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Chapter One
The darkness sweeps around her as she lies on the cold ground and the rain drips from the forest trees. She must have passed out from the blow to her head and she forces herself into a sitting position listening for any movement around her. She can hear nothing, but the night prowlers somewhere in the night. In the faint moonlight she sees her shirt has been ripped, and bloodstains cover her hands. She spits out the iron taste and gets nauseous from the taste of blood. She gets to her feet quickly no longer feeling safe as she remembers someone was chasing her and grabs a wet branch for support moving to what she thinks is north. The half moon provides little light in the darkness.
The morning sun finally escapes the horizon after hours of walking and nothing before her seems familiar. She notices cliffs before her and climbs towards the top to find hope, but only trees scattered for miles. Sitting down she pulls her knees into her chest rocking back and forth. She starts to think of what will happen if she never escapes the maze of trees. I am lost in the middle of nowhere. I have blood on my hands and I have no idea what happened. I can’t fight this forest alone. What if I killed someone? What if someone left me here to die?
A faint train whistle interrupts her thoughts and she gets to her feet quickly seeing a small stream of smoke a few miles away. She quickly climbs back down the cliffs. She walks several miles before running into a stream and washes the blood from her hands. A rabbit nibbles on the grass and she watches it a minute before getting to her feet and continues walking towards the train. Her belly growls as she sees the flat land before her. Cautiously, she climbs through a barbwire fence, scraping her shoulder.
She walks towards the tracks seeing nothing, but cows grazing in the fields and she walks towards the direction the train was heading. Wild horses race in the distance as the night sky shows itself once again. She seeks shelter in a small cave for the night and hours seem to pass as she awakened by another train. She exits the cave racing down the hillside towards the tracks. She grabs onto the sidecar pulling her self up on the ledge and thanks God she was not swept under the wheels. She can only hope the train is going to a place where she can get help.
The sun awakens her a few hours later, as the train pulls into the rail yard and she can hear church bells in the distance. She jumps from the train almost falling, but gains her balance as she lands. A town stands a few yards before her and she runs quickly to find the answers she seeks. A small mist of rain starts to erupt from the dark clouds.
Chapter Two
I feel as if I have been torn from one world into another. It seems everything is falling apart as the clock ticks on. The summer breeze is no more as the thunder shatters the skyline. The wind hammers against the treetops and the silence of the whispering wind calms the rough day. What once was a perfect picture has been shattered by deceit. I have no idea who I am or why I am here in this world. I was found wondering the streets in the early morning and brought to the hospital. I have not been injured except in my mind.
I cannot remember my name or how I ended up here in this small town. The doctors say I must be from a propionate family, for the expensive clothes I wore when found. I have undergone several tests over the last few weeks with no real results as to why I can't remember anything. The police have been kind, checking the missing persons reports every few days. Nothing. What if I never existed? How can someone go missing and no one knows where they are? What if I am not really here and this is only a dream?
“How are we today?” A nurse asked entering the room.
“Still no memory of who I am or why no one is looking for me? Other than that, okay.”
“Well your vitals are good. I see you have been writing in the journal as the doctor ordered.”
“Yes, everyday. I am like a painter with a blank canvas. But at least they know how to rearrange the colors. I have nothing to offer.”
“You need a name to help you.” The nurse says.
“A name?” She ponders on the thought.
“What name do you want to have? It can be anything. This may help your recovery.”
“I don’t know.” Silence in the room as I ponder on a name and the nurse flips through the chart.
I think I like “Maddie.”
“Lets mark off Jane Doe and call you Maddie. That actually sounds much better. I will be right back.” She smiles.
She watches the short nurse leave the room and sees her talking to the others at the nurse’s station. The short nurse hands her chart to another nurse, who nods. Maddie picks up the journal once more, flipping the pages. Why do I have to write down my thoughts, when I have no idea if they are real? She hears someone knocking on the door and looks up to see a young cop smiling at her.
“I guess I can call you Maddie now.” His smile makes her blush.
“The nurse told me I needed a name.” She laughs. “It just popped into my head.”
“That could be a sign. Could be a name of a relative, pet or best friend.” The young cop enters the room. “It could be your real name as well.”
“Mr. Matthews, do you really believe you can solve this mystery?”
“I do and please call me Mike.”
He looks at her hair falling to her side and her blue eyes show hope. He found her in an alley in the middle of the night and her clothes torn. He could see the bruises starting to fade. Mike recalls arguing with her in the alley as he tried to persuade her to go to the hospital. A few weeks later they discovered the traces of blood where hers and from an unknown source.
“Mike sounds a little informal.”
“This is a small town.” His southern accent made her smile. “I am off duty in a few hours. We could take a walk and get a bite to eat. The nurses said it might be good for you?”
“Are you asking me out?” She could see him blushing. “I don’t think this hospital gown will be good for either of our images.”
“My sister is about your size and she can bring you something. You met her a few days ago, Bridget.”
“I remember her. She has a little girl.” She pulls the blanket closer to her body, feeling uncomfortable with his comment.
“Two boys as well. I will see you later this evening. The weather should be clearing up.” He winked walking from the room.
What a nice gentleman.
She watched the nurses flipping through the papers at the nurse’s station. Maddie pulls out a mirror seeing her dark circles, her hair tangled and her pale face peering back at herself. I wonder why this man is being nice to me. He must want to solve this mystery as much as I do. The question is how and why? She looks away from the mirror seeing Bridget entering with a bag.
“The nurses told me you are going by Maddie.” She places the bag on the bed. “That’s a pretty name. It suits you.”
“Suits me for now I guess. Hopefully, I can find out where I came from and why I am here.”
“I brought you some clothes to help with your recovery. You have been living in that gown for a few weeks.” She smiles as she flips her long hair over her shoulders. She pulls out a pair of jeans and a tee shirt tossing them on the bed. “I hope these fit you. I have a pair shoes, but they’re an eight.”
“I don’t know what size I wear.”
She could see the disappointment in her eyes. “You can try on the clothes and we can go from there.” She closes the door to the room. “If they don’t fit we will buy you something.”
“Thank you.”
Maddie pulls the gown closed and grabs the clothes entering the bathroom. She drops the gown to the floor and puts on the jeans sighing with relief as they fit. Maddie puts on the blue tee shirt and scurries the bag for a bra. Nothing. The shoes fit as well making a complete outfit and she opens the door seeing Bridget standing alone flipping through the channels on the TV Maddie steps back into the room.
“You look great. Hmmm.” She studies Maddie a moment. “I have some makeup you can borrow.”
“Really? Why are you being so nice to me?”
“You are a nice girl and my brother wants to help you recover.” She starts to pull makeup from her purse. “He really likes you and wants to help you find your family.”
“Do you have a jacket I can wear?”
“A jacket? It’s a little warm outside.” She looks up for her purse.
“I don’t have bra.” Maddie watches Bridget examine her a moment.
“I see . . . I have a button up shirt in my car. It is short sleeve and you can wear it over the other shirt.”
“It seems you have a solution for everything,” Maddie said.
“Just about. I will be right back.”
She exits the room waving at the nurses on her way down the hall. Maddie puts on the makeup and brushes her hair. She smiles at the new image before her. I need the police report from Mike and maybe I can get the answers I need. Bridget returns moments later with the shirt.
“Hello, ladies.” Mike enters no longer dressed in his uniform. The brown shirt brings out his eyes. Maddie breaks eye contact feeling butterflies in her stomach. “Hey Maddie, you look great!”
“Did I look awful before?” She questions.
“No! I just mean you, look . . .” Mike stumbles over his words.
“Forgive my brothers manners.” She turns off the TV.
Mike shots his sister a look of disapproval. “Are you ready to grace the town with your presence?”
“Bridget, I don’t know how to thank you?” She hugs the woman. “I am ready.” They walk from the room and down the winding hallway. The warm air embraces them as they depart the hospital and journey towards the park across the street in silence. The flowers hide in the summer shade. “Its good to be back into reality. The hospital room was getting smaller as the days pass.”
“I could only imagine.”
“Could you take me to the place you found me?” Maddie questions.
“I don’t know if it’s the right time.” They keep walking.
“I want to know what happened.” She stops. “I need the police report.”
“Maddie. I don’t know. You might not be ready for what you may remember.”
“I need the truth. Can you help me or not?” She looks up with tears in her eyes.
“Lets eat. There is a deli a few blocks from the location I found you.”
They reach the deli and Mike escorts Maddie to a back booth. A young redhead waitress follows. She blows a bubble, pulling out a notepad.
“So, Mike, what can I get you tonight?”
“I need a menu Sally.”
“Menu?” Sally looks at him in confusion as he nods towards Maddie, who looks embarrassed. “I will be right back.” She smiles leaving.
“She seems nice.”
“She is.”
“Here are your menus. Just wave when you’re ready.” She winks at Mike walking away.
Moments pass as Maddie looks over the menu and gets frustrated not remembering everything about her life. She doesn’t remember what she likes or hates. What brought me to this small town? What demons haunt my past?
“Cheeseburger and fries.” Maddie closes the menu and places it on the edge of the table.
“My kind of lady. Pepsi to drink?”
“Sure.”
He waves for Sally who skips towards them waving at the old-timers entering the deli. She gathers up the menus and takes their orders quickly. A moment later she brings back the drinks and Maddie sips the Pepsi as she daydreams out the window. An elderly couple holds hands walking down the street with no worry and still in love after sixty years of marriage. Maddie watches Sally flirting with Mike and guesses they must have dated in the past or maybe they are still dating. She can see the acne scares on his face trying to hide under his scruffy beard.
Chapter Three
The alley smells musty from the dampness and a few rats scurry from one dumpster to another. Maddie shivers from the cool breeze. Mike watches helplessly as she closes her eyes feeling nothing, but her heart pounds heavily against her chest. A downpour of rain breaks her concentration and thunder rolls in from the east as Mike pulls her under a balcony. She leans into him for safety as his arms wrap around her. The rain retreats as quickly as it entered.
“Maddie, you can stay with me.”
“Stay with you?” She looks up into his brown eyes.
“I have an extra bedroom. We can work through this together.”
“Are you sure? I mean?” She felt safe for the first time.
“I am certain.”
“What if danger finds me and you are not protected? I can’t handle anything happening to you.”
“Don’t worry about me. We both will be protected.” He kisses her on the forehead and blushes fearing he crossed the line.
“I’ve heard that before and yet death still finds me. I don’t want blood on my hands.” She pulls away quickly walking away.
“Whose death?” He questions catching up to her.
“Many.” She stops. “I can see their faces, but I can’t remember their names.”
Mike wants to pressure her for more information, yet he needed to keep the boundaries. They walk back towards the hospital in silence. The thunder roars in the distance as a few sprinkles escape the sky. They packed up her stuff quickly and the doctor releases her into Mike’s care. The night hours has settled in as they walk to Mike’s apartment, which is located above his father’s hardware store. He sees his dad cleaning up the shop. Mike unlocks the bottom door allowing Maddie to enter first. They walk up the multitude of stairs to another door, where Maddie enters seeing two German Shepard’s sprawled out on the floor. She watches them get to their feet following Mike into the small kitchen.
“I am watching these lovely animals for the department for a few days.” He pours some water in their empty bowl.
“Can I pet them?”
“Sure.”
She sits on the couch as one of them joins her. She runs her hand down the dogs fur seeing memories unfolding before her. Bart sits on her bed in her parents home. What happened to me?
“You can stay in the guestroom at the end for the hall.”
“I would like to rest, if you don’t mind.” Maddie notifies getting to her feet.
“I will call you at dinner time.”
She pauses looking into his eyes: his hair to his shoulders. He looks younger than her, but she can see the compassion in his eyes as the first time they met. The cold night still haunts her as she tried to keep warm in the alley.
“You cook?” She questions.
“Is that shocking?” He puts the dog food back into the pantry.
“No. I just,” she stutters. “I mean you don’t look like the cooking type.”
“You don’t have to explain to me. Yell if you need anything.”
She could tell the apartment had been remolded with antique fixtures. The guest bedroom is small with a bed and dresser. The window overlooks the top of the adjacent building. She closed the door and pulls out her journal writing quickly the memories that have flashed before her. Mike opens the refrigerator and the freezer. He hadn’t been shopping in weeks. He pulls out two potpies and places them on a pan in the oven.
Grabbing a notepad he scratches a note for Maddie letting her know he is walking the dogs. He grabs the leashes and the dogs. The dogs wag their tails as they cross the sidewalk towards the park. The fresh air is breathtaking after being locked in the apartment all day. His dad was still working in his store. The dogs start to run towards the grassy area to pee. He waited until they were finished and cleaned up their mess. He walks the dogs back to the apartment seeing his dad locking up the store.
“Hey, dad.”
“Hey Mikey. How are you?”
“Great, just walking the dogs.”
“I see you bought that girl home from the hospital. Did she get her memory back?”
“Not yet. She mentioned something’s earlier, but nothing concrete yet. I think it will be anytime.”
“Bring her to dinner this weekend. Your mamma would be glad to have her. Your sister and the kids will be there.”
“I will let you know. Do you need me to walk you to the bank?”
“No deposit tonight, but tomorrow morning.”
“See you in the morning. Night.”
“Night son.”
He watched his dad walk slowly across the street fiddling in his pockets for his keys. He finally unlocks the door and gets in. He waves as he drives down the street in his old truck as he refuses to buy another. Mike unlocks the door allowing the dogs to race up the steps. Entering the kitchen he opens the oven door to see the potpies bubbling over. One of the dogs barks as he scurries towards the window.
Nothing outside except the night and a few cars in the distance. He continues with dinner and turns off the oven. He smiles placing the potpie on his grandmother’s china. He buttered a few slices of bread and places them on another plate. The phone rings and he talks to his sister while cleaning up the kitchen. Maddie starts to toss and turn as memories start to re-enter her life.
Chapter Four
Madeline sees the door opening to her small New York Apartment and her husband enters with a few friends. She gets nervous seeing a stranger among them. Her husband closes the door and unfolds the card table. The four men unfold the chairs as they open a beer. “Gentleman you know my wife, Madeline.” They all introduce themselves as they shuffle the cards. She pulls back her long hair entering the kitchen feeling overwhelmed not expecting company.
She feels her skin crawling as she turns quickly seeing the stranger standing in the doorway. His eyes penetrate her soul and he disappears as her husband yells from the other room. She supports herself on the sink, hearing nothing, but her heart pounding against her chest. She turns on the faucet grabbing a cloth to soak it with cold water and brushes it against her face. She feels the vomit entering her throat and swallows leaning on the counter, closing her eyes as the room spins.
“Madeline!” She opens he eyes hearing her name being called. She sees her husband beside of her and her eyes focus on the stranger in the doorway. “Hey baby, you fainted.”
“Where is everyone?” Madeline questions her husband.
“They went home. Charles wanted to make sure you were okay.”
She looks past her husband to the man in the doorway once again. Charles? Who are you? I have seen you in the subway and my flower shop. She started to feel sick again and closes her eyes hearing her husband asking something. She can’t keep her eyes open. This pregnancy is taking a toll on her and she refuses to tell him, because she already had one miscarriage. She has not told anyone. She hears the bedroom door close.
Hours have past as she opens her eyes seeing the curtains closed and the room is dark. “Max?” He did not answer her and she walks towards the door hearing someone behind her. Turning slowly she hits the light switch seeing Max tied up to a chair. The sweat is running down his face and she sees fear in his eyes. The door opens with Charles entering and she steps back to see blood covering his clothes.
“Hello, Maddie.”
“What are you doing?” She chokes back her tears.
“I have been watching you for months. Wanting your life. Wanting to be the father of your child. Wanting your soul.” He sharpens two butcher knives before her. She can feel the chills racing up her body.
Her eyes shift from Charles to her husband. “Why would you want my life? We are struggling to survive.”
“Don’t you dare lie to me!”
Charles made her jump. “Why would I lie?” Taking a few steps back. “You are the one in control.” He walks towards Max, who shifts unsteadily in the chair. “Wait!” Maddie pleads Charles.
“I am not going to kill him yet.”
“Why kill him at all?”
He turns quickly walking towards her and she backs into the wall with nowhere to run as his arm crosses her throat. The blades run down her left arm causing chills and she looks towards her husband seeing the terror in his eyes.
Chapter Five
The darkness had settled over the apartment as Madeline focuses her eyes. She can’t remember reality from a dream. The room is silence as the rest of the apartment and she gets out of the bed walking towards the door. She pauses not wanting to turn the knob, to afraid of what might be on the other side. The dream was too vivid and a massive amount of blood in the kitchen. What if she had not been dreaming? A shadow moves beyond the door. Maddie drops to her knees peering through the keyhole. She gasps seeing the blood on the floor and realizes she had not been dreaming. She locks the door quietly pondering on what to do. Her husband could still be alive. She remembers him screaming for her to run as he was tied up in the chair. The chair that is no longer in the room.
She pulls at the window and it does not budge. The fire escape stretches to the street from the tenth floor. She studies the window a few moments seeing the locks engaged. She hopes she doesn’t disturb the person in the other room as she pulls a chair closer to the window. She just needs to get to the police. Dishes crash against the floor in the other room, making her jump. Maddie quickly unlocks the window and pulls the window open. Footsteps are heard heading towards the bedroom. Madeline crawls through the opening and onto the fire escape. Someone jars the doorknob calling her name. Not hesitating she quickly runs to the next level. The door breaks under impacted as she reaches the seventh level and she can hear the window breaking above her and braces for the impact.
The glass streams past her cutting her hands. She continues down another level, hearing the intruder jumping onto the grated fire escape calling out her name. She doesn’t dare turn around and the intruder picks up speed. She can see only one exist from the alleyway as she pushes the ladder to the ground and climbs down. Charles is gaining levels quickly as she jumps onto the paved ground. Her heart pounds against her chest and her throat dry. She runs fast towards the traffic and hopes someone will stop to help her. She waves frantically as a cab stops.
“He’s after me hurry.” The cab driver looks into the alley to see no and looks towards the busy street. The cars are bumper to bumper in the night traffic. “Call dispatch and request the police.” She could see his hesitation. “Now!”
“What should I say?”
“Multiple murders and he is after me.”
She sits quietly surveying the area to locate Charles and listens to the cab driver calling dispatch. What bought you to me? Why have you hunted me down? Sirens are heard in the distance as the police and ambulances race through the heavily impacted streets. A detective approaches the cab opening the door as a fog covers her thoughts causing confusion from reality. She could hear the man talking, but worry sets in, as she knows her husband is gone. A Swat team enters the building as she see the crowds freeze in excitement. She feels sick to her stomach and vomits on the pavement splattering the detective’s shoes and pants.
He waves towards the paramedics as her face gets pale and she feels everything spinning. A blanket is wrapped around her as she moves towards the ambulance. She can remember yelling she is pregnant, yet everything else is a blur. She is released a few days after her admittance. The detective had interviewed her multiple times at the hospital and it seems Charles may not be the intruder’s real name. She left for the airport after her release from the hospital.
Maddie arrives at her father’s house around noon and the horses were being rounded up from the fields. Bart rushes out of the front door towards her wagging his tail and jumping up on her pants. Her father exists the barn covered in sweat and yells at his farmhands to hurry with the horses.
“Sorry, I couldn’t pick you up. We have to get the horses in before the storm.”
“I understand and the cab ride was fine.”
“Your room is the same, just a little dusty. The maid had been laid off.” He winked putting the suitcases on the porch.
“Funny as always. I will see you at dinner time.”
“Dinner it is.”
He walks away towards the stable hands. The house is the same as she can remember. Still needing a woman’s touch after her mothers passing. Hugh never married after his wife died from cancer, because she was his true love. Maddie stands in the doorway of her bedroom seeing everything the same. Her dolls still on the shelves and the bed covered in the same quilt. Opening her closet seeing her clothes still hanging, as they had never been touched. The clouds turned gray in the evening sky as the storm moves closer and she pulls a blanket off of the shelf taking a nap, with Bart joining her.
Chapter Six
The rain shadows the landscape as the lighting illuminates the mountains in the distance. The small farmhouse is nestled between rolling hills in Kentucky. A red barn houses twelve horses, which start to get restless in the stalls as the thunder clashes against the land. The smoke rolls from the chimney on this dark cold night and wolves howl in the distance. A small light is on in the upstairs study and the computer shuts off with the lights momentarily. The backup generator kicks in quickly.
For the few moments in the silence, he thought heard something and gets to his feet, grabbing a shotgun peering out into the darkness. The rain pours hard onto the ground. Crossing the threshold he open’s the door and the hinges squeak. Pausing he listens to the silence and settling of the house. The lighting lights the narrow hallway as the thunder disappears in the distance. The floorboards cringe as he enters the hallway and sees his daughter sleeping soundly. Bart, the German Shepard scurries from her room flowing him.
He walks slowly down the backstairs leading into the kitchen. A stream of lighting breaks the darkness. Bart hurries past his owner, who stands in the doorway listening for sounds of an intruder. The windows bellow under the pressure of the wind. Bart wags his tail as they walk further into the kitchen, seeing the rain has eased; yet the wind continues to howl. He checks the locks on the kitchen door seeing them engaged and continues into the dinning room.
Bart pauses at the entrance to the living room. Darkness waits. Reaching up for the light switch, hesitating as dishes break in the kitchen disturbing the silence. Quickly turning he drops to his knee aiming the shotgun. Bart growls. Something moves past the dinning room window outside and the front door jars from someone or something trying to get inside. The dead bolts hold under the pressure. Once again, the shadow runs past the window towards the back. Getting to his feet he moves towards the kitchen.
Peering inside to see nothing, except the window cracked to small for someone to enter. The dishes are scattered on the floor. A warning. He closes the window locking it. The light on the barn covers a small area, yet he sees the shadow racing towards the trees. The moon appears from the clouds revealing the vacant land as the trees tussle under the winds impact. Pulling out a chair, he sits at the table watching and waiting. Bart curls up on the floor.
Hours pass as he still sits in the darkness with fear keeping him awake. The wind had disturbed the silence several times during the late hours. The land is now calm and relaxed. Getting up for the chair waking Bart, who yawns and stretches his legs.
“Boy, we need to check the locks one more time.”
Bart gets to his feet following. The kitchen is still locked and they continue through the dinning room towards the living room, where Bart refuses to enter. The moonlight peers through the heavy drapes and he enters with Bart following slowly growling. The door is locked and he sits down on the couch gripping his gun as panic almost overpowers him. Moments pass as he falls to sleep with Bart beside of him.
The sun peaks over the mountains with the morning rays and a knock at the door wakes him. He looks out the window to see his stable hands in the yard with worry on their faces. He unlocks the door sitting down his gun.
“Hugh, we have a problem,” the elderly man said.
“A problem we do.” He walks outside. “What’s your problem” Bart rushes outside to pee.
“Look!” The elderly man points towards the house.
Hugh turns to see blood smears on the house and a dead squirrel tacked on the door as a warning. Hugh looks around the landscape for other signs of the intruder. The men whisper behind him.
“Grant, go call the sheriff.” Grant hurries towards the house. “We need a search party.” Grant shakes his head.
“What happened?” The elderly man questions.
“We had an intruder on the property last night. The rest of you check the horses.” The other five men scatter towards the barn. “I saw someone run into the woods.”
“Nothing, but trees and hills.” He spits his snuff on the ground. “Nothing but your land for miles.” The elderly man reminds.
“I know.”
“Where’s Madeline?” The elderly man questions.
“She’s sleeping. Should be up soon.”
“What are you going to tell her?”
“Haven’t figured that out yet.”
They step off the porch walking towards the barn, where the farmhands are already inside checking the horses. The cattle are scattered through out the hills, as Hugh didn’t want to bring them back before winter to allow them time to graze. Grant hangs up the phone seeing Madeline standing in the doorway. What did she hear? Her blond hair to her side and her shirt complements her blue eyes. He smiles to see her wearing torn jeans and boots.
“Hey, Maddie.”
“Is it true? Did he find me? Is he here?”
“Maddie, I don’t know. I just called the sheriff, like Mr. Hugh wanted.”
“You could never tell a lie Grant. Why are you are standing in broken glass?”
He looked down to see the broken dishes and steps out of the way. Bart enters the kitchen wagging his tail with Hugh and the elderly man following. She looks at her dad and back to Grant. Grant didn’t need to be caught up in the fight and pulls at his hat, as he walks out the backdoor.
“Is it true?”
“Madeline, you are safe here.”
“Grant told me nothing. I heard him on the phone with the sheriff. I just want to know if he found me.”
“Someone was here last night. We are going to search the property for any signs. At this time we are not able to confirm anything.”
“Why did you not wake me? Did you want me to wake to find you dead? You are all I have left.” She tries to fight back her tears.
The elderly man departs the room grabbing his cigar from his pocket. Grant stands a few yards from the house looking upon the horizon. The five stable hands ride out of the barn on horses as cars drive down the gravel road.
“Madeline, I promise you are safe here.” He walks out of the kitchen leaving her alone.
She starts to clean up the broken dishes with Bart watching on his belly. I am not safe here. I have brought danger to everyone. Why didn’t you kill me a year ago? You could have spared my family the pain that is to come. She twists the wedding ring on her hand crying. A little over a year ago, I lost everything. Closing her eyes she takes a deep breath hearing the ring crash against the broken glass in the trashcan.
Bart follows her to the front porch where Hugh stands in the distance with the sheriff as more cars pull up the driveway. Grant wraps a blanket around her shoulders and steps a few feet from her. She sees guns being unloaded from the truck and horses. She watches as they look at a map of the property. Bart runs back into the house as the search dogs start to bark.
“Do you think they will find anything?” Maddie whispers.
“Only time will tell.” A cool breeze sweeps the porch. “I have to join the others.” He races towards the barn.
“Bye,” she whispers.
A faint smile crosses her face as she looks over the land. Mom loved this land until she died. What danger have I brought to my father? The sheriff’s radio interrupts the silence and a few men are ordered to watch the house. Grant brings a horse to Hugh and rides off towards the trees. Several search parties had already departed. She shivers in the cold and reenters the house closing the door.
Maddie enters the kitchen seeing men on her back porch and fears what is to come. She climbs the stairs to the second floor and looks out her bedroom window seeing more men with horses leaving the barn. She sits in the rocking chair facing the window, wrapping the blanket around her for warmth and Bart at her feet. Maddie closes her eyes hoping her father will return with good news, yet knowing the truth will haunt her for the rest of her life.
Chapter Seven
Madeline sits quietly on the porch taking in the breeze, as the search party uncovers nothing in the forest. No trace of the intruder on the property and the search was called off a few hours before sundown. The stable hands gather up the horses and remove them to the barn as her father continues to talk to the sheriff. They are going to move the cattle in from the grazing lands in the morning and keep the stable hands closer to the farm. Bart lays on the porch soaking up the last of the sun’s rays.
“Hey, your father will be back shortly.” Grant warns.
“Thanks.”
“Madeline, I wish I could help you,” Grant said walking closer.
“Grant, you’re like a brother to me. I appreciate everything you have done for me.”
Grant cringed by her words. “I guess I will see you tomorrow.” He knew she would never have feelings for him as he does her.
“Night.”
He walks towards the caretaker’s house and looks back to see Maddie watching him as he waves good-bye again. She looks out upon the horizon knowing the intruder is watching her. He is hunting her like prey and will get her when she least expects it. She escaped his grip once before and now he has tracked her for miles finding her sanctuary. If she departs from her family’s farm, only danger will follow her, until it destroys everything in its path. What was once hope is now fear. Bart looks around frantically as a vehicle starts its engine. The stable hands wave as they leave in their old dodge truck.
The dust stirs up under the tires as they grip the gravel road. Bart quickly runs through the front door into the house and Maddie follows seeing her father in conversation with the sheriff. She carries the blanket with her as she enters the dinning room and stands in the doorway of the kitchen. Her father locks the front door and the kitchen door. A screech owl is heard in the distance as night settles in and she watches her father feed Bart.
“We will find him.” Hugh promises.
“He will find us first. I shouldn’t have come here.”
“Cheer up Madeline, you are safe.”
“Safe is under rated. We are in the middle of nowhere, with no safety net. You can’t fight him alone.” He dries his hands on the kitchen towel, if only her mother was here to scold him for soiling the towel with dirty hands. “Dad, I am leaving in the morning. I can’t handle your blood on my hands. I have already lost my husband and child.”
“Madeline, I will protect you from him. If you leave your life will be over, he will find you.”
“My life is already over. I can’t keep hiding from him. This stranger sought me out in New York and followed me here. I don’t know why or what his motives are. I wish he would have killed me.”
“Madeline! Don’t ever say that again. What would your mother say?”
“Moms not here.”
Madeline feels her stomach tighten with fear as gunshots interrupt the night. They listen to the silence in the house and Bart drinks some water as he looks up with concern. Hugh closes the curtains in the kitchen and checks the locks again. He grabs his shotgun walking into the dinning room. Madeline watches him with worry as more gunshots echo.
“Dad?”
“Madeline, turn off all of the lights and close the curtains. Check the windows to make sure they are locked.”
“Where are you going?” She questions her dad.
“Get the pistol out of the closet upstairs. I am going to look outside.”
“Dad!”
He walks into the dinning room closing the curtains and checking the windows. Madeline hurries upstairs and checks the windows as well as closing the curtains. She grabs the pistol from the closet and ammunition. She looks out of her father’s bedroom seeing nothing, but a small light on in the caretaker’s house. She knows the stable hands could be shooting their guns for fun, but knows they would not want to frighten her. The silence in the house haunts her and Bart pulls at her pants leg.
“Bart?”
He barks softly.
“I know something’s wrong. Something is very wrong.”
She hurries into the hallway and down the stairs. Her palms sweating as she grips the pistol and enters the kitchen to see the door locked. She enters the dinning room trying to feel her way through the darkness and her dad is crouched down looking outside.
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