the circulation to his hand. "You don’t have to use that on
me, Dad. If you don’t want any help…"

"Not only do I not WANT your help, I don’t NEED your
help," Bill laughed, not quite as loud as before; their faces were only
inches apart.

Some instinct told William to keep his father talking.

"Would you really use it on me?"

Bill nodded slowly and his hand remained steady. "You’re
damn right." The glittering gunslinger eyes burned feverishly.

"Bill?" Martha croaked.

"Have you always hated me?"

"Not until I realized you were going to be nothing but
a pansy bookworm."

"I can’t help what I am," William said slowly, his
voice shaking.

Martha began to cry softly.

"When I took you hunting, you couldn’t kill a deer.
When you got older you went off to college. When you graduated, you couldn’t
live here with us." Bill was perspiring heavily. His chest and back were
soaked.

"You always told me that a man stands up for what he
believes in. There is nothing for me here. I had to go my own way."

As they talked, William felt the fear draining from him. He
looked squarely at his father. Man to man. "I was right. There is nothing
for me here." The way to handle a bully was to face him down. William had
lots of practice with bullies. His father would understand that.

"Look at you. You won’t even fight now. You’re a
coward; a mealy-mouth coward!" Bill shouted savagely. More droplets of
sweat formed on his nose and upper lip, but he held the knife steady.

William’s legs were cramping because of his crouched
position, but he did not move. He glared back at the old man for the first time
in his life. "I made a life for myself. You’re just jealous because I
don’t need YOU anymore."

"You have two good legs. Don’t try to rationalize and
talk down to me. I hate you! I wish you were stuck in that chair!" Bill’s
voice rose higher in pitch and volume. It filled the whole house and caused
Martha to shink back.

"Bill!" She shrieked. There had been tension
between the two men before but never had it escalated to this dangerous level.

"Take a good look at your son, Martha. He’s too scared
to fight back. A son of mine would fight for his life. You should be ashamed…"

William’s free hand darted forward like a snake, snatching
the knife out of his father’s grasp and, in an instant, the tables were turned.
The knife made a sharp, snapping sound as he drove it forcefully into the floor
between Bill’s legs, uncomfortably close to his thigh. The grip on his wrist
loosened immediately and he flexed the fingers of his now free hand. Bill
stared in disbelief at the knife imprisoned in the floor; its carved handle
clasped tightly in his son’s hand.

"Now, let’s see who is a coward. I’ve got the knife and
you have nothing to hide behind. Not your wheelchair or some big, powerful gun."
William’s voice shook with anger.

Lightning zigzagged across the almost black sky, thunder
rolled and rain pelted furiously against the house. They were actors in a
horror movie during the climactic scene. William drew the knife from the floor
with ease, leaving an ugly scar in the linoleum. He jabbed it into the floor
again, a little higher, a little closer to Bill’s body.

Bill exhaled, stunned.

"Am I a coward now? Yes, because only a coward would
attack a crippled old man in a wheelchair!"

William jerked the knife free from the floor, stood up and
hurled it across the room toward the sink. His voice was full of disgust. "And
only a coward shoots innocent animals just to watch them die."

Bill felt the room swirling, going black. He gave in and
collapsed on the floor.

It took both Martha and William to get the big man in his
chair and then wheel him to the bed. He seemed to be fighting their efforts,
even in his unconscious state. For several minutes, Martha was unable to decide
what to do. Her first impulse was to call Paul. What would she say? The words
were whirling around in her head like a windmill. She was almost sure he was
dying…or dead.

She was standing by the bed, dialing the number on the phone
when Bill regained consciousness. "Don’t call that doctor. I’ll kill him
if he comes here."

Martha obediently terminated the call.

"Now, get out of here!" Bill shouted weakly.

Even from his bed he was in charge again, and he got
results. Martha retreated to kitchen where William was standing, shaking with
rage or fear or both. Martha wept softly into her apron and William was almost
afraid to speak.

"I’m sorry," she finally sobbed.

"Sorry? Why are you sorry? What is happening to him?"
William asked in an incredulous whisper. They had had confrontations before,
but it had never gotten so violent.

Martha shook her head and wiped her eyes with the bottom of
her starched white apron. "I guess he’s worse than we thought." Her
voice was also a whisper, barely heard above the storm outside.

"Mom, he crazy," William blurted out. He hadn’t
wanted to say it aloud, and the last word hung between them, almost tangible in
the thick air.

Martha shook her head and glanced nervously toward the
bedroom, then back at her son. "No!" she said at last with a flash of
defiance.

"Yes, Mom. He’s crazy!"

"No!" she said again, then turned away from him
and began angrily scrubbing at the dishes in the sink.

He caught her chin in his hand and forced her to look at
him. "He’s losing his mind. Things are only going to get worse."

"He needs me."

"No. He’ll drive you mad, too, or…" William
released his mother’s face and both of them looked at the small blood-encrusted
wound on his wrist where the knife had pierced the skin.

"Or what?" Martha looked away quickly.

"Or he’ll kill you," William finished lamely. The
discussion was useless and he felt completely drained.

The rain had stopped but the sky was still black as Martha
watched her son prepare to leave. "I fixed you some sandwiches to eat on
the way home," she said, offering him a small brown bag.

"Come with me!" he whispered fiercely and then
wondered why they were whispering. Bill had not emerged from his room or made a
sound.

"I can’t. I can’t leave him," Martha said, knowing
at that moment that she was choosing between her husband and her son. About a
hundred years ago in a hospital room she made a promise. She told Bill she
would always be there. She meant it.

Too soon for Martha, they were standing in the driveway
beside William’s car. "Is he asleep?" William asked and wondered if
his father could have faked the whole fainting episode.

Martha nodded.

"At least get someone out here to help you,"
William pleaded.

"We’ll see." Martha’s stand-by answer for "No."

Neither mother nor son heard the bedroom window slide open
six inches. Neither saw the end of a rifle barrel slide through, aimed at the
driveway.

"At least think about it." William kissed her
forehead and climbed into the car. In the darkness of the storm, his mother
looked like an abandoned child. 

"Call when you get home."

"I will. Mom, if you need me…" The rest of the
sentence was implied but he knew that she would never call.

Darkness closed in quickly, bringing more rain as Martha
stumbled back inside. Flicking the light switch flooded the kitchen with
brilliance and the unexpected sight of Bill sitting at the table startled her.
She muffled her scream with the back of her hand. A mocking smile curled his
lips.

"You scared me," Martha said, embarrassed at her
own skittishness.

"Can’t a man come to his own kitchen to tell his son
goodbye?" Bill gave her an innocent look and then sipped his hot coffee.

"You’re too late. He’s gone." She said, eying him
suspiciously. He seemed to have recovered completely. Had he forgotten, blacked
out, not even realized what had happened?

"Too bad."

Martha busied herself with the dishes. After a few minutes
she asked, "Should you be up?" There were several other things she
wanted to say to him but they would have to wait until she was sure he was
responsible for his actions…and she was more in control of her own emotions.

"I feel fine now," Bill said absently and then
added. "It must have been all the excitement of having company for dinner."

Silence for a moment and then Bill moved closer to her. "I’ll
take that knife now."

So he hadn’t forgotten. Carefully, Martha pulled the thin
bladed knife out of the soapy water, rinsed and dried it. She handed it to him
without a word.

Snapping it into its case on his belt, Bill laughed softly. "You
have to be careful with things like this. Someone could get hurt."

The saucer Martha was washing slipped out of her hand,
struck the side of the sink and broke into several sharp, jagged pieces.

"I sure hope we don’t have to stop having visitors,"
Bill continued in that strange, soft voice. Martha gingerly picked out a long
piece of broken saucer and transferred it quietly to her apron pocket.










CHAPTER 7
Paul got out of his car and stretched lazily. The Landry
house, with its slash of red brick chimney up the side, warmed his heart and he
ambled toward it thinking, not for the first time, that it would make a pretty
painting, peaceful and secluded. He crossed the wooden foot bridge to the yard
and bent to sniff Martha’s fragrant roses.

"You look fit as a fiddle this morning," Bill said
as he wheeled onto the porch.

"I feel fit as a fiddle," Paul said lightly,
straightening, and then broke into a smile when he noticed Bill’s beard, tinged
with gray. "I like it," he said rubbing casually at his own furry
chin.

The old man’s hand went to his own chin and he was surprised
when his fingers touched a short beard. It suddenly dawned on him that he
hadn’t shaved since Father’s Day, but he carefully hid his reaction. "It’s
a little uncomfortable but I’ll get used to it. I get damn tired of shaving
every day."

Paul sat down on the end of the porch near Bill’s feet. "Just
be careful when you trim. One slip and it’s all over."

Bill nodded.

"You know, my offer to build that ramp to the porch for
you still holds," Paul said.

Bill waved the words aside. "I don’t need it. I’m not
going anywhere."

"You could sit out in the yard."

"With my luck, I’d probably fall into another groundhog
hole and paralyze the rest of me. No thanks!"

Paul felt especially good today and his laughter came
easily. He had good news for Bill.

Martha knew she looked bad. Lack of sleep had left dark
circles under eyes and she was always on the verge of tears. Whether the tears
were caused by exhaustion, nervousness or just plain fear she wasn’t sure.
Whatever the cause, her eyes were swollen and red. Her hair continued to slip
from its confining bun and the fine silvery strands hung limply against her neck.

Listening to the men talking and laughing on the porch, she
thought about how close they had become - almost like father and son. The
thought intensified her anger toward Bill and even brought on an unreasonable
surge of anger toward Paul. While setting the table, she came to a decision.
Today she would tell Paul about Bill’s recent behavior as soon as the
opportunity presented itself. As Bill’s doctor, he especially needed to know
about the incident with William.

After they had eaten, Martha jumped up from the table and
followed him outside. He was returning to the house, medical bag in hand, when
she reached him. "I have to talk to you." Her whisper sounded
desperate to her own ears.

A frown flicked across his face. "What is it?"

She looked around to make sure Bill had not followed her. "Bill’s
been doing some pretty strange things. I thought you should know."

"Like what?"

"He can’t sleep for one thing."

"I’ll ask him about it and give him a prescription,"
Paul said off-handedly and started toward the house again.

"No," Martha shook her head and put a hand on his
arm. "He mustn’t know I’ve talked to you."

Paul frowned again and then he looked toward the house.

"He made a chart."

"A sleep chart?"

"A chart to keep track of the animals he kills. Didn’t
you see it hanging on the wall?" Martha’s hands flitted to smooth her
apron.

"He’s just trying to stay busy," Paul patted her
arm reassuringly and took another step toward the house.

Martha’s frustration mounted. How could he have not noticed
the chart? "That’s not all."

"What else?"

"Our son came to visit last Sunday."

Paul felt a stab of jealousy. William had no idea what a
wonderful family he had. If Bill was his father he would be out here every day.
He was someone to admire; someone to laugh and talk with.

"Bill attacked him."

"What?" Paul thought he’d heard her wrong, then
almost immediately wondered if she was overreacting.

"If you could have seen his face…" Martha broke
off and shook her head. "I was never so scared in all my life. I was glad
when he passed out."

"Passed out! Why didn’t you call me?" Paul
demanded.

She finally had his attention. "I tried to, but Bill
came to and wouldn’t let me."

Paul paused to consider her last statement and then said. "You
should have called me anyway. Promise me you will if it ever happens again."

Martha nodded feeling tired, drugged. "There’s
something wrong. I know it!"

Paul studied her closely and realized how tired and frail
she looked. "Look, I think you’re blowing this whole thing out of
proportion. I’m going to give you a sedative to help you get some rest."

Martha could hardly believe what she was hearing. She shook
her head. "No…"

"If you don’t feel better in a few days, come in to the
office to see me."

"But, Bill…he…"

But Paul was moving, taking long strides toward the house
again, leaving her behind.

"Let me show you the chart. It’s hideous," Martha
said, hurrying after him. Managing to get to the door first, she clutched his
arm tightly when they got inside. "He keeps it hanging right there."
Closing the back door, she turned her head and pointed. "I can’t even
stand to look at it."

There was nothing there but a blank wall. Paul shook his
head and gently patted her shoulder. "There’s nothing there."

"What!" she whirled around. The wall was empty.
Even the nails that held the chart in place were gone. Martha stared at the
blank space, blinking, not trusting her own eyes. Had it been there during
lunch? Where could it be?

"You’re so tired," Paul said, smoothing back her
hair, a gentle and caring smile on his face. "Tomorrow I want to see you
in my office. I’m going to give you a thorough examination and some pills to
help you sleep."

Martha shook her head violently and found her voice. "I
don’t need to go to sleep. I don’t need an examination. It was here this
morning."

"Okay, if you say it was here, it was. It’s gone now!"
Paul pushed two capsules into her hand and left her standing in the kitchen
alone. Martha ran outside to her rose garden. There she sank to her knees and
wept. What was happening? Bill had always been so strong and sure; she could
always trust him. Now she wasn’t even sure she could trust herself.

***
"That didn’t take long," Bill said, buttoning his
shirt across his hairy chest.

Paul was returning instruments to his bag. "I told you
there were only a few things I wanted to check. You’re in very good shape."

"Sure. I’ve never felt better."

"How are you sleeping?"

"Great." Another lie.

The doctor took a deep breath and looked at Bill closely. "You’re
really amazing. Your recovery is unbelievable."

"That’s good to hear, Doc. Will I ever tap dance again?"

Paul laughed aloud at the old joke. "I have some
wonderful news."

Bill looked suspicious. "What news?"

"I want to tell you and Martha at the same time. Come on."

Wheeling his chair behind Paul, Bill frowned. He didn’t like
surprises.

Martha was still in her rose garden, concentrating on their
beauty in order to calm herself, when she saw the two men come outside. Her
tears were gone but inside she was screaming for help. Motioning for her to
join them, Paul insisted that she sit in a chair next to Bill. He perched
lightly on the porch railing in front of them, his long legs dangling. The late
afternoon cast long shadows on the lawn.

Bill had picked up the shotgun and was scanning the
driveway.

"What is this all about?" Martha asked, looking
from the young man to the older one and back again. Had he told Bill what she
had said? But Paul was smiling happily and Bill wasn’t paying attention to
either of them.

"Our patient is doing just fine," he said finally.

At this Bill reluctantly looked away from the driveway. He
was tired of playing games and wished Paul would leave.

Martha’s wary expression did not change. Sure, she thought,
you didn’t check inside his head.

"The examination I did today was for a special reason.
There were a few things I had to check." Paul wished he could stop
grinning. He didn’t want to sound too encouraging. "There’s an
experimental operation that might enable you to walk again.

Martha’s sudden, swift intake of breath made both men look
at her. "Are you sure?"

"One hundred percent sure?" Bill asked, not at all
convinced.

Paul shook his head. "Nothing is that sure."

A dozen conflicting emotions hit Martha at once.

"What are my chances?"

"I’m not sure. I’d have to talk with the specialists,"
Paul said, shrugging lean shoulders and scratched his chin thoughtfully. "I’d
say at least 50/50."

"I’m not a gambling man," Bill said shortly and
returned his gaze to the rhododendron bushes that border the driveway.

A thick silence hung over them.

Finally, Paul picked up his bag. "Why don’t you two
talk it over? I’ll see you next week. By that time I’ll have more information and
can give you a better picture."

"We’ll do that," Martha said from her seat. She
did not trust her legs to hold her.

Paul turned and looked at Bill. "I hear your son paid
you a visit." Again, just saying the words brought a pang of jealousy.

Martha froze, horrified.

"Yeah," Bill said without taking his eyes off the
driveway. "We had a real nice time."

"Good. You might want to discuss this with him. You
know, get his opinion."

"We might do that," Bill’s voice came across
amiable and easy-going. It sounded almost as if he meant what he said.

Martha held her breath.

"Just remember, with this operation and some therapy,
there’s a chance you could be a free man again," Paul said finally, and
went to his car whistling.

For the rest of the afternoon Martha stayed away from her
husband, not only wondering when he was going to reprimand her for talking to
Paul about William’s visit but what she thought about what his operation could
mean to him - to them.

At dinner, she could no longer avoid him and she had kept
quiet for as long as she could. Finally, she asked, "Well, what do you
think?"

"Great cornbread," he said flatly without looking
up.

"I’m talking about what Paul told us today."

"Oh, that."

Silence.

Martha let out an exasperated sigh. "Well?"

Bill knew what she wanted to talk about, but it had nothing
to do with her. He would have to think hard about it before making a decision. "He
didn’t sound very promising," Bill said after a while.

"Any chance at all is…"

"Look, this is my life we’re playing with here, not
yours." Bill punctuated his words by stabbing a fork into his meatloaf. "If
I decide to do it I will. If not, I won’t."

"Let’s talk…"

Bill interrupted her again. "The final choice is mine
alone to make. It doesn’t concern you."

Martha looked away, her gaze colliding suddenly with the
chart hanging behind the door, glaring back at her menacingly. With the news of
the operation, she had forgotten about its mysterious disappearance.

"For one thing, you don’t know what you’re talking
about," Bill continued. "You don’t sit in this chair day after day. I
do!"

Martha continued to stare mutely at the chart.

"If they make a mistake and I’m paralyzed from the neck
down, then nothing will have been achieved. When a change takes place in my
condition, I want it to be final - one way or another." If Bill could have
walked he would have been pacing the kitchen floor. Instead he was clenching
and unclenching his fists; his anger directed at the plate of food.

After a few more minutes of uncomfortable silence, he went
back outside. The shotgun roared and then he yelled, "Mark down one more
for today!"

Martha performed the task mechanically, her mind numb. Maybe
Paul was right. Maybe she was the one in need of help.










CHAPTER
8
Grocery shopping was an easy task. Martha had been doing it
all her life, but this time she hurried through her shopping, hardly aware of
what she bought. Parking the pick-up in the small shopping plaza, she made a
quick stop at the bank. After leaving the bank, she hurried to a small drug
store nearby that carried the special shampoo, containing vitamin E, she used.
She did not notice the tall young man and petite red-haired woman crossing the
street holding hands.

"Were you going to leave town without stopping to see
me?" Paul asked quietly as he followed Martha into the pharmacy.

Startled at the sound of his voice, Martha whirled around,
nearly dropping her purse. She had completely forgotten about his orders to
come to his office for an examination.

His clear, blue-gray eyes remained steadily on hers,
questioning.

"Well," Martha stammered, "I’m feeling much
better today."

"Did you take the medication I gave you yesterday to
help you get some rest?"

She nodded.

"I thought so. You look a little better. No adverse
reaction?"

"No," Martha answered, trying to control her
trembling. Then she saw the woman standing close to Paul.

"Martha, this is Katie Albertson. Katie, this is Martha
Landry." Paul made the introductions. Then with a proud smile he said, "Martha
is my foster mother."

"It’s so nice to meet you!" Katie’s smile was
pleasant and she extended a tiny, well-shaped hand.

Martha took the hand, which felt smooth in her own work -
roughened one, managed a weak smile and nodded. "Paul is bringing you out
to our place next week for lunch. We’re looking forward to it."

"Paul talks about your home constantly and I’m anxious
to see it. I understand that it’s quite beautiful." Katie’s friendly, warm
manner was sincere.

"I’m glad you two had a chance to meet but…" Paul
was steering Martha toward the pharmacist with a firm hand on her arm. "I’ve
got rounds to make and I want to give you some more of those sleeping capsules."

"What do you think?" Paul asked after he and Katie
were several blocks away from the drug store.

"She seems like a very nice lady," Katie said
softly. She did not mention that there was something about Martha, something in
her eyes she had seen before.

"I mean, did she seem -" Paul shrugged while
searching for the right word. "- strange?"

Katie paused, her sea-green eyes narrowing for a moment in
concentration. "The woman looked tired and a bit confused, but not
strange," she said. "You scared her half to death."

Paul’s disappointment in her answer showed.

"Paul, I’m a psychologist, not a mind reader. To make a
real decision about her state of mind, I’d have to give her some tests - at
least talk to her for a little while."

"Will you?"

"What?"

"When we go out there next week, will you talk to her?
See if you can find anything wrong, something I’m missing?" Paul turned on
the pleading, little boy look that almost always got him what he wanted,
especially with women.

Katie laughed and touched her finger to his lips. "Okay.
But don’t expect too much. She’s probably just a very tired woman under a lot
of stress."

***
Bill sat on the porch, thinking. Why should he suffer
through an operation that may or may not free him from the wheelchair? He had
often wanted to see the animals he killed at a closer range and sometimes, when
his bullet didn’t quite do the trick, they needed a sharp blow to the head to
finish them off. Other than that, he was reasonably content.

An idea crossed his mind and he smiled to himself. Why
hadn’t he thought of it before? He had two perfectly good legs: Martha, his
faithful wife.

Bill shifted impatiently as Martha brought the groceries in
out of the hot sun and hung the truck keys on the nail by the back door He had
completely made up his mind. No more doctors, no surgery.

And later that afternoon, he got his first opportunity to "walk".

His next kill was a good, clean one and he wanted to see the
results. "Martha!"

"I’ll mark it down," she answered wearily from
behind the screen door.

"No! Come here," he commanded.

Reluctantly, she stepped onto the porch.

"Just at the end of the driveway, to your right, is a
groundhog. I just shot it," Bill told her, indicating the general
direction with a nod of his head.

Martha waited; hand on the door, not understanding.

"I want to see it."

Comprehension dawned on her and she looked as though she had
been slapped. "What!"

"I want to see it," Bill repeated. "Go get
it."

Martha shook her head slowly from side to side. She had to
be dreaming, or hallucinating, or something.

"Now!" Bill shouted. The sharp bark in his voice
snapped her into action.

As if in a dream, she hurried off the porch and down the
driveway. Her legs and arms felt like lead. With little difficulty, she found
the young animal curled in a tight ball, black paws cupping his large head, as
though asleep. Its eyes were squeezed shut and the strong white front teeth
were bared in a grimace of death. Several BB - sized holes marred the beautiful
pelt. Kneeling, she touched the dead animal. It was still warm. The groundhog
was not heavy, no more than 10 pounds, but Martha had to force herself to pick
it up. She felt queasy, and wanted only to drop the dead thing and get away.

She laid the animal on the porch at Bill’s feet. Inside, she
was screaming that she would die before she ever performed that task again.
Putting her hands in her apron pockets, she felt the jagged piece of glass from
the saucer still hidden there.










CHAPTER
9
"That’s the end of those babies," Bill announced
as he wheeled into the kitchen and dropped an empty shell box into the trash
can.

"Didn’t I get shells when I went to town the other day?"
Martha asked, wondering if he had forgotten. Without answering her, he turned
and went into the living room. His gun-cleaning kit lay on a small table, ready
for use. He broke the gun down and began working on it with a soft rag.

Martha shrugged and continued preparing lunch. The fact that
Bill had not answered her came as no surprise. He rarely spoke to her at all
anymore, and when he did, the look on his face and his tone of voice indicated
that he was miles away. His personal habits were deteriorating rapidly, as
well. He wore the same clothes all the time and only bathed when Paul was due
to visit. He looked shabby and neglectful, like an old drunk.

When he came through the kitchen again, he was carrying two
guns. One was his shotgun, and the other was a big, deadly looking rifle. "The
shells you picked up the other day were for this gun," he told her,
caressing the metal trigger.

Even with her limited knowledge of firearms, Martha could
tell that this was a far more powerful weapon than either the .22 or the
shotgun. It was huge and angry-looking and boasted sophisticated telescopic
sights mounted securely to the top. "Is that an elephant gun?"

Bill laughed sharply and returned to his examination of the
big rifle. This was the gun he had been using the day of his accident, but as
far as he could tell it was in fine shape. "It’s called a thirty-aught
six. When the shell enters its target, it leaves only a small hole, but once
inside it explodes…" Bill snapped a fully loaded clip into the gun and
then removed the protective leather cap covering the lens, "…really
tearing them to pieces. You know, more of a show!"

She turned away, disgusted, and stared blindly at a recipe
book. What could be fun about any of this?

He ignored her and butted the gun against his right
shoulder, lowered it, and shouldered it again quickly. "Good balance,"
he murmured to himself. He was glad that it hadn’t been damaged in the fall.

He wheeled out the door, and in a matter of minutes, he was
‘having fun.’ When fired, the powerful recoil jarred his shoulder and
momentarily obstructed his view. After the explosion subsided, his wild
laughter pierced Martha’s thoughts.

"Mark one down for today!"

She obeyed, sighing. The chart was becoming crowded with
slim straight marks (hers) and broad, slightly wavy slashes (Bill’s), each
indicating a dead animal. She had a strange impulse to make crosses out of each
of them.

Twenty minutes later, she heard him calling her name. She
moved reluctantly to the back porch, where he sat with his trio of weapons.

"Hunker down here so that your eyes are level with mine
and look out across the driveway," he told her.

Martha began to shake. What now? Was he going to make her
retrieve another dead animal? Or worse, perform that useless revolting sex act?

"Dammit, I’m not going to hurt you! Now quit shaking
like a leaf and bend down here."

She obeyed quickly, her knees aching, and searched - out
across the curve of the driveway, her flowerbeds and the garden. Further out,
through the trees, she could barely make out the roof of one of the older barns
perched on the hillside. Nothing out of the ordinary. What did he mean?

"What do you see?"

She shrugged. "My rosebushes? The garden? That’s about
all."

"Correct. Your goddamn flowers are blocking my view of
the driveway. I want them cut down."

She stood up quickly, her mouth dropping open. "Cut
down?"

"You heard me. I want them out of the way. They block
my view."

"But it’s taken me years to get them just right! I’ve
worked so hard…" Martha protested. Bill brought the cold rifle barrel
gently against her left leg, just below the knee, and tapped twice. His voice
grew low and dangerous. "Cut them down."

She obeyed, as always. Using razor-sharp hedge trimmers, she
began angrily hacking at her beautiful rosebushes – her substitute
grandchildren. The healthy bushes fell at her feet and as their fragrant
blossoms blanketed the ground, she wept openly. She hated Bill for his
outlandish demands, and hated herself for giving in to him. Frustrated tears
coursed down her wrinkled cheeks and kept her from seeing the smile on Bill’s
face as he watched her through the scope of his rifle.

Panting from overexertion, Martha went into the kitchen and
drank two large glasses of water. She used a paper towel to wipe the sweat,
dirt and tears from her face.

She wondered if Bill had given any thought to the small ray
of hope that Paul offered. If he did, he hadn’t mentioned anything to her. All
that interested him was using his guns to kill poor defenseless animals. Her
life was caught in a dark area between fear and pity, and the situation as it
stood was hopeless. All she could do was keep her mouth shut, stay out of
Bill’s way, and do as she was told. She was so weary of the struggle, but
sooner or later this nightmare had to end.

Sudden exhaustion swept over her, making her mind fuzzy. She
sat at the table and picked up the small white bottle of pills and looked at it
longingly. How easy it would be to take a handful of the red and black capsules
and never wake up.

By that evening, Martha could tell which gun Bill was using
by the sound it made. The .22 emitted a sharp crack, and the shotgun had a more
powerful roar, but the 30.06 made a completely different sound all together.
Its explosion shrieked through her ears and ricocheted between the protective
mountains that flanked their valley.

"Boy, you should have seen the last one I got today,"
Bill said, as if there were a dozen people seated at their dinner table. He
looked around, avoiding Martha’s curious stare. The extent of his instability
was becoming more apparent every day. She began to wonder how long it would be
before she joined him.

"He was a big, fat sonofabitch and he had his eye on
one of Martha’s cabbages. I guess he was too interested in it to notice me,"
he continued. Martha rose from the table. She didn’t want to watch this
spectacle.

An iron hand, fingers biting into the paper-thin skin of her
forearm, stopped her short. "Wait! I want you to hear this, too," he
commanded.

She looked around at their invisible dinner guests and sank
wearily back into her chair.

"I got him centered in my crosshairs, and KA-POW! Right
between the eyes!" Bill took careful aim with his imaginary rifle and shot
the punch bowl on the top shelf of the china cabinet. He laughed loudly at his
victory. Martha tried not to cry. "I never saw so much blood in all my
life. That devil was trying to get away even with half its insides hanging out,
so I hit him again. KA-POW!"

Unable to hold back her tears any longer, Martha fled from
the table and sought out the temporary sanctuary of their bedroom. Still, she
was unable to shut out the sounds of Bill’s wild, cackling laughter.

A day or so later, she was given another glimpse of Bill’s
fading grasp on reality. It was nearly dark, and she was curled up on the sofa
in her bathrobe and slippers, reading a book, when he wheeled into the living
room and began to watch her with secretive, sidelong glances. He had made
several kills that day and should have been pleased with himself, but something
seemed to be nagging at him.

"The animals are making my job harder and harder, you
know. Being more evasive."

She continued to look at her book, but she wasn’t reading.
Of course they were being evasive, she thought, but remained silent.

After another long while, he said, "Did you say
something?"

Martha shook her head, giving him a quick, wary glance.

"I thought I heard something." He watched her
closely for a reaction.

"What?" she asked cautiously, clutching her book
tightly, as if for support.

He shrugged his broad shoulders and returned his gaze to the
window. "Voices."

Her breath caught in her throat. What voices? What did they
sound like? What did they say? The questions swirled in her mind and formed in
her throat, but stuck there. She dropped the book into her lap and put her
hands down to hide their trembling.

"I don’t know. I’ve missed a lot of shots these last
few days, and I’m sure it’s my eyes," he complained. He studied the
tranquil scene outside the window. "Maybe my hearing is going, too."

Or your mind, Martha thought. This was getting ridiculous. "Perhaps
you should go in for a few tests. I’m sure Paul would be glad to help."
Her voice was soft, timid, and she waited for his usual outburst of anger and
abuse.

Much to her surprise, he shrugged again and sighed heavily. "No
use worrying about it. I’m an old man. I won’t need my eyes or ears much
longer, anyway." As he rolled past her, he reached to give her shoulder a
gentle pat.

Martha’s heart melted. Everything he had done to her was
suddenly forgotten. Somewhere, behind that strong, foreboding, never-say-die
exterior lay a powerfully independent but very sick man.

 










CHAPTER
10
She said the name over and over to herself: "Katie
Newsome. Katie Newsome." It sounded pretty good. Glancing quickly at her
future husband as he drove his little Volkswagen through the peaceful
countryside, her heart skipped a beat. Paul was exactly what she had waited for
all these years; a good, kind, intelligent man, endowed with a great sense of
humor. More importantly, her independence and intelligence, of which she was
quite proud, in no way threatened his masculinity. He respected her and her
work; he was even interested in it. He had been well worth the wait.

Summer sun sparkled on the small diamond ring that decorated
her hand, catching her eye. She smiled, thinking that Paul had seemed like a
nervous schoolboy the previous evening. A strange, tense excitement began
building between them the moment he’d picked her up from her apartment, and by
the time they had finished supper it was so strong that normal conversation was
difficult. When it seemed that he couldn’t control himself any longer, Paul
blurted, "I was supposed to wait and do this tomorrow at the Landrys', but
I have to get it over with now."

"You sound like whatever you have to do is bitter
medicine," Katie replied. She had an idea of what the excitement was about
and decided not to make it too easy.

Paul had smiled crookedly. "It’s not that. I’m just
nervous."

"About what?"

"You aren’t helping, Katie."

She giggled, feeling elated, like she might float away. "I’m
sorry. What’s on your mind?"

"Will you marry me?" Paul asked suddenly, his
clear blue-gray eyes asking far more intensely than his voice.

Tossing her head back and laughing happily, she squeezed his
fine, long-fingered hands. With unexpected tears in her eyes, she could only
nod.

A relieved sigh escaped Paul, and then he joined her, their
contagious laughter spreading joy to those nearby. The hours of rehearsing in
front of his bathroom mirror were wasted. He had never thought of just asking
her. "Oh! This is for you," he said, remembering the ring in his
jacket pocket.

He slipped the ring on her finger and a deep warm glow
spread through her. "It’s beautiful," she breathed, fresh tears
springing to her eyes.

Paul upset his water glass, sending it spiraling across the
table to drench everything in her plate. They began to laugh hysterically.

"What are you smiling about?" Paul’s voice brought
Katie back to the present as the summer green countryside whizzed past.

"Something wonderful," she answered, snuggling
contentedly against his shoulder. The warm glow was still with her, and she
thought it might always be there. It had definitely been well worth the wait.

He brought her hand to his lips and kissed each finger. "You
haven’t forgotten about talking to Martha, have you?"

Katie shook her head, still resting against his shoulder.
The whole idea that Martha needed psychological help seemed like a waste of
time, but she had promised. "You know I don’t often make house calls,"
she murmured, eyes closed, and fingered the diamond on her hand.

"Just this one time," Paul squeezed her knee, "as
a favor to me."

"Of course, I will expect adequate compensation for my
time and expertise."

"Oh, you’ll be handsomely rewarded," he said,
grinning. "In fact, I could stop up ahead and pay in advance." His
grin grew larger, hopeful.

She sat up and winked at him. Her hand covered his. "No,
I don’t think that will be necessary."

Trying not to look at the spot where her roses used to thrive,
Martha watched Paul’s car pull into the driveway and stop behind the truck.
Even though she’d felt quite at ease with Katie when they’d met in town, she
was anxious. The events of the past few days had drawn her nerves taut as a
bow, and she wondered if they might snap at any moment. After making an
unnecessary check on the lunch she had prepared, she went outside to greet her
guests.

"Isn’t it beautiful here?" Paul whispered as he
took Katie’s hand and felt his ring on her finger.

She nodded. On the porch she could see Martha and a large,
bearded elderly man in a wheelchair. There was a gun across his lap and one on
either side of him, within easy reach. This must be Bill. The guns worried her,
and it felt good to have Paul close, so she put on her best smile and let him
lead her forward.

"It’s good to see you again." Martha was surprised
that her voice sounded quite natural and even, and she and Katie exchanged
friendly smiles.

"Katie, this is Bill Landry. Bill, this is Katie
Albertson, my fiancée," Paul said.

Bill shook hands, but his eyes revealed none of the phrases
that were running through his head. Looking much younger than her thirty-six
years, she had on comfortably worn blue jeans and sneakers, and her curly red
hair was pulled into a ponytail. She reminded him of someone from long ago.

Martha saw the look on Bill’s face. She had seen it before
when he was in the company of women, and she knew it well. Then she saw the
ring on Katie’s hand. "I thought you were going to propose out here today?"
she asked, sounding much brighter than she felt.

Paul shrugged, not taking his eyes off Katie, and said, "I
couldn’t wait."

"Well, I can understand that!" Bill said.

Katie felt herself blushing. "Thank you."

After a few minutes of polite conversation, Martha excused
herself to get lunch.

"May I help?" Katie asked.

Martha declined and hurried inside so that she didn’t have
to watch Bill’s reaction to the young woman. Closing the door behind her, she
noticed that the chart was gone.

***
"Are you a nurse, Katie?" Bill asked, although he
was more interested in her tiny waist and firm breasts than her job.

Katie glanced quickly at Paul and then nodded. Something
about the old man’s attitude put all of her senses on alert.

"At the hospital where Paul works?"

"Yes," she lied. "That’s how we met."

Paul heaved a sigh of relief. He didn’t want them to suspect
the real purpose of Katie’s visit.

"I didn’t see any nurses this pretty when I was in the
hospital," Bill complained, winking at Paul.

"We keep the pretty nurses away from guys like you."
Paul grinned and put a possessive arm around her shoulders.

"Lunch is ready," Martha announced through the
screen door.

Bill followed Katie and Paul inside. He wanted a closer look
at the way Katie’s jeans fit her nicely curved hips.

Inside, they gathered around the table. It was laden with
steaming vegetables, fried chicken and strawberry shortcake for dessert.

"You never fixed fried chicken for me!" Paul
teased.

Martha smiled shyly. "Katie is special, and she
deserves a special lunch."

Katie felt herself blushing again. She forgot, for the
moment, that this was a professional visit and that these were not Paul’s
parents or her future in-laws.

During their meal, the men talked about guns and hunting.
Martha and Katie exchanged a few words, but most of the time Martha kept her
eyes on her plate. Her behavior could have been nervousness; it could have been
shyness. Katie suspected it was neither. Martha wore her tension with
resignation, as if she'd been carrying it for a long time.

After lunch, the men went back outside, but Katie insisted
on helping with the cleanup. Alone in the kitchen, Martha became more
talkative, mentioning the wedding and offering to make Katie’s dress. Still,
Katie didn’t like the look in the older woman’s eyes.

"Martha, why don’t you show Katie around a bit,"
Paul suggested when the two women joined them on the porch.

"I thought you’d want to do that," Martha said,
puzzled.

Bill sat silently, watching and comparing the two women.
Martha, quiet and mousy. Katie, flaming and beautiful. What he wouldn’t give
for a few hours with her, back when his body had been complete.

"You know the place better than he does," Katie
said, taking the hint from Paul and turning to Martha. "I’d really enjoy
going for a walk with you."

Martha was glad. It had been a long time since she’d walked
up to the pond and it would feel good to show off the place that she loved so
much. With Martha in the lead, the two women followed a weed-choked path around
an outbuilding and up the steep bank behind it. Struggling, they got a wooden
gate open, then continued through the woods to a clearing and some flat land
that had once been the site of a log cabin. Later, it had gone to pasture.

"It’s …been…a…long time," Martha panted, stopping
to rest. Her breath came in labored gasps.

Katie nodded. She was breathing a little harder than usual
as well, and a thin layer of perspiration covered her arms and face. Waiting
patiently, she began to look around. Rabbits played nearby, oblivious to their
presence, and two squirrels scampered back and forth on the limb of a dead oak.
"Look," she whispered excitedly. The animals hesitated in their games
but showed no signs of fear. For a moment, it looked as if they might come over
to be petted. "They’re almost tame," she breathed.

Martha said nothing, but hurried ahead.

"Why weren’t they afraid of us?" Katie asked,
running to catch up

"I don’t know. The animals never seem to be afraid of
me." Her voice trailed off.

Seeing the older woman’s discomfort, Katie changed the
subject. "Paul was right. It really is beautiful here."

"Wait until you see the pond."

"Where is it?"

"Just over this knoll, then to your right," Martha
said as she led the way up the rise, through a pine thicket and down to the
edge of the pond. What she saw surprised her; the last time she’d seen this
place it spanned almost a hundred yards. Now it was much smaller, and choked
with weeds and tall grass. She couldn’t even be sure where the water began,
because thick green slime covered the pond. A strong, stagnant smell made them
both wrinkle their nose.

"I’d hate to fall in that!" Katie exclaimed.

"I’m sorry," Martha said, her heart sad. "It
looks like it needs some work." She hated for anyone to see the once
beautiful spot in such bad condition. Was everything rotting away? This farm,
her marriage...

"Don’t worry about it. It’s lovely. Just listen."
Katie turned her head to the right and then left. "It’s so quiet."

A frog croaked noisily and plopped into the water, breaking
the stillness. The women exchanged smiles and walked carefully around to sit in
a shady spot.

"How long have you lived here?" Katie asked when
they were settled. Patches of afternoon sun filtered down through the trees,
sparking gold highlights in her hair.

"Almost forty years. Our son, William, was born here,"
Martha told her. She began to feel more relaxed, more thoughtful.

Katie began to put her professional training into play. Her
attitude was one of silence, interest, listening quietly. There was no need to
rush. She had lots of time.

After a while Martha said in a reflective tone, "The
way those animals acted – that’s not unusual." She looked down at her
hands, absently shifting pine needles and dirt through her fingers. "I
used to feed them, but I don’t anymore."

When Katie made no comment, Martha continued. "At
first, when I was very young, I didn’t like it here. Now," she shrugged, "I
can’t imagine living anywhere else. It’s home."

"You may have to someday, you know. I mean, if
something happened to Bill."

Martha chewed on her lower lip and considered the remark. "No,
I think I would live here even without Bill. Sometimes I think it would be
easier without him."

Immediately her hand flew to her mouth. The words had slipped
out before she could stop them. "I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that."

Katie touched the older woman's slim shoulder. "I’m
sure he’s not an easy man to deal with when he’s sick. Most men aren’t."

Embarrassed, Martha tried to explain. "If he would just
relax, give in a little. He tries to be so strong and independent all of the
time."

"They’re all that way, or so I’ve found," Katie
told her with a reassuring smile.

"Sometimes," Martha started, then paused. She took
a deep breath and looked away from Katie. Could she talk to this girl? Maybe
Katie would talk to Paul. "Sometimes, I’m afraid of him."

"Afraid of Bill?"

Martha swallowed hard and nodded. "He gets so angry and
he always has those guns." She shivered in spite of the warm weather.

Now, Katie knew what had been nagging at her ever since she
had met Martha. She had seen the look in Martha’s eyes before. It was on the
face of every abused child or wife she’d worked with. There were no signs here
of physical abuse, but she had a feeling that mental abuse could be one of
Bill’s specialties.

"He doesn’t threaten you, does he?" Katie asked
slowly, carefully, trying not to frighten her into silence.

"Not exactly, but…."

It took some encouragement, but the words poured out,
tumbling over one another in a confused, disorganized scramble, as if they were
eager to escape. Starting with the Father’s Day fiasco and ending with Bill
making her carry the dead groundhog to the porch and cut down her beloved
roses, Martha told Katie everything. Tears of relief, shame and guilt spilled
down her cheeks, unchecked, as she finished.

Katie just listened, comforted, murmured encouragement. She
knew the benefit of talking, getting it out into the open.

"I told some of this to Paul, but he didn’t believe me,"
Martha said as they began to retrace their steps down the path. Her tears were
drying and she felt lighter, as if a great weight had lifted.

"What makes you think so?"

"He told me I needed some rest, and he gave me those
sleeping pills. I don’t need rest – I need help with Bill." She paused,
turning to look at Katie. "I’m afraid he’s losing his mind." Just
saying it aloud made her feel better. Her worst fears were out in the open.

"Let me talk to Paul. Maybe I can help," Katie
volunteered.

"Do you think you can?" Martha looked doubtful.

Katie nodded and started walking again. Martha was under a
great deal of pressure, she was nervous, and she probably did need some rest,
but she was not crazy. If anyone needed psychological help, it was Bill.

A gunshot sounded from the direction of the house. The birds
and animals around them froze immediately, and an eerie silence settled in the
woods. The two women exchanged brief glances – Katie’s questioning, Martha’s
pained – then continued down the path.

"Well, have you two planned the wedding?" Paul
asked, enfolding Katie in his arms. It felt to him as if she’d been gone for
days.

"Oh, sure!" Katie waved a hand. "We have
everything under control, don’t we?"

Martha refused to look at Bill. Her alliance with Katie made
her feel stronger than she had in weeks. In control again, she smiled and
nodded. It’s going to be a beautiful wedding."

Sensing a change in Martha, Bill, without appearing to,
watched her curiously. Then he said, "I could go for more strawberries."
It was not what he wanted to say.

His simple statement had the desired effect.

At the sound of his voice, Martha could feel her strength
ebbing. She all but ran inside. Once in the kitchen, she knew without looking
that the chart had not been returned to its usual spot on the wall. There would
be no chance to show it to Katie this time.

"Where is the bathroom?" Katie asked, coming in
behind her.

Martha directed her there, and then returned to find Paul in
the kitchen. "He’s not interested in the operation," he whispered
anxiously when she handed him the cake covered in plump red strawberries. "See
if you can talk to him."

Martha nodded, but knew it was useless.

Katie washed her hands and face in the bathroom and then
stepped into the hall. The house smelled clean, not a thing out of place, but
then she noticed that the closet door was slightly open. On closer inspection,
she found that something blocked it from closing completely. When she opened
the door, a large sheet of poster paper that was covered boxes and red and
black slashes fell at her feet. She bent to pick it up.

"Did you get lost?" Bill asked from the opposite
end of the hall, where he had been sitting quietly since Martha and Paul went
outside.

Startled, Katie looked up to see the black, angry look that
matched his voice. "I’m sorry. The door was open…I…" she fumbled for
an explanation, knowing how it must look.

"Get out of here," he hissed. His voice wasn’t
loud, but carried an unspoken threat.

"But, Mr. Landry, I –"

"And don’t ever come back."










CHAPTER
11
"What do you think?" Paul asked as he and Katie
drove back to Roanoke through the peaceful summer evening.

"It’s a beautiful place for a wedding. Thank you for
thinking of it." Katie snuggled close to him. She felt relaxed, sleepy -
in spite of her altercation with Bill.

"I mean, what do you think about Martha. What should I
do about her?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing!"

Katie sat up. "That’s right. She doesn’t need help.
Psychological help, anyway." She smiled at him, pleased.

"She made up some preposterous story about Bill
attacking his son and making a chart and I don’t know what else. Even I can see
that she needs help."

"You’re barking up the wrong tree," Katie said
flatly. Her smile disappeared and she folded her hands in her lap, feeling the
diamond on her finger. It seemed as if Paul wanted Martha to be sick.

"What do you mean?"

"Martha isn’t the one who needs help."

"What?"

"Bill. Bill needs help."

Paul shook his head and jabbed a finger in the air to
emphasize each word. "I don’t believe this. The woman raves about insane
happenings, but she has no proof of anything. She has all the signs of an
emotional problem, but you can’t see it."

"There is a problem there, but you’ve got the wrong
patient. Martha is under a lot of stress, I’ll admit, but she’s as sane as you
or I."

"I should have known that you women would stick
together." Paul was angry. Katie studied his face. God, she loved him, but
he asked for her professional opinion and, like it or not, that’s what he was
getting. "Paul, Bill is an angry, bitter, unbalanced man. I can see it in
his eyes and hear it in his voice."

"He’s my patient and has been for some months. I think
I know him better than you." Paul glanced at her and almost swerved off
the road.

"You asked for my opinion." An unsettling silence
filled the car and then she said softly, "Maybe you’ve gotten too close to
your patient."

"Are you saying that I’m incompetent?"

"I’m just saying that you’re too involved with him.
You’ve grown too close. You care too much about Bill to really see him."

Paul chewed on his lower lip and thought about what she had
said. It was true that he cared about Bill, loved him like a father, but that
should only heighten his ability to see the man better. Feeling betrayed, he
remained silent until they reached her apartment.

"Good night," she said briskly. "Thank you
for the lovely day."

He looked at her. He wanted her to ask him in, ached to
spend the night with her, and yet he needed to get away, at least for a while.
She had attacked one of the few people in the world that he admired and he had
to think about it. "I’ll call you," he said finally.

Katie nodded. By the time she closed the door to her
apartment, she was fighting back tears. "I will not cry!" she vowed,
but the tears came anyway.

After her outburst, she tried to read in bed. Instead, she
relived the afternoon with Martha over and over in her mind. She had to be sure
her feelings were impartial and professional. Time after time, she came to the
same conclusion – Bill was a sick man and needed help.

***
"God, what a day," Bill breathed, relieved that
Paul and Katie were finally gone. He doubted that Katie would ever return.

"Are you tired?" Martha asked.

"Hell, no! I haven’t killed one groundhog all day. And
you and whatshername traipsing around the woods didn’t help matters, either."
He shook his shaggy head and rubbed a big hand across his face.

"We were well out of the way, up at the pond. You
couldn’t have shot us accidentally," Martha said. The feeling of strength
and self-confidence that she'd gained from talking to Katie still lingered.

"Now, why would I worry about accidentally shooting
you? You scared the rodents away, traipsing around in the woods like that. I
won’t get another good shot until morning," Bill said bitterly. He put the
binoculars up to his eyes, dismissing her.

With a shrug, she left him sitting on the porch. She decided
to bake a cake; anything to keep busy.

In a little over an hour, much to his delight, Bill shot a
groundhog. The impact of the shell cartwheeled the animal backwards and it let
out an agonizing squeal. Even though most of its hindquarters had been blown
away, it managed to crawl into the shelter of bushes beside the driveway.

"Martha!" A strange excitement was building in
Bill. It made his voice quiver. He felt like laughing and yelling at the same
time.

Martha had been in the living room, knitting. She got up
stiffly from her chair and went to the chart. She didn’t know when it had
reappeared, but some of her strength faded at the sight of it. She called out, "I’m
marking it down," and hoped that he would go back to whatever he was
doing.

"No!" Bill got control of his voice again, but the
thrill was still churning in his gut. "Come here!" He might have been
talking to a dog. A retriever, Martha thought.

She ventured just outside the door and waited.

"Almost at the end of the driveway – to the right – is
the groundhog I just shot," he said, waving the gun in that direction. He
did not look at her.

Taking a deep breath and holding it, she sensed what was
coming next. She looked out across the driveway, making herself ignore the
ugly, naked stumps of what once were her beautiful roses.

"I want you to go get it."

Her heart stopped. How could he do this to her again? "Bill…."

"Go get it," he said, as if he were asking for a
drink of water. "I want to see it."

Covering her face with both hands, she tried to convince
herself that this was not happening. The sun was setting, birds were singing,
she had a cake cooling in the kitchen, ready to frost.

"Did you hear me?"

"I can’t. I won’t," she whispered, her stomach
twisting into knots.

"Go. Get. It." He said it again, more forcefully.

Martha lifted her chin, staring at him defiantly. She had
promised herself that she would not retrieve another animal for him. She would
not break that promise, for her own sanity. "No."

"Oh, yes you will." His voice was cold and deadly,
and his hand clenched and unclenched around the butt of the powerful rifle. "Or
you will be very, very sorry."

Taking a ragged breath, she stood her ground. Her chin
lifted another inch. "No," she repeated, but her voice quivered.

He shifted his position slightly and, though the gun
remained in his lap, it seemed to have moved too. "I’d hate to have to
hurt you."

Martha watched, transfixed, as he expertly handled the
rifle. As if by magic, the barrel was suddenly pointing in her direction. She
stared at the tiny black hole that was directly in front of her.

"Now. Do as I say." His hands were steady as he
clicked the safety off.

Terrified at his direct threat, Martha stumbled off the
porch and across the bridge. Walking down the driveway, she was blinded by
tears.

"Right there! To your right!" Bill shouted.

She sobbed, but kept moving, afraid that he would kill her.
Her shaking legs threatened to collapse any minute.

"Between those two rhododendrons," he shouted
impatiently. She heard the thrill in his voice. From the kill...or from
watching her stumble around, crying?

At last, she found the chubby brown animal. He was bigger
than the first groundhog she had had to carry; he probably weighed closer to
twenty pounds. His hind legs and most of his back were destroyed and a thick
pool of blood had formed beneath him. He stared at her through bright, glassy
eyes – she could hear his shallow, uneven breathing.

"He’s not dead," Martha whispered, putting her
hand to her mouth, and then, realizing that Bill could not hear her, shouted, "He’s
not dead!"

"Dammit; kill him, then!"

Sobbing aloud, not knowing what to do, she shook her head
vigorously. She had never killed anything in her life.

"Get a rock and bash his head in!" Bill barked the
order.

Blindly, she slapped at the rough gravel, looking for a
rock. The stones gouged into her hands, but she finally found one that seemed
large enough. Standing over the groundhog, she took aim and threw the rock as
hard as she could. The rock missed the animal entirely, struck the ground and
spun out into the driveway. Tears continued to fall as she searched again and
found another rock, listening to Bill’s devilish laughter.

Suddenly, something clicked in her mind. She felt it, and
rage surged through her. Holding the rock tight, she moved closer to the
gasping, unmoving groundhog and took aim. The rock landed squarely on the
animal’s head with a soft thump.

It continued to breathe, though – barely. It was shallow and
slow, but she could hear it. With great effort, she hit the animal one last
time and all was silent except for her own choked sobbing. In the stillness,
she looked down at the blood spattered on her white apron and shoes, and then
at the mutilated animal at her feet. She dropped to the ground and threw up.
Hoping that this was all just a gruesome nightmare, she stumbled up the
driveway and back to the house without the groundhog. Angrily, almost ready to
scream, she tore off her apron and shoes and threw them in the trash. When she
finally collapsed on the sofa, the sun was still setting, the birds were still
singing, and her cake was still cooling by the open window in the kitchen, but
she would never be the same again. She had taken a life.

From out of nowhere, Bill appeared beside her, smiling down
happily. With a slight trembling in his husky voice he said, "You’ll do
better next time."

What she saw when she looked up at him was a monster. Cold,
glittering eyes met hers and his wicked smile curved across his stony face. Her
Bill was gone; something evil and destructive had taken over his body. She lay
on the sofa and her husband continued to smile down at her. She was afraid to
move, afraid to breathe. Finally, with a sharp, harsh laugh, he left her alone.
She fled to the bedroom.










CHAPTER
12
"Paul, wake up!" Katie’s voice crackled through
the telephone, full of excitement.

"It’s one o’clock in the morning," the sleepy
young doctor complained.

"I’m sorry, but I just remembered something," she
said.

"Look, I don’t want to argue now. I’ve got to get some
rest. I have an early appointment, and –"

"I saw the chart," she interrupted. "The
chart Martha told you about. It does exist!"

"What? How do you know that?" Suddenly, he was
wide awake.

"When I went to the bathroom, I saw something I wasn’t
supposed to see. I’m telling you that chart was hidden in the hall closet,"
she explained triumphantly.

"Why didn’t you mention this before?"

"I wasn’t sure at the time that that’s what it was, but
now that I’ve thought about it, I know it’s what I found." Her voice
became softer. "Besides, I was so upset that we were arguing, I guess I
forgot."

"So what do you expect me to do about it?"

"Why not check it out for yourself? I’ll bet if you
made a surprise visit out there tomorrow…or today…you’d find that chart hanging
on the wall, just like Martha described."

Paul thought for a few minutes. Why would Bill hide it? If
there really was a chart, if everything Martha told him was true, then Katie
was probably right and Bill needed help. As badly as he hated to admit it, his
idol might just have feet of clay. He had to find out for himself. "I’ll
see if I can find someone to cover for me tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll take a
ride out there.

"Great," Katie said, relieved. "I’ll see you
about noon."

"Maybe a little after. Listen, if you’re wrong…."

"I’m not. And Paul, I don’t want to scare you, but he
could be dangerous."

Paul hung up without saying goodbye. He knew Bill; strong,
independent, responsible. Good God, the man was paralyzed from the waist down.
How could he be dangerous?










CHAPTER
13
At breakfast the next morning, Bill and Martha sat across
from each other at the rough pine table. The only noise was the clink of their
silverware against the dishes. Bill, with his gray-tinged full beard, looked
just as tired as Martha felt.

Martha spent every waking hour in fear; fear of something
intangible, and fear of the wild empty gunslinger eyes that belonged to her
husband. More and more, she thought of running away. Where to, though? She
would only be in William’s way. None of her friends had called or visited in
months. Katie might help, but Martha knew there was no place in her life for an
old woman who was afraid of her own shadow.

Automatically, she felt for the jagged piece of broken glass
in her apron pocket. It was still there, the sharp point reassuring. Not that
she could ever use it, but at least it was something concrete. Even the
continuous silence between them was making her jumpy. As she began to clear the
table, her gaze strayed to the chart on the wall. The red and black slashes
seemed to wiggle and wave at her and she turned away quickly. Talking as much
to hear her own voice as anything else, she said softly, "I guess I’ll
pick peas today."

When Bill made no reply, she continued. "I think I’ll
put them in the freezer. It’s easier and quicker than canning them. Maybe I’ll
cook some for dinner. They should be good and –"

"I don’t think you will," Bill interrupted. It was
the first thing he had said all morning.

"Will what?"

"Pick peas."

"Of course I will. If I don’t they’re going to ruin."

"They’re for the animals," Bill said softly.

"Oh, Bill…."

"I need to lure animals in here. I have to make them
come to me." His face twisted into an ugly sneer. "In case you
haven’t noticed, I can’t exactly hunt them down."

Martha stopped midway between the table and sink, a plate in
each hand. She’d known all along, of course, but hearing him say it made it
sound like a joke. "Please, Bill. Surely…."

"As the summer wears on, that garden is going to draw
animals in here like crazy. I don’t want you to touch one weed or harvest any
of the vegetables. Understand?" His angry fists opened and closed
spasmodically on the table.

"You’re crazy." The words slipped out before she
could stop them. She continued walking toward the sink but listened carefully
for movement behind her. She placed the dishes in the water, trying to pretend
that she had not said those last two words.

Trembling with anger, Bill pointed a thick, gnarled finger
at her as she turned around again. "Don’t you ever say that again!"
he hissed between tightly clenched teeth. He turned and wheeled out onto the
porch, letting the screen door slam loudly.

After he left the room, Martha felt like her arms and legs
were wrapped in wet cotton. She sank wearily into a nearby chair and rested her
head on her folded arms. Should she go after him and apologize? She felt like
she would never be able to move again. Looking up, she saw the summer morning
through the kitchen window. She whispered, "I’m sorry."

No one answered her.

After a while she began to feel better. She finished up the
dishes and made their bed, completing her few household tasks for the day.
Without her rose garden, she had nothing but reading to keep herself busy. With
a heavy sigh, she settled into an overstuffed chair with her book. Birds
flitted past the window, and the scent of lilac reached her sensitive nose. She
lost her place several times before finally giving up. It was just too
beautiful to stay inside. The house was suffocating her, anyway.

Crossing the room to the window, she looked out at her
garden. It was green and beautiful, and it would lay there and rot if Bill had
anything to say about it. What a waste.

Her newfound anger surged again, and she squared her
shoulders and stood up straight. She could not spend the rest of her life being
afraid of Bill. It was her garden and she would harvest it as she saw fit. What
could he do to her that was worse than making her kill that groundhog? Putting
on her old shoes and a big straw hat to shield her face from the sun, she
picked up a yellow plastic pail on her way out of the house.

Bill pretended to clean his rifle. There was no need to look
up at his wife as she clomped across the back porch in her garden shoes. He had
already guessed that she would disobey his orders, because it would go against
everything in her nature to let food go to waste. Since she had talked to
Katie, she was becoming more and more independent and strong-willed every day.
Something would have to be done. He was having a hard enough time keeping the
wildlife pests under control. He had no need for one more pest.

Martha’s favorite part of gardening was harvesting and
preserving the vegetables she grew. She hadn’t planted many peas, but they
produced early and well. The shiny green pods were so plump and full that they
threatened to pop open in her hands when she pulled them from the vines.

Gathering the peas took longer than expected. By the time
her pail was two-thirds full, the sun had become warm and she stood up to take
off her hat. Stretching her cramped legs and back, she listened as two blue
jays argued in the curved limb of a nearby sycamore. Finally, one of them
swooped away toward a young pine in the back yard.

Martha followed the flight of the bird with her eyes, but
only as far as the back porch. The barrel of the 30.06 was aimed directly at
her head. The little black hole looked like a cannon, even from here. Her first
impression was that Bill was still cleaning the gun, but seeing it pointed in
her direction brought on an uneasy prickling sensation on the back of her neck.

Then she saw the grim look on his face. He was peering at
her through the scope of the rifle as though she were one of the rabbits or
groundhogs robbing his garden. The prickling sensation swept down her spine,
leaving her cold and shaking. Her heart thudded loudly in her ears, blocking
out any other sounds. Her mouth went sticky dry. Instinctively, she dropped to
the ground, wishing it would just swallow her. Now she knew how the animals
felt when Bill spotted them.

Bill followed her movement easily with the gun. There was no
doubt about what he intended to do. "Drop the peas!" he ordered in a
sharp, clipped voice.

She got the feeling that she was trapped in an old western
by mistake, and her hysterical giggle came out as a strangled whimper. Should
she ‘reach for the sky’?

"I said – drop those peas!"

She dropped the pail and her beautiful green peas scattered
across the dark earth at her feet.

"Now," Bill said, motioning with the gun, "get
up here."

She swallowed hard and stood up slowly. Her legs were
quivering jelly, and she was afraid they wouldn’t hold her weight.

The boom of the rifle was deafening as a shell dug into the
ground close behind Martha, throwing dirt and small rocks in all directions.
Pieces of soil flew up and struck her skin painfully. 

Again, instinct brought her to the ground. Too afraid to
move, too afraid to cry, she lay motionless in the dirt, her eyes locked on
Bill and the gun. After several painful seconds she felt a fiery burning in her
thigh. She thought she’d been stung by a bee, and absently reached to rub at
the spot. Her hand met with something warm, wet and sticky. Tearing her eyes
away from Bill, she looked at her hand. Blood.

Then she saw the scorched hole in her dress. Blood ran
freely past her knee and soaked into the dirt. The bullet, she thought, had
only grazed her thigh but the raw burning pain that grew more intense every
moment was nothing like she’d ever experienced. She crouched motionless,
speechless, staring at her ruined dress and the stain that was spreading on her
sock.

He was an expert marksman. If he had intended to kill her,
he would have. The bullet that grazed her leg was no accident.

Bill’s thick, bitter voice reached her and sounded far away.
"You’re just like them. They took away my legs, and now you’re trying to
destroy the only pleasure I have left."

Martha glanced again at the overturned pail, the smashed
peas, and her bloody, burning leg. Fear and anger fought within her. Hot tears
sprang to her eyes. Yes, she was just like them. Trapped by a killer.

The pain spread through her leg, drowning out all other
emotions. She wiped off as much blood as possible with her apron. Gathering her
courage, she slowly stood on shaky legs. Then, fighting dizziness and nausea,
she limped slowly back to the house, leaving her hat, pail and bright green
peas in the garden.

"You should have seen your face!" Bill hooted with
wild, slightly hysterical laughter when she finally reached the porch. "You
looked just like a little rabbit, scared out of your wits."

Her first impulse was to slap the triumphant grin off his
face and tell him exactly what she thought of his ‘joke’. Fighting desperately
against the dizziness and pain, she kept silent and moving. She limped across
the porch and headed for the back door. With her hand on the door knob, she
risked turning to look at him.

He was caressing his gun lovingly. His smile was gone, and
with a faraway look in his eyes he said quietly, as if to himself, "It
would have been so easy. So easy."

If she’d suspected it before, she knew it now. She was in
serious danger. Bill was just playing with her, having his fun. When he got
ready to kill her, he would. She was going to have to do something – fast.










CHAPTER
14
All of these thoughts crowded into her brain as she cleaned
her injured leg carefully in the bathroom. At last, the bleeding had stopped
and she discovered that the wound was not as large or as deep as she’d
expected. Stifling her whimpers, she applied antiseptic and then a bandage.

After taking care of her leg, she decided to call William.
Scolding herself for not being able to remember his number, she went to her
room and looked it up in her address book. When she returned to the living
room, Bill was sitting beside the phone. "You’d better make a pot of
coffee," he said briskly, looking up from his magazine.

While making the coffee, Martha tried to decide what to do
next. It was obvious that Bill was deliberately blocking the phone. She checked
the clock. It was still early. Her next available avenue of help would be Milly
and the mail.

Turning on the coffeepot, she walked as nonchalantly back to
her room as possible and scribbled a note on a piece of paper. She placed it in
an envelope and on the envelope wrote, "Please call Dr. Paul Newsome in
Roanoke and read this message to him at once. Urgent!" Just in case she
couldn't get to the truck. Just in case. Tucking the note in her apron pocket,
she left the room.

Bill was still sitting near the phone, reading.

With her leg throbbing painfully, Martha walked quietly
through the kitchen and out the back door. When she stepped off the porch, a
wave of dizziness hit her and she had to sit down for a few minutes. Then she
hobbled around the side of the house, across the sloping green front lawn and
out into the gravel road. Limping, it seemed to take forever. Was Bill
watching? What if he shot her again? Pain snaked up her leg, making it
difficult to even breathe, but she reached the mailbox without incident.
Pretending to pick wildflowers, she prayed that Milly would come soon.

The front door slammed, sounding like the crack of the .22,
and Martha jumped.

Bill wheeled to the top of the front porch steps. "What
are you doing out there?"

"Picking flowers," she said, willing her voice to
remain steady.

"Are you coming in soon? I want to talk to you about
that operation." His voice sounded almost plaintive, and that frightened
Martha even more.

Reluctantly, she left the mailbox and her plea for help
behind, and began limping slowly toward the house. Would he shoot her now? She
strained her eyes, trying to detect a gun. If he had one with him, it was
well-hidden.

"You’re not afraid of me, are you?" he asked, when
she had worked her way up the front steps and reached his chair.

She shook her head. Afraid wasn’t the word for it. She was
so terrified she could barely breathe.

"There’s no need to be afraid of me. I was just kidding
around a while ago." With tentative, gentle fingers, he touched her
bandaged leg. "I didn’t mean to hurt you."

Either he was lying or he’d finally flipped and Martha knew
only one thing – she had to save herself, somehow. She nodded again, dumbly.

"Good."

"I’m going to sit on the back porch for a while now,"
she managed to croak and slid away from him as quickly as she could. The
discussion of his operation was forgotten. Where her rose garden had
flourished, Martha had a clear view of the mailbox and a good chance of escape
when Milly arrived. For what seemed like hours, she sat on the steps, waiting
and resting her leg.

The ringing of the telephone brought her to her feet. It
rang only once, and by the time she struggled inside, Bill was cradling the
receiver.

"Who was that?" she almost shrieked.

"Wrong number," he answered with an innocent
smile.

Martha returned to the back porch on shaking legs and leaned
wearily on the railing. Was Bill lying? Had Milly called to say that there was
no mail today and that she wouldn’t be out? If so, Martha knew she was in trouble.
There was nothing she could do now but wait and pray that she wouldn’t have to
spend another night in this house with Bill.

The sound of Milly’s truck traveling their road was
something that she’d never paid much attention to, but today it was the most
important sound in her life. When she finally heard the ancient vehicle
chugging up the road toward their house, she almost fainted with relief.

The truck stopped at the mailbox, engine running. She heard
the door of the mailbox squeak as it was opened. "Please let me get to
Milly in time," Martha prayed softly as she hurried blindly in the
direction of the truck.

 










CHAPTER
15
"Hey, Katie," Paul said into the receiver. He was
standing in the busy hospital corridor eating a sandwich.

"Where have you been? I’ve been waiting…"

"Listen. I can’t talk now, but I’m not going to be able
to get out to the Landrys’ today. Something’s come up."

Katie sighed heavily. She wasn’t surprised. "Ok, when?"

"I don’t know."

"Tonight?"

"Maybe tomorrow. Listen, honey…."

"I know. You’re sorry." Katie finished his
sentence with a knowing smile.

Paul gulped down the last of his sandwich and heard himself
being paged. "I’ve got to go."

"Paul, I was worried about you."

He smiled with relief. "I love you. You know…."

"I know, I know. I suppose I’ll have to get used to
being married to a doctor."

"I’ll call you."

Katie hung up, worried. A sense of foreboding enveloped her,
but there was nothing she could do. If she knew the Landrys' better, she would
just drive out there herself. Right now, though, it would seem strange for her
to show up, out of the blue and without Paul. Besides, when she thought about
Bill and those guns, and the way he had spoken to her when she'd found his
chart, she knew she wouldn't go alone.










CHAPTER
16
"Martha! Martha! Help me!" Bill’s urgent voice
called to her across the yard, stopping her flight halfway to the truck.

She hesitated, looking from her house to the road, trying to
decide.

"Martha, please! I fell out of this damned chair!"
A lifetime of caring for him, of being a good wife, weighed heavily on her. A
lifetime. She sighed. Ignoring him was impossible. She would have to catch
Milly after she made the turn and started her return trip. Martha knew that she
had about ten minutes.

Bill was half in and half out of his wheelchair, clinging to
the edge of the bed for support and looking helpless when Martha found him. "I
fell," he said sheepishly.

With her hands under his arms, Martha lifted and tugged at
his seemingly powerless body with no result. "I guess I’m not as strong as
I used to be," she puffed as she brushed at strands of hair that had
fallen across her face.

Bill smiled weakly, but made no move to help himself.

"I’m afraid I’ll hurt you," she said.

"You aren’t hurting me," he told her as she tried
to lift his legs and maneuver him into the chair. The sound of Milly’s mail
truck chugging past the house on her return trip brought tears of frustration
to Martha’s eyes. If she didn’t get out there now and flag Milly down, it was
going to be too late.

"Maybe if I push this way," Bill suggested,
cutting into her thoughts.

The truck zoomed past the house noisily, backfired once, and
then the sound of its engine faded away. She would have to spend another night
with Bill.

Suddenly, the big man slipped into his chair with almost no
assistance. "I’m sorry. I guess I was just totally paralyzed there for a
minute," he said lamely.

More tears of frustration formed in her eyes and slid down
her cheeks. Crying was useless and she wiped at her face angrily. She must not
let Bill see how frightened she was. Leaving the room, she consoled herself
with the hope that Paul would get her message. But would he believe her, or
just think that she was a hysterical woman? She realized, too late, that she
should have had the note delivered to Katie.










CHAPTER
17
Martha decided that she would try to call Katie at work, and
waited patiently for a chance to use the phone. It was late afternoon and her
head and leg throbbed painfully. Going to the bathroom, she took two aspirin,
then saw the bottle of sleeping pills sitting innocently in the medicine chest.
She picked them up and looked at them, thinking that just a few days ago, she’d
been ready to end it all. Now, she was scheming to keep her life.

Peering out the bathroom window, she saw that Bill was
dozing on the porch. The afternoon sun made his hair and beard shine
lustrously. She tiptoed through the house, lifted the receiver and put it to
her ear. Her heart almost stopped.

"Something wrong?" Bill asked quietly from behind
her.

She whirled around, expecting to see the gun aimed at her
again. "The phone is dead."

"I know. I think some of your furry little friends
chewed the outside wire in two. Here, I’ll show you." Leading the way
outside, he showed her the two pieces of telephone line.

The ends were cleanly cut, not jagged or chewed, but the
look in his eyes told her not to argue.

Martha went into the bedroom and closed the door firmly. As
long as he stayed outside, she would be safe. As long as his mind was busy with
other things. Somehow, she was able to nap for just a bit, and when she awoke
it was beginning to get dark. A final plan occurred to her. As soon as it was
completely dark and Bill was asleep, she would just leave. She wondered if
anyone would believe her story. It was a chance she would just have to take.










CHAPTER
18
Martha woke with a start. The house was dark, and the sky
was studded black velvet. Had she slept too long? A glance at the luminous
clock face told her it was well after midnight. She lay perfectly still,
listening. Silence, except for the faithful grandfather clock ticking away the
night.

She turned as quietly as possible onto her side and peered
across the room. Brilliant moonlight illuminated Bill, huddled under his
blankets in the big bed they’d once shared. She was surprised to see that he
was breathing slowly and evenly, with the occasional soft murmur. He was
usually wide awake, roaming the house.

Carefully pushing herself onto her elbows, she stopped again
to listen. The strange stillness worried her. Finally, she crawled out of bed,
still fully clothed. The pain in her leg when she stood was almost unbearable.
She bit her lip and tried to ignore it while putting on an extra sweater.
Summer nights were often chilly in these hollows and she had no idea where she
might be in the next few hours. She only knew that she couldn’t stay here.

On tiptoe, she crossed the room and eased the door open,
only wide enough for her to pass through. Avoiding the creaking floorboards in
the hall that she knew so well, she crept through the kitchen and laundry room
like a ghost. With trembling fingers, she felt in the darkness for the nail by
the door where she kept the truck keys.

It was empty.

With fists pressed to her tired eyes, she decided that she
must have left them in the truck. Continuing her silent journey, she slipped
out the back door. Without realizing it, Martha had been holding her breath,
and when she stepped outside she let it out gratefully. So far, so good.

Now, all she had to do was get the truck away from the house
before Bill woke up and tried to stop her. Hurrying through the almost eerie
stillness, she knew that she would have to try to drive the truck without
lights until she was out of sight.

By the time she reached the truck, she was feeling more
confident about her escape plans. Opening the door, she climbed behind the
wheel. It felt solid and comforting in her hands. Automatically, she reached
for the ignition.

No keys.

Frantically, she searched the seat, the floorboards, and the
glove compartment. The keys were clearly not there. She sat very still,
fighting panic, forcing herself to concentrate. Where had she put the keys the
last time she drove the truck? It seemed like a century ago, but finally she
remembered that she had definitely hung them on the nail by the door. Maybe
they had fallen off.

Trembling from head to foot, the pain in her leg a dull, throbbing
ache, she returned to the house and quietly opened the back door. Again, her
hand fumbled along the wall in the darkness for the nail that held the keys.
She hardly noticed the pain when the empty nail scraped her fingers. Running
her hand down the wall, she knelt and searched the floor in darkness. The
result was the same – no keys.

Martha thought she heard movement somewhere in the house.
Heart hammering in her chest, barely breathing, she froze, listening. She could
not hear a sound, not a bird or even a bug. Closing her eyes, she tried once
more to concentrate. Where could those keys be? And then suddenly, it dawned on
her.

Bill had them.

It had been so long since he’d had any use for them that it
hadn’t occurred to her that he would even notice them. They were probably in
his pocket, or hidden somewhere to keep her from using the truck to get away.
What should she do now? It was doubtful that her leg would hold out, but she
could try to walk. What if she did make it to the neighbors? They would be in
bed, asleep. What would she tell them? That Bill was sick? That she needed a
doctor? After several agonizing minutes, she decided to try to find the truck
keys.

Back in the bedroom, she stood in the doorway for long,
silent minutes to make sure Bill was still asleep. He stirred slightly, but the
deep even breathing continued, punctuated once in a while by a soft snore.
Satisfied, she crept to his bed on all fours.

The most likely place to search for his keys would be his
pants pocket. She found his pants hanging from one handle of his wheelchair.
Still on her knees, she searched through the pockets, taking care to stay
quiet. They were all empty. Frantically, she searched a second and third time,
turning all of them inside out. At last she sat back on her heels, rubbed her
tired, burning eyes, and thought carefully about where to look next.

"Looking for something?" Bill’s voice came out of
the semi-darkness so close to her ear that she let out a muffled scream.

"No! I was just…."

"Praying? You looked like you were praying," he
said helpfully.

Martha swallowed hard and shook her head.

"Were you perhaps looking for these?" He dangled
the keys tantalizingly close to her face. They glittered in the moonlight.

She stared at them for a few seconds in silence and then
said, "I wanted to make sure I hadn’t left them in the truck."

"You weren’t going anywhere, were you?" His eyes
were shining brightly – feverish, almost – and the beginnings of a smile curled
his lips.

"No."

"Then I’ll just keep them for you until morning.
They’ll be safe with me." He jingled them gently and laughed.

The keys were just inches away from her face. She had to
have them. She had to get away. In a purely instinctive reaction, her hand shot
out and snatched at the keys.

Bill was startled at the sudden move, but he was alert and
just as quick. His iron grip on the ring left no room for slippage and he
easily captured and held her small wrists with his other powerful hand.

Tears streaming down her face, whimpering softly, she
struggled to free herself. The keys to her freedom were locked in one of his
huge hands, and she was being held by his other. Still, she would not give in,
and Bill’s laughter at her futile attempts only made her struggle harder.

Suddenly, he froze. "What the hell?" He pushed
Martha away and sat up, still holding the keys.

She scrambled to the other side of the room, then looked at
him. His head was cocked to the side, as if he were listening. She heard
nothing, though, except her own ragged breath.

He swung himself quickly into his wheelchair and then
started through the hall. Martha followed, hanging back a little. In the
kitchen Bill stopped and listened intently. "Sounds like it’s coming from
out back," he said, and without hesitation wheeled himself in that
direction. He paused only briefly before jerking the door open. Together, they
peered outside.

Nothing.

The porch, the yard, the driveway were filled with nothing
more than pearly white moonlight. All was quiet.

"What the hell?" Bill muttered again and pushed
his way outside.

"What? There’s nothing there. Bill!"

He was about halfway across the porch, but then he stopped
and began to wheel backwards with one hand. His other began slapping wildly at
his chest and legs. Martha stood at the door, too mesmerized to react. The look
of terror on his face was heart-stopping. What was he doing? What was he
fighting? Whatever it was, he fought it desperately, screaming and slapping at
himself, closer and closer to his face. The wheelchair careened into her small
rocker and tipped it. It crashed against the porch rail.

Her first instinct was to go to him. She even took a
tentative step in his direction, but then stopped. She had no idea what was
going on. At a loss, she thought to call for help, but then remembered that the
phone didn’t work.

Finally, she forced herself to move and ran to him, but
almost immediately he slapped her away in his frenzy. His screeching hurt her
ears. As she retreated slightly, her hand touched the cold barrel of the 30.06
that was resting in the corner, not far from the door. Picking up the heavy
gun, she wondered if she should give it to him. Would he feel protected that
way? What if he shot her again, instead? Was he pretending?

A word interrupted her thoughts. "Help!" His voice
was strangled. She couldn’t understand him, but thought she heard the word
‘animals’ along with his gibberish.

Seeing his gunslinger eyes roll wildly, she knew he wasn’t
pretending. He needed her help. How, though? What could she do? He was clearly
insane. She walked toward him again, holding the rifle.

With her eyes on his, she lifted the rifle to her shoulder
just like she’d seen him do it. It was heavier than she could've imagined, and
lifting it took both hands and all of her strength. She had never fired a gun
in her life, but had seen him do this so many times that it was ingrained in
her mind. Looking through the scope, she saw that the crosshairs intersected in
the center, dividing the site into wedges.

She could see Bill’s face, but it seemed very far away.
Struggling to hold the gun steady and still looking into his blue eyes – the
beautiful but cruel gunslinger eyes that made her heart lurch – her index
finger sought and found the curved trigger. It was cold and the steel edges
were sharp.

Bill’s mouth formed the words ‘help me’.

She squeezed the trigger.

The impact slammed his wheelchair against the side of the
house, where it tipped, hit the wall, and righted itself. The unexpectedly
powerful recoil of the rifle caused it to strike Martha on the cheek and
propelled her backward into the laundry room with enough force to throw her
down. Her head hit the washing machine, knocking her unconscious.









EPILOGUE
Martha sat alone on the far end of the back porch, looking contentedly
at the familiar surrounding countryside. She loved all the seasons of the year,
but fall was her favorite because it was the most beautiful. The trees were
flaming oranges, yellows, and reds. Occasionally, the deep green of a pine
slashed through the colors. She inhaled deeply and the fresh air smelled sweet
– perhaps sweeter than it ever had before.

It was still warm  - much too warm for October – but she
would not complain. Cold weather would come soon enough and her son would start
badgering her again about how she could not live alone and how she should move
to Cleveland to live with him. Well, she thought, he can badger all he wants.
She was determined to keep her home for as long as possible. She was enjoying
the solitude. Besides, she wasn’t alone.

A fat red squirrel scampered up a nearby tree, working hard
and fast to store food for winter. Rabbits played hide and seek among the now
naked-looking rhododendrons and peonies that edged the driveway, and groundhogs
rummaged through what was left of the summer garden. A scolding blue jay caught
her attention, and she returned to her self-appointed task of crumbling bread
and tossing it out into the yard for the birds. The mid-morning sun was growing
warmer, so she took off her sweater and placed it across her lap. She felt
peaceful, happy. Watching two birds fight over the last crumbs of bread, she
smiled. "Don’t be so greedy," she said aloud. Her own voice sounded
good to her ears.

Hearing the sound of an approaching car, she looked up to
see Paul Newsome’s old yellow VW putt-putting up the curved gravel driveway.
Thank goodness. She had expected him earlier, and had started to worry just a
little. Seeing Katie in the seat beside him brought another, brighter smile to
her lips. They made a handsome couple, and their wedding on the front lawn had
been a beautiful sight. Their love and devotion to each other was obvious;
their happiness was contagious. She waved a greeting.

Katie, in the front seat, waved back at her. "Did you
ever see so many animals? She told me once that they ate right out of her hand,
but I had no idea…." She left the sentence unfinished as they climbed out
of the car. The animals didn’t seem to even notice.

"I told you. It’s been like this since Bill died.
They’re everywhere, and they don’t seem to even notice people." Paul’s
eyes met hers and they both looked around cautiously. The animals met their
gaze with curious stares but no fear.

"It’s spooky," Katie said, and placed her hand in
Paul’s. He nodded.

"I was getting ready to start lunch," Martha said
as they climbed the stairs. "Will you join me?"

"Sure," Paul said, knowing that’s she’d really
been waiting for their arrival.

Either Paul or Katie made it a point to join her for lunch
or dinner several times a week. They enjoyed her company and the pleasant,
comfortable conversations. At first, Martha had been consumed with Bill’s death
and was lost and adrift without him. The last couple of months, though, had
brought about a great change in her. She seemed much more content, happy and at
ease with herself and her world. This particular visit, however, was not a
social one for Paul.

"What’s the word?" Martha asked, looking at him
with surprising directness just before they went inside.

Paul shrugged, glanced quickly at Katie and then said, "Still
no answers. We’ve been over the tests a thousand times. There’s absolutely no
physical reason why you can’t walk."

"Meaning that it’s all in my head."

He nodded. "I guess so. Katie can tell you more about
that than I can."

Martha waved a hand. "No hurry. If it can’t be helped,
it can’t be helped. I’m alive and I consider that to be pretty lucky."

The couple exchanged relieved glances.

"I might as well give you your vitamin shot now,"
Paul said as he rummaged through his bag and began to prepare a hypodermic.

Martha’s easy, contented smile changed to a look of
resignation. "Fine," she grumbled. "But let’s at least go
inside." She turned and propelled her wheelchair through the front door.
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