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  SEEING EYE


  ONE


  Campbell reached for the alarm and calmly turned it off. It was 7:00 A.M., Monday, June 21st. He knew it was 7:00 because his internal clock had woken him five minutes before the alarm. Welcome to another day of night.


  He had chosen his clothes the evening before, folding them neatly on the chair by the door. Six months ago he had identified all his clothes with crude, braille-like tags. This morning he chose beige cotton pants and a blue denim shirt. A line of six dots represented the pants, two lines of two dots represented the shirt. Claire had organized the tagging and had spent days helping him memorize the numbers. It was the one truly constructive thing he had done since the accident.


  The coding of the clothes was one of a number of simple, efficient grooming methods he had adopted. He kept his hair cut very short; a single sweep with a brush did the job for the day. He kept the toothpaste tube in the same cup with the toothbrush, never the twain to be separated. He owned forty pairs of identical socks, any one a perfect match with any other. If nothing else, blindness had increased his store of common sense.


  In the kitchen he poured himself a bowl of Kellogg’s Corn Flakes and a glass of grapefruit juice. These were simple foods, but most importantly, they required no preparation. He ate sitting at the kitchen table, facing the window. By the heat on his face he knew the morning was sunny. The crazy thing was, the small muscles around his orbital cavities were tensed, trying to narrow his eyes, as if they were unaware that there was nothing there to protect. Old habits.


  After eating, he carried his dishes to the sink and ran them under warm water, dried them with the towel hanging over the dish-rack, then put them back in the cupboard. He had long ago simplified the layout of his furniture, discarding a lot of it, opening unobstructed lines of passage between doors and across rooms. One of the few pleasures that remained to him was the fantasy that other people might think, if they did not draw too close to him, that he could see. He often imagined the postman at the bottom of the drive, or a jogger passing on the trails, or even one of his curious neighbors, looking up at the house, through the windows, seeing him as he could never see them. He would be walking purposefully between rooms, head angled as if watching television, moving without hesitation, and they would think, I thought that guy was supposed to be blind.


  He crossed the kitchen to the hallway. He counted the six long strides and came to a stop as his right hand thumped against the hallway wall. Too fast. He stepped back, touched the wall, and walked into the living room. He sat in the chair by the phone table, then rewound the answering machine. As the messages played, he leaned back as if he were staring at the ceiling. One of the other survival mechanisms he’d developed was to stop his headlong rush to answer the phone whenever it rang. He’d bumped and scraped himself too many times in the early days, and most of it for sales calls. Now, he played his messages every morning, and every few hours thereafter, and returned only those calls that required him to. Those had become fewer and fewer as the months passed.


  There was only one message.


  “Cam, it’s Claire. Just a reminder that I’m coming out tomorrow morning. I’m bringing Russell to meet you. See you then.”


  He’d forgotten about that. Though she hadn’t spoken it, he could hear the admonishment in his sister’s voice: Please don’t embarrass me, please don’t offend Russell, please don’t be your usual self.


  He rewound the tape and turned the answering machine back on. He did not want to see Claire today, did not want to meet her lover, did not want to hear the pity in her voice, nor the anger. With every visit he ended up hating her a little bit more. She was inept at hiding her feelings, or perhaps he had simply become good at detecting them in her voice, in her silences. Whatever it was, he hated to be near her now. Every visit was like a judgment, condemning him. It was as if, even in blindness, she expected him to excel, to succeed. And how easy that had been only a year ago! God, the pleasure he had taken in her pride of him! Now, all he could hear in her voice was disappointment.


  If she found him here, waiting for her, her suspicions that he was wasting away, wallowing in self-pity, would be confirmed. He could almost hear her voice now. You’re looking well, Cam, but, meaning all the while, you’re looking as well as can be expected for the poor, pathetic wretch that you are.


  He miscounted the steps to the hallway and banged into the wall. Even blind, stars danced in his head. He breathed deeply, composed himself, crushed his anger.


  Let her come looking for him. He would not be here when she arrived.


  When Claire and Russell left Minneapolis, a line of harmless, fluffy clouds sat on the northern horizon like a herd of grazing sheep, but by the time they’d reached St. Cloud the sky was dark. Claire drove with the driver’s side window open, the wind like thunder in her ears, while Russell dozed in the passenger seat. They stopped in St. Cloud for breakfast, and Russell took the wheel after that.


  The countryside was green after the spring rains, almost pretty enough to make the thought of summer seem pleasant. Almost. In another month this landscape would seem arid, a place of grim-faced farmers and dust-caked highway workers. Despite this being the first official day of summer, the temperature was mild. The long, hot days lay ahead, and Claire was not looking forward to them. Since childhood she had preferred spring and autumn. She had never much liked summer with its suffocating heat; she had thought sunbathers fools long before ozone depletion became a topic of conversation, and had, in recent years, come to think of the air-conditioned environments of her home and office as natural. Sun bunnies were going to be extinct soon anyway.


  That Campbell had chosen to live in a cabin on a lake that was, for the most part, a summer resort, was beyond her. He, like her, preferred the cool breezes of spring and the bite of autumn. Secluding himself in the cabin at Battle Lake was some sort of punishment. That was so like Cam since the accident. He had abandoned his old life with a vengeance. Sometimes it was hard to believe they were related, or ever had been.


  It was 11:30 when they turned off I-94 at Fergus Falls. Russell pulled into a Mobil station to fill up. Claire took the wheel again after that. She drove through the town, feeling almost like a local, knowing the way by heart. And wasn’t that a horrible thought! She left Fergus Falls by the State 210 East exit.


  “Couldn’t he pick a lake closer to civilization?” Russell asked.


  “That’s the point.”


  “Does he ever come into town?”


  “If I force him.”


  “What the hell does he do out here, anyway?”


  She often asked the same questions, but hearing Russell ask them made her feel defensive of Cam. Russell was whole and healthy. Tall and thin, almost frail, with a shock of dark hair that hung down nearly to his eyes. He looked intellectual, almost effeminate. Big, brown eyes. So unlike Cam. The eyes, of course, the biggest difference of all. Russell could still see. What right had he to question Cam’s life?


  “What would he do in Minneapolis?”


  “He’d be closer to things.”


  “What things? He’s got no friends but me. Everything there would only remind him of what he lost.”


  “Hey, I didn’t mean anything. I’m sorry.”


  Claire inhaled deeply. “Me, too.”


  “It must be difficult for him, getting by out here.”


  “A woman cleans for him once a week and picks up some groceries. His neighbors keep an eye on him for me.”


  “He must be thrilled about that.”


  “He doesn’t know.”


  They drove on in silence, the road twisting through the rolling hill country like a drunkard’s straight line. When the trees thinned they could see small farms, their fields rising and falling with the hills. How did they cultivate fields like that, Claire wondered. What did they grow there? Cam had told her that the main crop in the area was potatoes, but some of the fields seemed to be sown with taller plants, some with flowers.


  As they drove up a low grade, the earth seemed to peel away to reveal a dark, metallic core. The lake. The view was breathtaking, but all she could think was, Cam has never seen this.


  They passed the turnoff for Battle Lake, and Russell twisted his head in surprise. The town was a main strip with a few stores, a gas station, and a small motel.


  “You mean to tell me he doesn’t even live in the town?”


  “On the lake.”


  “Man!”


  “He’s going to be difficult,” Claire said suddenly.


  “That will change when he hears what I have to say.”


  “Don’t count on it. You don’t know Cam. He’ll look on the dark side. Just be prepared. It may take a while, but I know he’ll come around. Even if it’s not today. Okay?”


  “I think you’re underestimating your brother. Nobody in his right mind would pass up this offer.”


  “Who said he was in his right mind? Sometimes I don’t even know him myself.”


  “We’ll see.”


  Campbell heard the car pull in behind the cabin, and swore softly under his breath. The throaty rattle of the muffler and the squeak of the brakes told him it was Claire’s Camaro.


  The doctors had told him that his other senses would not become more sensitive because of the loss of his sight, but sometimes he wondered. It had been a year since the accident, a year since he’d seen anything. Probably, he was simply paying more attention to what he’d always felt, smelled, and heard.


  It was so pathetic, so typically blind, for nature to try to compensate. He hated it, because it was just one more indication of his loss. If he’d still had his sight, he wouldn’t need to listen so carefully.


  He angled his head so that the lake breeze blew into his face. He could hear it rushing across the water, the world sighing. He pictured the water rippling, tree branches swaying, his hair stirring. That was another thing he’d become very good at: picturing the real world inside his head, an image to match the information his other senses were giving him. That was the curse of having once been sighted: you knew exactly what you were missing, and were able, in a distorted, perverted way, to mimic the sensation. He wondered, not for the first time, if it would have been better never to have seen at all. What kind of representation of physical reality would his other senses then produce? Certainly not a pathetic imitation of sight. It would be something else, he imagined. A world of sound and smell and touch, a whole world, not tainted by the knowledge of the loss of a great part of it.


  “I thought we’d find you down here.”


  Campbell started, shocked by the proximity of the voice. He had been so immersed in his own thoughts that he hadn’t paid attention to the sound of Claire’s approach. She came to his right side and kissed his cheek. She hadn’t even gone inside to find him. She had expected him to be down here, as if he came down here all the time.


  “Is it that time already?”


  “I brought someone for you to meet.”


  “Hello, Campbell. My name is Russell Graham.”


  “I told you about Russell.”


  A warm hand picked up his and shook it, but he did not shake back. “Did you?”


  “I told you a few times.”


  “Bad memory, I guess.”


  “It’s nice to finally meet you. Claire has told me a lot about you.”


  “Did she tell you I was the perfect big brother?”


  “Once or twice.”


  “What do you want?”


  There was a pause, and he knew that Russell was looking at Claire for guidance.


  “I’ve got a proposition for you. Mind if we go back up to the cabin?”


  “I’m fine here.”


  Another silence. “I don’t pity you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  “I’m not thinking anything.”


  “I don’t know what Claire told you about me, so I’ll take it from the top. I work for Miriam Technologies. Most of our work deals with computer imaging systems, primarily for law enforcement agencies and the military, but we do a lot of basic research and development.”


  “Never heard of you.”


  “Cam, please!”


  “Over the past three years we’ve been looking closely at the human optic nerve and visual cortex. One of our projects has involved the linking of the optic nerve with remote sensing devices.”


  “Eye transplants?”


  “That can’t be done. Not yet, anyway. And probably not soon enough to make any difference to you. Besides, your optic nerves were severely damaged.”


  “Claire likes to talk.”


  “She showed me your records.”


  “Thanks for respecting my privacy.”


  Another pause, and this time Russell spoke to Claire. “Let me talk to him alone. Go up to the car.”


  He listened to Claire climbing the shallow, sandy embankment to the trail.


  “You’re hard on her.”


  “I’m hard on everybody.”


  “She said you had become bitter and depressed.”


  “Maybe you should go.”


  “Maybe I shouldn’t. I’m going to say what I came to say. Unlike Claire, I don’t much care if I hurt your feelings.”


  Campbell turned his head so that the breeze was again blowing directly into his face. A futile gesture. He knew by the tone of Russell’s voice that nothing would deter him.


  “I’m in a position to offer you the opportunity to participate in research that might prove beneficial.”


  “To whom? Me, or you?”


  “We’ve developed a surgical procedure with the potential to restore your sight.”


  Campbell forced his breathing to remain normal, despite the pounding of his heart.


  “Short of guinea pigs?”


  “We’ve performed this procedure five times already, with varying degrees of success. May I tell you something about it?”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  Russell laughed. “You have no eyes, Cam, and severely damaged optic nerves. There is no surgical technique or existing technology that will ever allow you to see again. There is, however, a way by which we can allow you to see through other eyes.”


  “Whose?”


  “A dog’s eyes. Don’t laugh. Guide dogs are old hat. We’ve simply updated the technology. We can link your visual cortex directly to the optic nerves of the dog. The dog will see for you.”


  “Claire never said you wrote science fiction.”


  “I told you, we’ve got five successful subjects so far.”


  “It’s illegal to experiment on humans.”


  “Clinical trials with human volunteers are an accepted part of medical research. I’m asking you to volunteer.”


  “There must be thousands of blind guinea pigs who would jump at the chance. Why me?”


  “You’re Claire’s brother.”


  “And that affords me special status?”


  “It does in my book. Does that surprise you? I’m giving you a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Claire’s your ticket. Take advantage.”


  “I’m not interested.”


  “I know you can’t help being a burden on Claire. I know you didn’t ask to be blinded. I know you probably weren’t always this bone-headed. But I’m giving you a chance to change all that.”


  “Leave me alone.”


  “Take a week to think about it.”


  “Are you deaf? Go away!”


  “Nice to meet you, Cam.”


  He listened to Russell retreat up the embankment. Then he heard Claire’s light-footed approach.


  “It was a four-hour drive out here. You could have at least listened to him.”


  “I did listen. It’s four hours back. Go now and you’ll be home before dark.”


  “Cam …”


  “I’m not a guinea pig. I wouldn’t be good at it. And I hate dogs. Did he tell you about the dogs?”


  For a full minute there was silence. He couldn’t hear her, but he guessed she was crying. She had become expert at keeping that particular noise from him. When she spoke again, her voice was calm.


  “It might rain. Let me take you back up to the cabin.”


  “You’ve been the dutiful sister. Thanks for the visit. Now, leave me alone.”


  This time, she did cry. One sob, quickly stifled. He heard her footsteps receding. Then voices, muffled, talking urgently, angrily. When the Camaro roared to life, he started, unprepared. Claire didn’t usually take him at his word. He had half-expected she would wait in the cabin for him. Russell’s influence?


  Now he was alone. The wind blew hard. He sat with his hands clasped, face turned to the lake. He had long ago stopped hoping for the miracle that might open the darkness around him to reveal a vista of light.


  TWO


  When Hope got back from Fergus Falls the sky was dark, clouds billowing in from the northwest like smoke from a forest fire. The young German Shepherd bitch in the back cage of the wagon seemed to sense the approaching storm, and lay whining with her head on her fat paws. Her name was Jill, one of the stupider, if not quite the stupidest, dog’s name Hope had ever encountered, and she was to be in Hope’s care for the next two weeks, a prospect that now seemed daunting after having walked the dog from her owner’s home to the car.


  She pulled up behind the cabin, got out of the car, and attached Jill’s leash before opening the rear door of the cage. Jill immediately strained to reach the kennel, yanking Hope’s arm painfully.


  “Hold on!”


  She closed the car, and grabbed onto the leash with both hands. Jill weighed at least eighty pounds, all of it muscle and bone. If the dog wanted to go somewhere, the dog was going to go somewhere. She had intended walking the other three dogs, all much smaller than Jill, but the prospect of locking Jill into her kennel now struck her as too intimidating to attempt. Perhaps she could calm the dog by walking her first; let her get a sense of her new surroundings.


  She dragged Jill away from the kennel, down toward the path that led to the water. As she came around the front of the cabin, she noticed the figure sitting on the beach. After a second or two she recognized her blind neighbor, Campbell Knight. Her initial curiosity turned to surprise, and then to curiosity again. In the six months that he had lived here, she had never met him, had only seen him outside his cabin a handful of times.


  What was he doing on the beach on a day like today? The approaching storm looked ominous. The wind had died down, but that was merely a lull. She glanced with concern toward the boat moored at her dock, wondered if she should raise it out of the water. The dog yanking on the leash decided for her, and she scurried down the trail after the animal, holding tightly with both hands.


  “Slow down!”


  On the beach, Jill squatted, looked up at her, and urinated with gusto. Afterward she raised herself, wagged her tail, and brushed against Hope’s leg.


  Campbell Knight had apparently heard her voice, for his head turned slightly toward her, then away again. She resisted the urge to introduce herself. He obviously valued his privacy. If he’d wanted to meet her, he would have knocked at her door. Still, that didn’t mean she couldn’t look at him. As a sport, this entailed far less risk than looking at sighted men, who could look back without warning.


  Nonchalantly, she walked Jill down to the water so that her angle for viewing her neighbor was improved. She continued to watch him as she gently turned the wheel that lifted the docking platform, raising the boat from the water. He was a young man, perhaps only a few years older than herself. She guessed his age at 35. Trim, with arms that looked muscular even from here. His hair was cut very, very short. Almost a brush cut, like the trims her father had given her brother. Would anybody cut their hair like that by choice?


  Fool!


  He would have no mirrors to look at, no way to judge how well he groomed himself. Short hair was the perfect solution. She found herself smiling as she watched him, feeling as if she understood him a little bit better. He was not looking directly at her, but seemed to be studying the lake. Could he see anything at all? She remembered the sister saying something about an explosion, and losing his eyes completely.


  How horrible!


  She saw, then, the pain etched in his face. He was wearing dark glasses that concealed his eyes. His mouth was a straight line. She knew that expression well. It was a holding in of emotion, a protective habit to keep the world at arm’s length. She knew the expression because it was one she often wore herself, and for the second time since seeing him her heart went out to him. What suffering he must have gone through!


  In sudden empathy with his pain, her eyes closed, and for a handful of seconds she thought, this is his world, all the time.


  Jill yanked hard on her leash. Hope let go of the leather handle with a yelp of pain, and the dog bolted across the pebble-strewn beach toward Campbell Knight.


  “Jill!”


  Hope lunged after the dog, swearing softly under her breath. Campbell Knight must have heard Jill’s approach, for he turned his head sharply and held out a hand to defend himself. Jill pressed her snout into his hand, tail wagging, and Hope heaved a sigh of relief. It would be just what she needed for a dog in her care to attack a blind man!


  Campbell Knight continued to hold out his hand, now waving it to shoo Jill away. But Jill was having none of it, and pranced around his chair like a puppy. As Hope approached, the dog barked playfully.


  “I’m sorry! She just got loose. She didn’t scare you, did she?”


  He turned to the sound of her voice, and she could see herself reflected in his glasses. His expression was a taut, cold mask.


  “It didn’t scare me. Just take it away.”


  For a moment she wasn’t sure what he was talking about, and when she realized the “it” referred to Jill, she gritted her teeth. She forced the anger down quickly. He was blind, and, no matter what he said, the dog had scared him. He had a right to be angry, and she most certainly did not.


  “I’m your neighbor on the east side. With the kennel. Hope Matheson.”


  He looked out over the lake again. Look, she realized, wasn’t what he was doing. He faced the lake.


  “You’re Campbell Knight, right? I met your sister a few months ago.”


  “You know Claire?”


  “I don’t know, her, exactly. She asked me to look out for you and to call her if …”


  “Well, you can stop looking. I’m fine. Just take your dog away.”


  She realized how stupid she’d been the moment she’d spoken. She had made him feel helpless, dependent, needing of care. The way her mother made her feel, the way she hated to be made to feel. And she had just done it to somebody in a far less enviable position than her own. How often had she seen this man through his cabin windows, stalking back and forth as if he could see. Not because he really was so competent, she now realized, but because he wanted others to see him that way, wanted to assuage their need to help him, pity him. Her first instinct was to do exactly what he wanted, to leave him alone before she made another blunder and hurt him even more deeply, but her second, more thoughtful urge, restrained her.


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should tell you that it’s going to rain any minute now. Probably pretty hard. Let me give you a hand getting back up to your cabin.”


  “No.”


  Don’t say another word, she thought. You’re only making it worse. She tugged Jill’s leash, pulling the dog away from him.


  “I’m sorry for disturbing you. Goodbye.”


  He turned his face to her, it was full of a pain that she could partly understand, and she walked quickly away, pulling Jill after her. Her heart was pounding when she got Jill up the embankment, not just from the exertion, but from the sight of Campbell Knight’s face. She had seen in the tautness of his jaw, in the compressed line of his mouth, the same pain and loneliness that she herself fought. Not exactly the same kind. His was deeper than her own. His was a near-physical pain, and his loneliness could never be breached the way that hers sometimes could, because he was trapped inside himself, cut off forever from the outside world.


  It made her want to cry for him. But she tugged, instead, on Jill’s leash, and pulled the dog into the trails that meandered behind her cabin, feeling on some strange level that she had met, for the first time in her life, a kindred spirit, and had somehow, horribly, made him her enemy.


  When the first drops of rain splattered against Campbell’s cheeks, he stood. The wind suddenly picked up, blasting him with a gust that sounded like a freight train speeding by only inches away. He had felt the storm coming since early afternoon, had felt the temperature quickly dropping, the wind picking up, the sound of the lake changing from smooth lapping to angry chopping, but he had remained seated, waiting, the thought of returning to the empty cabin too depressing to contemplate.


  Why had Claire taken him so literally? She knew how angry he got, how quickly he could say things he did not really mean. She should have stayed, even if she sent Russell away.


  Another gust of wind shook him. More rain spattered his face, and this time did not immediately let up. He wondered if he should have let Hope Matheson help him. But the dog had frightened him, and he had not been thinking clearly. He had heard the animal rushing toward him over the beach, and the only image his mind had been able to conjure was of a huge wolf, lunging to tear out his throat. He had held out his hand to ward off the attack, and instead had felt the dog’s snuffling nose in his palm. By then, he’d been too angry, too flustered to be reasonable.


  He should have been more civil.


  Or perhaps not. Hope Matheson was merely Claire’s spy, wasn’t she? She’d said so herself.


  Claire, the next time I see you, I’m going to …


  He inhaled deeply, cutting off the thought, and calmed himself. Sometimes he wondered if the only way emotions could escape the mind were through the eyes, because since he’d lost his he’d felt at the mercy of forces that remained bottled inside him and gained strength until they had the power to bring him to his knees. Perhaps eyes weren’t simply the windows to the soul, perhaps they were the only door out of it!


  Thunder crashed very close by and he gasped for breath, shocked at the proximity of the blast. If he’d been able to see, the lightning would have terrified him. He’d never been on very good terms with nature. Time to go. Time to compose himself and take control. He was not helpless, no matter what Claire or Hope Matheson thought.


  He braced himself against the wind, and turned around. He picked up the lawn chair, folded it, and began to walk toward the embankment. He had taken six steps to get down here, and he took six now. On the seventh step, he felt the first of the flat stones that led up to the trail. Holding the chair tightly, he climbed.


  Thunder crashed again and rain lashed down, but he kept himself upright. Nine more steps to take him across the grassy knoll to the main trail. Nine steps, and everything would be fine. The wind howled like a mad dog, and he felt its teeth on the back of his neck. The rain drops were so large they stung his shoulders through his thin shirt. He was immediately soaked to the skin.


  What had she said? If you like, I’ll give you a hand getting back to your cabin. Had he actually refused her?


  He was suddenly angry at himself, at his pride, at his stupidity. This was dangerous.


  When the hail started, he had taken his first step on the gravel path. He heard it first, sharp crackling in the trees. When the first ball of ice struck him on the shoulder, he cried out. The second struck him directly on top of the head, a blow so sharp it made him suddenly dizzy with pain, then the ice chunks were falling in numbers too great to count. They crashed into him, tearing at his face, his shoulders, his arms.


  Walk, he thought. Walk!


  He knew before he had finished taking that first step that something was wrong. His right heel slid away from him, and suddenly he was careening forward, off balance. He crashed heavily on his back with a loud cry.


  A mud puddle!


  For a handful of seconds, hail battered his face. He heard one of the lenses in his glasses shatter. He rolled over so that the ice was slamming into his back. The pain was so intense he could hardly breathe. With one hand he found one of the ice balls on the ground. It was about an inch in diameter, rough edged, cold and dry.


  He tried to stand, but he was wobbly on his feet. It took him three tries to find his footing, and then, with hands held out, he stumbled on. Eighty-six steps. Eighty-six steps through tree cover, on gravel, to the back porch of the cabin. Eighty-six steps.


  He counted each one. Three … five … fourteen … thirty … thirty-six … fifty-five … sixty-eight… seventy-four …


  The hail stopped at seventy-eight and a hush descended. For a few seconds, even the rain and the wind fell away. To Campbell, it felt as if he’d been spun around in a merry-go-round and suddenly let off.


  How far had he counted? Seventy-four.


  Seventy-five … seventy-six …


  The rain started again, and from behind him he heard the approach of the wind, a low moan slowly rising, pushing at him.


  Eighty … eighty-three …


  The trees around him hissed and rustled and water fell in torrents, fresh rain as well as whatever the trees had captured. It was like being inside a waterfall.


  Eighty-four … eighty-five … eighty-six …


  Campbell stopped, held out his arms. He should be there. His hands found the smooth, slippery trunk of a tree. There were no trees next to the cabin. No trees within fifteen paces of the cabin. Had he miscounted? The sound of the rain and the wind filled his head, making it impossible to think.


  He kneeled and felt for the gravel path, but found only mud and grass, wet and slippery between his searching fingers. Somewhere in the last eighty-six steps he had left the trail. He tried to picture his surroundings, but the input from his senses, the howling wind, the pattering rain, his own dizziness, produced an image inside his head that nearly made him sick: a swirling vortex of green and black.


  Campbell sat down and crawled forward until he found another tree, then turned so that his back was pressed to the bark. Thunder crashed very close, and his ears rang. Rain lashed his face, each drop feeling like a tear.


  The boy sat in the corner of the cage and did not move, did not lift his head, did not even make a sound as Eleanor entered the cellar and turned her flashlight on him. His name was Jesse Hampton, he was six years old if you could trust the news reports, and he had been her one true love for almost a month now.


  Max padded down the stairs behind her, tail wagging, and sat at the side of the cage.


  “He looks so sad, doesn’t he, Max? What’s wrong, little Jesse?”


  When she addressed him, the boy lifted his face from his knees to look at her. His eyes were swollen from crying, his mouth turned down in a grimace.


  “Boys who don’t act nicely, don’t get their dinners,” she said.


  “I want to go home.”


  “Now, now. We’ve talked about this.”


  He lowered his face again, refusing to look at her, and she felt a stab of anger at him. The little monkey! After all she had done for him! Feeding him and taking care of him all this time!


  She opened the cage and brought the tray of food in with her. Jesse looked up again, his eyes frightened now.


  “Are you going to eat this food, or should I give it to Max?”


  Be reasonable. That always did the trick. Don’t shout, don’t get angry.


  But he did not lift his head, did not respond.


  “Oh, Jesse.”


  She swung the flashlight as hard as she could, because there was no point in inflicting punishment unless it was real punishment with real pain, and it slammed into the top of his head with a thud that reminded her of barrels full of diesel fuel dropping from a truck. Jesse cried out, lifted his hands to cover his head. In the beam of the flashlight she saw the blood seeping out from his nest of blond hair between his fingers.


  She swung again, bringing the flashlight down on his fingers, feeling an almost physical satisfaction at the sound of crunching bone. This time, Jesse Hampton screamed at the top of his lungs.


  “Oh, my poor, poor Jesse.”


  Eleanor fell to her knees beside the weeping boy. She held out her arms without touching him, and he looked up at her through teary eyes. He was shaking, blubbering.


  “I’m so sorry, Jesse. I didn’t want to hurt you, but you were being a bad, bad boy. I love you, Jesse. I love you with all my heart. Come here.”


  Even in his pain and confusion, he knew when comfort was offered, and he needed it badly. He threw himself into her arms and she cradled him, pressing his hot, wet face to her neck. He continued to sob, gripping her like a little animal, small hands tugging at her shirt, holding her, tears pouring into the creases of her flesh. The tears of love, of need.


  She held him, stroked him, caring not even a little bit that her fingers became sticky with his blood. This was love.


  Behind her, Max whined. She turned to look at him. He stared at her through the bars of the cage, his eyes golden disks. Love there, too, she realized. Love for her. It almost made her weep.


  It was good, so good, to be loved.


  THREE


  Campbell was not sure how long he had sat there on the soggy ground with his back pressed into the slick trunk of the tree, but he knew that the storm drew closer, that the rain fell harder, that the wind howled like a ghoul in a graveyard. Of mercies, there were but one; the hail had stopped. Every part of his body, even the backs of his hands, stung and throbbed. He remembered how as a small boy he’d once accompanied his mother to a dollar day sale at some giant department store, had waited in the crowd with her until opening time, had rushed with her through the doors like water through a burst dam, and had immediately tripped over his own feet. For a terrifying five seconds he’d been swept away by the rush of bodies, pummeled by knees and shins and shoes, until finally he was yanked to his feet by his mother who dragged him onward without a nod of concern. He felt like that now. Trampled. Then, as now, he was not sure if the pain was physical, or merely injured pride.


  Nature had always terrified him; as a boy he’d cowered in his room as thunderstorms approached, covered his ears as they unleashed their fury. It was so huge, so impersonal, nature. It cared nothing for the people who lived within its domain, just marched on. To be trapped outside in this storm, blind, was worse than any nightmare he’d entertained as a boy. The wind was huge and angry, the rain never ending. God had promised never to flood the earth again, hadn’t he? That was the covenant, wasn’t it? Funny how you could start taking religion seriously at times like this.


  Most people, Campbell realized, entertained such bleak possibilities at around 3:00 in the morning, while alone in bed, staring into the darkness of their bedrooms. Life seemed more fantastic at times like that; Hell seemed nearer. But his own darkness was never-ending. There was no dawn coming to ease his fears, no comforting daylight to make his night terrors seem silly. Since the accident, he’d been trapped in a world of perpetual darkness, where night was day, day was night, and his terrors had free reign. Now, in this storm, with trees swaying and rustling around him like restless giants, he was at the mercy of his imagination.


  He drew his knees up to his chest, wrapped his arms around his shins, and pressed his face into his thighs. Most sighted people could close their eyes at moments of terror, shutting out the world, entering an inner world where they could not be harmed. But that option was closed to him. He lived in that inner world now, his blindness had forced him to make it his world, his reality. To where could he escape? Was there an inner world beyond this world of darkness? If so, he had yet to find it, could not imagine what the doorway would be like. Death, perhaps.


  A sudden gust of wind sent a spray of cold water into his face and he gasped. The storm was not abating. He was trapped outside, and he did not know where he was. Somewhere close to the cabin. He had walked only a short distance, he knew that. In all likelihood the cabin was only a few paces away; perhaps he’d only miscounted five or six steps, or perhaps he’d left the trail only a yard from the porch. He was close to home. That was what was so horrible about blindness. You could be within arm’s reach of your destination and you might as well be a thousand miles away.


  For some strange reason he found himself trying to remember the last thing he had ever seen. This was a game he played with himself on occasion, a game he could never win, because he could not remember. The image, whatever it was, had been stolen from him as surely as his sight. Logic told him it must have been the battery, just before it exploded. Perhaps he had been looking at it the moment the casing had shattered. Perhaps he’d even registered the approach of the shrapnel-like fragments that had smashed into his face. It must have been something like that, but he could not remember, could only imagine. He could not even recall the reason he’d been in the shop to begin with. Something silly, probably. He should not have been there.


  What he did remember, and remembered clearly, were the voices afterward, the sensation of bodies bending over him, of faces pressing close, of being unable to see them.


  “Mr. Knight, you’ve suffered extreme trauma to both eyes.”


  “Mr. Knight, I don’t think I’m making myself clear. I’m afraid you’ll never see again.”


  “Mr. Knight, you can still live a productive life.”


  “Mr. Knight, you’ll just have to accept what has happened.”


  And after that, darkness as he had never known it, not only for his eyes, but in his soul as well, deep, impenetrable. There had been a month there, at the beginning, where he had seriously considered suicide. That darkness, he had reasoned, could be no worse than this. But he remembered little of that month. Just liquid blackness, a sea of it, and him tossed endlessly like driftwood between shores of confusion and fear. And Claire, of course, at his side every day, talking to him, holding him, urging him to embrace life again. There had been times, in that month, when he hated her more than he hated any other person.


  His reverie was interrupted by the sound of approach, and Campbell stiffened, lifting his face from his knees.


  “I should never have left you down there!”


  It was Hope Matheson. Even as her voice registered, the wet, cold nose of a dog pressed into Campbell’s face.


  “Stop it, Jill! Are you all right? I saw your chair on the trail. You took the wrong turn.”


  “Where am I?”


  “You’re almost at the road, between the cabins. Let me help you up.”


  He was surprised at the strength of the arm that lifted him, but he used his legs to push himself to his feet. Then one of her arms was around his back, half-supporting him, half-guiding him. He felt the flush of shame creep into his face, but surely she could not see it through the rain.


  “I knew that storm was coming in. You should have let me help you.”


  “Just take me back to the trail. I can manage.”


  She grunted, and then she was holding his hand, guiding him. He counted the steps as they moved.


  “Here’s the trail, but you couldn’t have left it here. You must have taken the side trail down by the beach.”


  “I fell. Just point me toward the cabin.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going to leave you out here again.”


  “How far is the cabin?”


  “Only a few yards. Come on.”


  “I said …”


  “Just shut up. Now come on.”


  She almost yanked him off his feet as she tugged him forward, and he felt like a little boy, trampled underfoot, ashamed and frightened. He was so angry he forgot to count the steps. They had walked into the wind for a short way, but now it was at their backs. His sense of direction was totally fouled. When she slowed him, and then helped him up onto the first step of the deck, he was utterly surprised.


  “Here we are. Just wait here.”


  “I don’t need any more help.”


  She let go of his arm, and for one terrifying second he thought he was going to fall down. He heard the latch being worked, the door opening. Then she was holding his arm again, pulling him forward. When they were inside, she closed the door behind her.


  “Your dog …”


  “I tied her up on your porch. That’s okay, isn’t it? If you like, I could help you get out of those things and …”


  “Please, I’m fine. Thank you. Just leave me alone.”


  He heard shuffling feet, and then her hand on his arm again, pulling him forward. Before he could resist she had turned him around and pushed him backward a step.


  “Sit.”


  The seat creaked beneath him as he sank into it.


  “You’re sitting in a chair by the phone. Do you know where that is?”


  “Yes. You’ve done enough, thank you.”


  “Get your bearings before you move again.”


  He took a deep breath. “Just leave me alone.”


  “All right.”


  “Go and phone my sister if it will make you feel better.”


  “Do you want me to?”


  “Can I stop you? You’re her hired gun, aren’t you?”


  He heard footsteps, the door opening, wind keening. Then her voice, sounding almost hurt. “You know, it’s not a crime to need help.”


  Before he could answer, the door had closed. He heard more footsteps on the porch, then the deck. Then, silence.


  Shivering, cold, ashamed, he covered his face with his hands. It seemed like a long time before he felt composed enough to reach for the phone.


  Claire drove with both hands on the wheel. Battle Lake was still twenty minutes away. This time, the sky was completely clear, the sun blazing down. The interstate shimmered with rising heat. The kind of day she hated with a passion.


  Campbell’s call had come as a complete surprise, but Russell, when she told him about it, acted as if he’d expected it from the start. Campbell had sounded small and frightened, and it had made her want to be with him, to hold him and to protect him. It had reminded her of the first days following the accident. There had been a hopelessness in his voice over the phone, a deep pain, fear. Something had happened.


  “What changed your mind?” she had asked, knowing she should not push him, but curious.


  “I just want to find out more about what your mad scientist boyfriend is up to.”


  Still, she had pressed some more, and he had broken a little. The woman next door, he admitted, had helped him back to his cabin after Claire and Russell had gone. That surprised her. Campbell was not the type to accept help, especially for a little thing like getting back to the cabin.


  What was the woman’s name who lived next door? Claire vaguely remembered her. She’d talked to her when Cam first moved in. Charity. No, one of those three. Charity, Faith … Hope. Hope, that was it. Hope Matheson. The dog lady. That had to be whom Campbell was talking about. On the other side was a retired Air Force man who lived alone, and who spent his days fishing and drinking beer.


  She wondered, now, if Cam had been hiding something. As she passed through Fergus Falls, and drove along the state highway to Battle Lake, she became convinced of it. Something had happened to Campbell, something traumatic. Nothing else could explain how he had sounded, how reluctant he had been to talk about it.


  At the cabin, all her fears were confirmed. The place was a disaster. It looked, in fact, as if it had been tossed by a burglar in a very great hurry. Campbell was sitting in the living room, suitcase between his legs.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  “What happened here? Hasn’t Mrs. Macintosh been in to clean?”


  “I told her to go to hell.”


  “Jesus, Cam, it’s like a hurricane blew through here!”


  “Let’s just go.”


  In the kitchen, she found dishes piled in the sink, food left out on the counter. This was not like Cam at all. How had he managed to survive in this mess for even a single day?


  She led him out to the car, got him seated and strapped in, then told him to sit still.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’ll be right back.”


  “She phoned you, didn’t she?”


  “Nobody phoned me but you.”


  “Go and thank her for me,” he said bitterly.


  Before he could protest further she walked away, ignoring his calls for her attention. Hope Matheson’s cabin was a short walk away along an open, sunny trail. As Claire approached, she heard the muffled barking of dogs. When she left the trail she saw a figure by a long, low cement shed, carrying a hose. The woman turned, saw her, and dropped the hose.


  Claire approached, smiling. “Hi! I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Claire Knight, Campbell’s sister?”


  Hope Matheson brushed the front of her overalls with her hands, then held one out to Claire. “I remember.”


  Claire shook the offered hand, and was surprised at the strength in the other woman’s grip. Her own pale fingers, tipped with manicured nails, looked alien in Hope Matheson’s tanned, strong hand.


  “Campbell said you helped him up to the cabin earlier in the week.”


  Hope looked surprised. “He told you?”


  “Well, not exactly. Can we talk for a minute?”


  “Oh, sure. Come on in. I was about to break for lunch.”


  Inside, while Hope washed her hands in the kitchen, Claire sat in the living room. This cabin, like Campbell’s, was small, austere. The kitchen led directly into the living room, and the back section was divided into two bedrooms with a bathroom between. Unlike Campbell’s cabin, Hope Matheson had decorated hers to meet the needs of a normal human being. There were paintings on the walls, blown-up photographs of dogs, a collection of decorative spoons in a wooden rack shaped like a thistle. The furniture was plain, but serviceable. It was certainly not the kind of home she could have lived in herself, but it seemed right for Hope Matheson.


  Hope returned to the living room and sat on the sofa across from Claire. The last time Claire had met her, she had guessed Hope’s age in the late thirties, but now she estimated slightly lower. Early thirties. Perhaps even her own age. Sun and outdoor work, or perhaps even worry, had given her face some lines, but she was not unattractive. Her hair was long and blonde, tied in a braided ponytail, Claire guessed simply to keep it out of harm’s way. Her eyes were dark blue, like a clear sky at night, alert.


  “Campbell thought you might have phoned me,” Claire said carefully.


  Hope Matheson blushed, and the color that entered her cheeks took another three years off her age. “Did he?”


  Claire laughed softly. “Actually, he was worried that you might have.”


  “He virtually ordered me not to.”


  “And you didn’t.”


  “I respected his wishes.”


  “He didn’t tell me much. Only that you helped him back to his cabin.”


  Claire could see that she had put the other woman in a dilemma. Campbell had obviously impressed upon her that he did not want his troubles shared. Finally, Hope shrugged.


  “It was raining. He needed help with his chair. I helped.”


  “That’s it?”


  “He can tell you more, if he wants to.”


  It took Claire a few seconds to realize what she was seeing in Hope Matheson, and when she did she fought to control her shock. This woman liked Campbell. Perhaps even more than liked. And suddenly the lines on her face took on a completely new meaning to Claire. Not worry, not sun, not hard outdoor work, but pain. Pain, she guessed, that might even be on a level with Campbell’s.


  Why do you live out here, she wondered. What is it that has made you isolate yourself from the world?


  “Sometimes Campbell can be very difficult,” Claire said.


  Hope Matheson laughed at that. “That’s putting it mildly.”


  “I wish you could have known him before the accident. He was a completely different person.”


  Hope made no effort to hide her interest. “What was he like?”


  “Well, for one thing, he was very active. He owned his own business, you know. A car dealership. He started working there when he was fresh out of college, parking cars on the lot. Moved up to sales a year later, and two years after that he was general manager. When things got rocky for the company, he bought in. Two years later, he was sole owner, and business was booming. He loved what he did, and he was good at it.”


  “Was he married?”


  “He could never find the right kind of woman. Well, I suppose he thought he had. He was engaged when the accident happened, but afterward, she left him.”


  “That’s cruel.”


  “You can’t blame her. Looking after a blind man was probably not what she had in mind for the rest of her life.”


  “Campbell can look after himself,” Hope said.


  “I think he felt that he was a great burden to me, and to some of his friends. I think that’s why he moved here, to prove to himself that he could be self-sufficient.”


  “I’ve never seen his friends out here.”


  “No,” she agreed.


  Hope shook her head, and Claire could not tell if it was anger or sadness. “I don’t blame him for moving out here. I don’t know how I would react if that happened to me.”


  Claire inhaled deeply. “I hate to ask this, I know it’s a great imposition. I’m taking Campbell into the city for a few days. His cabin is a bit of a mess, and he’s frightened the regular cleaning lady away, I’m afraid.”


  “No problem. Do you have a key?”


  Claire pulled it from her purse and handed it to the other woman. “I really appreciate this. Campbell will, too.”


  “I doubt that,” Hope said. “What’s in the city for him?”


  Claire stroked her chin, wondering if she should say more, then shrugged. “Possible surgery. For his eyes.”


  “Could he see again?”


  “Not like you or I, but it is possible.”


  “That would be wonderful.”


  “Yes, it would.” She stood. “Thanks for everything, Hope. Thanks for what you did for Campbell.”


  “It was nothing.”


  “Oh yes, it was,” Claire said.


  She walked back along the trail, thoughts focused on Hope Matheson. There was something about the other woman that had impressed her deeply, but she was not sure what it was. On the one hand she seemed very much like Cam. Running from something painful, beaten but not cowed. On the other hand she seemed utterly together, in control of her life. Most impressive of all, Hope Matheson had seen something in Campbell that other people had been unable to see since the accident: something good, something worthwhile, something worth liking.


  Hope Matheson might be exactly the thing her brother needed. Especially if the surgery proved unfeasible.


  As she slid into her seat, Campbell turned to her with an angry glare.


  “Did she tell you how much fun she had helping the blind man.”


  “Grow up, Campbell.”


  He turned away from her, face to the sun. Claire started the car and pulled out onto the road.


  “She’s nice,” she said.


  “She’s a pain in the ass. Her and her damned dogs.”


  They lapsed into silence until she turned off the gravel road and onto State 210. The blacktop hummed under the wheels.


  “She didn’t phone you?” Cam said.


  “No, she didn’t. I just wanted to thank her for giving you a hand.”


  “She didn’t say anything?”


  “She said I should ask you if I wanted to know more.”


  He made a grunting sound and crossed his arms.


  Claire smiled. “She likes you.”


  “Then she’s a bigger fool than I thought.”


  FOUR


  Russell’s voice came from Campbell’s left. “Campbell, you’re on the sixth floor, east wing of the building, in one of our board rooms. It’s about fifteen feet square, carpeted, with a round table in the middle of the room, surrounded by six chairs. There are three people in the room with you. Claire, myself, and Doctor Ladeceur.”


  Campbell was at once grateful and surprised at the information Russell had offered. Grateful, because this shuffle along the corridors and through the doors of the Miriam Technologies building had ruined his sense of direction and place, and now he was able to form a picture in his mind and place himself squarely within it. He felt better in moments. He was surprised because he had been sure they’d only risen three floors in the elevator.


  “Mister Knight, I am Nina Ladeceur. It’s nice to finally meet you.”


  The voice had come from Campbell’s right, probably two seats away. He turned in that direction and gave a slight, acknowledging nod. He had not missed the meaning of Nina Ladeceur’s words, nice to “finally” meet you. They had obviously discussed his participation for some time. It was not as impromptu as he had been led to believe. Claire was wrong; he was more than just a potential candidate for the surgery.


  “What has Russell told you about us?”


  “He told me about the surgery, the dog. That’s about it.”


  Nina Ladeceur made a sound that might have been a truncated laugh, or a cough. Campbell could smell her perfume: pungent, musky. By her voice, he guessed she was in her late fifties. By her perfume, he guessed she tried to look much younger.


  “If you undergo the procedure, you will be the sixth to do so,” she said. “Our results have been generally good. The procedure links your visual cortex with the optic nerve, and thus the entire seeing mechanism, of the partner dog. This requires surgical alteration of the dog, as well as the human subject. The technology comes in the linking, of course, in the cortical implants on your end, and the optic nerve bus on the dog’s end.”


  “He explained that already.”


  Nina Ladeceur continued as if she had not heard him. “Naturally, the quality of vision will not equal what you had before. Dog eyes are different than human eyes. They distinguish little color, and their visual acuity is low, but they detect movement very well, and their ability to see in poor lighting is good. From your point of view, it would be like trading in a large-screen color television for a twelve-inch black and white.”


  “I don’t have a television at the moment. Even a twelve-inch black and white would be an improvement.”


  Again, Russell laughed, and Campbell found himself liking his sister’s lover. Nina Ladeceur found nothing to laugh at.


  “Naturally, we’ve made efforts to enhance the quality of the image experienced by the human partner. This, again, is where Miriam Technologies makes its input. On the dog’s side, there is no change in perception via the surgery. He experiences vision as he always has experienced vision. On the human side, it’s a very different story. It’s not simply that your quality of vision will have altered, but the very nature of your perception. Remember, the dog walks beside you, and about four feet lower. It takes some getting used to. Some of our subjects have never been able to adjust.”


  Campbell said nothing, trying to imagine what it would be like to see the world from four feet lower, and in black and white. But seeing was the key word there. Seeing from any perspective, in any degree of quality, would be miraculous. Campbell broke away from his thoughts when he realized that the table was silent. He had the disconcerting notion that the others had left him alone, and that he had been too self-absorbed to notice. He turned his head toward Claire, then toward where he had placed Russell.


  Nina Ladeceur spoke again, this time from a point directly behind him. “Do you like dogs, Mister Knight?”


  “We get along,” he said, and had a sudden flash of Hope Matheson’s beast lunging across the beach toward him.


  “Then perhaps it is time to make the acquaintance of your prospective partner.”


  The place was ripe with a hospital’s patina of fear, antiseptic, and blood. But this was animal fear, animal blood. He sensed that it was a very large room, cool. He smelled a background of dung and urine, also byproducts of fear. He heard the chirruping of monkeys; a strange wailing that had to be cats; dogs yelping.


  “It sounds like a zoo.”


  “Our research involves many kinds of animals,” Nina Ladeceur said.


  Russell held his arm, and led him through the large room, into a smaller corridor, and finally through a door that led outside. The sun was warm on his face, but a breeze kept the temperature down. Its touch on his face and arms was welcome.


  When they stopped again, Russell released his arm, and Campbell, free for the first time in what felt like hours, swayed like a tall plant. Again, he had the disconcerting impression that the others had deserted him, but this time he did not look around himself. They were here somewhere. He was the main attraction, after all.


  “I’m going to put something in your hand,” Russell said.


  He felt the warmth of Russell’s skin, and then the cool hardness of a leather strap.


  “That’s his harness. He’s attached to it. Don’t yank too hard.”


  Campbell kneeled so that the harness handle was directly in front of him, then held out his free hand. A cold snout pressed into his palm, sniffing.


  “Hello, boy,” he said softly.


  The dog moved closer, pushing at the harness. Campbell released it and let the dog come to him, holding out his hands to touch its head and back. It wasn’t a large dog, perhaps a Labrador. Its back was very broad, muscular, its head almost triangular, bony. The harness was attached to its torso, but seemed to be of a strange sort. If he held it, standing upright the dog would be kept a pace or two behind him. He ran his hand over its head again, fingers stopping when they encountered a hard, cool ridge behind the dog’s ear.


  “That’s the port for the linkup cable,” Nina Ladeceur said. “It’s not uncomfortable for him. He doesn’t even know it’s there.”


  “His name is Shadow,” Russell said from behind Campbell. “He’s a black Lab, three years old. He doesn’t bite.”


  Campbell stood. “Can I take him for a walk?”


  More silence, then Nina Ladeceur’s voice, speaking softly, so softly that Campbell could not hear the words.


  “Sure,” Russell said, and again Campbell felt the other man’s hands on his arms, turning him. “You’re in Shadow’s walkway now. It’s about fifty feet long, eight feet wide, grassed. There’s a chain link fence on either side, and at the end.”


  Campbell held the harness and began to walk, slowly. The dog kept pace with him, so closely that he hardly felt the weight of the animal on the end of the harness. He did not need to tug, did not need to guide. When he slowed, Shadow slowed. When he walked faster, Shadow walked faster. After twenty paces he stopped, sure he was near the end of the walking area, and turned around. Shadow turned with him.


  Campbell kneeled again, pulled the dog toward him, reached out with his hands. The dog’s face came close, he could feel its warm breath. He petted its head, its sides, running his hand down its back. When Shadow’s tongue lapped at his face he did not pull away.


  “So, you want to be my eyes, eh boy? Those are pretty big shoes to fill.”


  He could hear the dog’s tail wagging, swishing through the air. When he stood, Shadow took his place behind him. He started to walk. Shadow followed.


  For the first time in a long time, he began to hope.


  On Sunday afternoon, after feeding and walking the four dogs in the kennel, Hope drove into Fergus Falls to have dinner with her mother. This was not the usual course of events for Sunday; though they lived fairly close, she and her mother did not get along well, and Hope visited as little as she could. On this day, her mother had called and virtually pleaded with her to come for dinner. She was lonely, she was thinking of Hope’s father, she needed somebody to talk to. Hope had reluctantly given in.


  Since she’d been sixteen, when her father had died, her mother had tried to control her life. The manipulation had been obvious and crude, but manageable. She’d set up dates for Hope with the sons of her friends, she’d arranged for Hope to teach Sunday school despite Hope’s reluctance, had forced her to act in school plays despite her innate shyness. Hope had always known that eventually it would end, and that she would get on with her own life, and so she had put up with it.


  But it had not ended. It had only grown worse. When Hope finished high school, and had wanted to attend university to get her veterinary degree, her mother had refused. Her father had set up a fund for both his children, to be used when they reached college age to advance their education, but Hope’s arguments had had no effect on her mother. Her decision was final. Animals were not an occupation for a young lady; if Hope wanted to go to university, then she would study religion, or literature, as she herself had done. A woman thus educated could find many pleasing and rewarding occupations in life. The fund had gone unused. And Hope, who had never worked or saved money, had refused to attend the university of her mother’s choice.


  At nineteen, after one more year of living under her mother’s thumb, Hope had found a job with the Humane Society, and immediately moved out. At first, she had rented a small house in Fergus Falls, but two years later she had
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