Nothing But The Truth

 In Oakdale, Illinois, it was common for a judge to find during a murder trial that everyone in the courtroom was already acquainted.  As far as the jury went, the individuals who comprised it were usually at least familiar with the names of both the victim and the defendant.  Hence, hearings were often both quick and messy, and all due to the fact that it was a very small town—only the bravest of judges could stand to listen to the family feuds that belonged on Jerry Springer, or in a shrink’s office, but definitely not in the court of law.

The people sitting in the crowded courtroom kept their focus on the judge’s seat at ahead of them, which had been vacant ever since he had called for a short recess.  The tension in the room was thicker than even a knife could cut.  It was the final day for new evidence to be shown and for new witness testimony to be heard, and then it would all be over.  The door by the seat opened, and the stubby bailiff finally reemerged.  

“All rise for the honorable Judge Forsythe!” he called as a middle-aged man clad in black moved past to take his seat.  In unison, the people stood up, making a moderate level of noise even though no one was speaking.  On the right side of the room were the members of the victim’s family.  They emitted the air of grave confidence, although a few days ago they had all looked like they were on pins and needles.

 To the left, the defendant and his supporters were standing with rigid stoicism.  The last time they were there, they had been the confident ones.  However, with only a couple of the prosecutor’s cross-examinations, everything had changed.  Standing next to the defendant was a petite woman with dark honey-blonde hair that was cropped under her ears.  While pretending to pluck a piece of lint off of her charcoal gray jacket, she shot a seething glance over at the prosecutor, Ivan Pierce.  Dirtbag, she thought, wishing he could hear her.  He smirked at her as they sat down again, and slightly puckered his lips to indicate a mock-kiss from across the room.  She inhaled sharply to calm herself as Judge Forsythe allowed Pierce to address the jury.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Pierce began while lightly smoothing the top of his slick black hair with one hand, “before we proceed with this trial, I’d like to reiterate that the defendant has already confessed to two premeditated murder attempts before his victim’s demise –.”

At this, a man leapt from his seat and broke in hoarsely, “He was no victim, and he sure as hell wasn’t mine!”

In a booming voice, the judge flatly reprimanded, “Mr. Ryan, you are already being charged with holding contempt of court.  One more outburst and you will be sent back to your cell.”  To the prosecutor, he prompted, “Mr. Pierce, you still have the floor.”

“Ah yes, thank you Your Honor,” Pierce said, the triumphant gloat in his voice evident to all but Forsythe.  “As I was saying, Paul Ryan has, by his own admission, proven that he is guilty of attempting second-degree murder, if not first-degree.”

Unable to stop himself, an enraged Paul said to the woman beside him loudly, “They call this the law?  It holds me accountable for what I did to him, but it doesn’t count for when he tried to kill—.”

“Counsel!”  Judge Forsythe barked at the woman in gray.  “Will you control your client before he is removed—.”

As Paul tried to talk over the judge, his lawyer pulled on his hand and begged in a low voice, “Ryan, please shut up.  It’s not over yet.”

Indignantly, Paul hissed, “It will be as soon as that slimeball over there has his say.”

“No, you’re doing more damage than Pierce is by appearing unstable.  Which is exactly what he wants,” she muttered as she rolled her eyes.  Then she added, “Whenever he tries to bait you, I want you to look behind you and see who’s on your side.  And let me handle the slimeball.”

“She’s right, Paul.  Just let her do her job,” his mother Barbara Ryan whispered encouragingly from behind, although she was still wringing her hands in anxiety.  Looking around, there were more people on his side than they had anticipated.  There was not only Barbara, but Paul’s wife Emily beside her, smiling at him with the same kind of encouragement.  Sitting in the very back was his ex-wife Meg, still looking very doubtful about whether she should be there.  But as long as she was holding their one – and – a–half year old daughter Eliza, Paul needed her to stay right where she was. Standing behind Meg and also looking very unsure about their place in the courtroom were Katie Peretti-Snyder and Simon Frasier.

They all pretended not to notice the way Paul’s defense attorney had reached for his hand, or the catch in her voice that formed when she had begun speaking to him.  But everyone did indeed see it, nonetheless.  Including Ivan Pierce.

“Your Honor, this may seem unorthodox, as this entire trial has been thus far,” he said, the shine in his oily voice only outmatched by the gleam in his eyes, “but the prosecution wishes to call Amberly Snyder to the stand.”

The eyes of every single person in the courtroom, including Judge Forsythe, widened in shock.  While the rest of the crowd gasped and murmured, however, the judge regained his composure and said, “Interesting...will the prosecution give grounds for calling the defense counsel?”

Pierce looked over at the woman in the gray pencil skirt and jacket to gauge her reaction.  The rosy color from her cheeks was drained, and for the first time since the trial had begun, she looked absolutely petrified.  She knew what he was going to do…

Pierce’s upper lip curled, delighted to explain.  “Your Honor, it has become clear that Ms. Snyder’s ethics have been compromised.”

Again, a shockwave of murmurs rippled throughout the courtroom.  Every set of eyes was now focused on Paul Ryan’s attorney.  Numbly, Amberly Snyder stood.  Feeling stiff and slow all of a sudden, she somehow made her way to the stand, sat, and faced Pierce in defiance.  She ignored the utterly confused expression she could see on her client’s face, the blindsided one his wife was wearing, and the knowing, pitying look her cousin Meg was giving her.

With a lump in her throat, she swore to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth in the court of law, so help her God.  After her oath, Pierce launched his final attack.

“Ms. Snyder, your brother is Detective Jack Snyder, isn’t he?  The same Jack Snyder who arrested your client, Paul Ryan?”

“Yes,” Amberly admitted reluctantly.  But before Pierce could ask further questions, her spite for him allowed her to find enough courage to add, “He’s not here, though.  Jack and I haven’t had very much to do with one another since I was put into foster care at the age of eight, so you can hardly call this a conflict of interest, Mr. Pierce.”

A slow, sinister smile spread across Pierce’s face.   “In that regard, no.  But perhaps there is another conflict of interest at play, here.”  

Damn it!  And to think, Amberly had been expecting a trick question from the moment she had taken the stand.  Feeling absolutely sick by the thought of her own foolishness, she willed herself to not repeat her mistake.  Paul was counting on her; she’d promised him she would get him out of this mess…

Pierce was relentless in his quest to destroy her, though.  “Ms. Snyder, I’ll forego the usual first questions.  We all know when and how you met your client.  Two months ago, he was arrested for murder.  You, bearing the reputation for being one of the most esteemed defense attorneys in the city,” Pierce paused for emphasis on her career status, “were contacted by Paul Ryan’s former wife, your own cousin Meg Snyder.  Is that correct?”

Impatiently awaiting the final blow, she inwardly fumed over the fashion in which he was toying with her, like a cat holding a mouse by its tail.  Amberly grit her teeth.  “You know it is.”

Judge Forsythe, apparently impatient as well, interrupted, “Where are you going with this, Mr. Pierce?”

The prosecutor, looking somewhat disappointed that he now had to cut to the chase, cleared his throat, “Sorry, your Honor.  Ms. Snyder, five weeks ago, I was in this courtroom while you were having a conversation with Meg Snyder.  You are aware of the conversation to which I am referring?”

Amberly felt faint.  She’d underestimated the bastard—he really was as good as he’d claimed to be.  “Yes,” she said in a small voice.

“Will you repeat what your cousin told you, Ms. Snyder?  The very last thing?”  

She dared a glance at Meg, who barely seemed aware that there was still a child in her arms; she was too busy shaking her head stiffly, mouthing the word, “No,” with eyes as wide as saucers.  Then she looked at Emily, whose strained countenance was prepared for anything, even betrayal.  Lastly, she looked at Paul.  He was staring at her with such solemnity; she realized that for the first time since Pierce had called her name, he understood the prosecutor’s plan.

“Ms. Snyder?”  Judge Forsythe prompted.

Still looking in Paul’s direction, Amberly croaked, “She told me not to fall in love with him.”

**********************************************************************************

PART ONE

2 Months Earlier


The water spraying from the shower nozzle was barely above room temperature.  But with his eyes closed, Paul barely even noticed it streaming down his face as Emily squeezed her legs around his, kissing him with wild abandon.  He pushed her against the wall, appreciating the way she gasped, “Unhh,” with every move he made.  The water finally turned cold, yet for the naked forms writhing and thrashing about under the shower head, it was as steamy as it had been when they had started nearly an hour and forty-five minutes ago.  Thousands of droplets rolled down them in a tickling fashion, amplifying the pleasure of the coupling.  As her tongue pushed against his, her hands gripped his neck even more tightly, and then moved up to the top of his head as he hoisted her up a few inches along the wall.  Softly grunting, Paul moved his mouth to the side of her smooth neck.  As she continued to moan in the throes of their passion, his knees buckled from standing for so long.     


They had been doing this quite a bit lately– not that their sex lives had ever been lacking, but ever since Emily started wanting to conceive, he found himself making love to her in more places than the bedroom.  Sometimes they would fall off the sofa just as he climaxed inside her and finish on the floor.  Twice so far, she had followed him into the wine cellar and initiated a romp.  And while he didn’t mind being kinky, Paul’s back was still recovering from the time she had spontaneously pulled the lever on his driver’s seat while the car was parked at the grocery store.  


After drying off and putting their clothes back on, Paul and Emily reentered the living room and sat down on the sofa.  He put his arm around her, and chuckled.


“What’s so funny?” she asked, lifting her still-damp blonde head to look at him.  


“Nothing.  I just think we need another hobby,” he smiled wryly.  


“Like what?” she murmured.

 
“I don’t know,” he mused.  “Parcheesi, painting with watercolors, funding Daniel’s school so that the dean will actually make him come home during the holidays…” he froze upon seeing Emily’s expression flicker with sadness at the mention of her absent son.  Quickly, Paul said, “Maybe we should take up ballroom dancing.” 

Suddenly, Emily realized what he was suggesting.  “Seriously?” she asked in a low voice.  “You want to be one of those married couples that read together in bed, watch corny old musicals, and eat takeout on the couch?”

“Well, we don’t have to be exactly like that,” Paul clarified with a sheepish smile.  “We could go mountain biking.  Or skydiving –hey, it can’t be much more dangerous than freefalling off of really tall cliffs.”

Emily smiled and joked with him, “Cute, we could even have matching outfits!”

Since Paul knew she was not taking the ideas seriously, he gave up on the subject and asked her out to dinner at the Lakeview.  While she was getting ready, he couldn’t help but sigh.  He was madly in love with his wife, but he had to admit to himself that there were some things he’d like to do that didn’t involve baby-making on every piece of furniture in Fairwinds.  My God, am I bored with sex?  I’d better tell Emily to shoot me again, Paul thought, shaking his head.  No, he actually wasn’t bored or tired of it at all…but something was still missing that he couldn’t quite put his finger on.  

Dinner at the Lakeview was normally quite enjoyable.  However, it was only five seconds after they had ordered that Paul turned his head in the direction of the bar and saw something startling.  Emily, seeing the same thing, groaned, “Oh brother, not again….”  Because sitting on the bar stools, yet again, was Meg Snyder—with Craig Montgomery.

“Unbelievable!” Paul muttered.  Of all the men in the town Paul was sure his ex-wife would want nothing to do with again, she had to be getting tipsy with Craig.  This was the fourth time that Paul had seen her out on a date with him, and instead of becoming used to it, it was more disconcerting every single time.

From behind, Emily nudged him impatiently.  “If seeing them bothers you, we can leave.”

He shook his head, still staring at them.  “No.”

“Well, what do you want to do?”

At this, he turned around and looked at his wife.  “I want to call a therapist.”

Relieved, Emily nodded and pulled out her purse.  “Great.  I think I have some cards in here, I collected a whole bunch of them back when I was institutionalized, and don’t ask why, but I never threw them away—.”  Paul furrowed his brow as he watched her sort through a stack of business cards, and then nearly jumped when she exclaimed, “Aha!  Found them!  Would you prefer to see a man or a woman?”

Rather insulted, Paul snapped, “What?! No, no, not for me!  For Meg!  She’s seeing a guy whose reaction to not getting his way involves either bombs or guns!”

With a knowing glance, Emily nodded slowly, putting the cards back in her purse.  Then her eyes widened at the thought of something and said, “Oh my God!”

“What?” Paul asked at once.

“The keys, the car keys—I think I must have lost them.”  She stood up and whipped around, searching.  

“No, you didn’t.  They’re right here.”  Paul stood up and pulled the keys from his pocket, then jingled them to show her that he had them all along.  In a surprising move, she snatched them out of his hand at once.  

“Thanks.  Have fun walking home.”  She turned and marched out angrily.

Hardly able to believe he’d been suckered, Paul began to chase after her when the waiter arrived with their meal.  Forced to stay behind and pay for the bill, he slumped back into his seat.

“Fell for the oldest trick in the book, I see,” a smarmy voice jeered from behind him.  Paul turned to see Craig Montgomery hovering over him, smiling with smug satisfaction.  “I see you still have much to learn about your force-of-nature femme-fatale.”

“Craig?” Paul said through a clenched smile.  “Isn’t it about time you return to your lair?  Lex Luthor and Dr. Evil are probably waiting to show you their latest plans for world domination.”  

Craig chuckled.  “It takes a bold man to reveal his love for comic books.”

“You’re probably right. You’ll have to tell me what the world was like without them one of these days,” Paul remarked icily.

Meg, who had been ignoring him thus far, finally said, “Hi Paul, don’t you have a wife waiting for you at the house?”

  “Hi Meg, don’t you have a daughter waiting for you at the farm?” he retorted, sounding intentionally childish.


Seeming exasperated, Meg told Craig, “I won’t need a ride home.”


“Nonsense.  It would be in bad taste for me to let you find your way back to the farm on your own,” Craig protested.


At this, Paul couldn’t resist sniping, “Bad taste?  So in other words, it is something you would do.”   


“Shut up!”


“Go to hell!”


“Enough, enough!”  Meg admonished, tossing her long dark mane impatiently.  “Craig, thank you for a lovely evening, and I will see you soon.”


Craig relaxed slightly, and smiled.  “If you change your mind or if you need anything else, I’ll be upstairs.” Then he planted a kiss on Meg that sent chills through Paul’s spine, and strolled to the elevator.


Meg whirled around on Paul and snapped, “What is your problem?”


“I was going to ask you the same thing!”  Paul said crossly.  “How are you going to explain to Eliza in a couple of years that you dated that creep after he tried to blow me up?”


The mention of their daughter did nothing but make Meg defensive.  “Craig has an alibi for the night that happened!  He’s told me over and over again that it wasn’t him, and Katie even told the police that he was with her—.”


“Katie—Katie his sister.  Right, let’s see, Katie suddenly remembered on the day Craig returned that they had been ‘hanging out’ for the first time in probably her entire life, on the very same night I was toasted inside my own car.  Oh, how convenient!” Paul said sarcastically.


“Okay, look, I know this is none of your business, but I was really messed up and alone after the whole thing with Damian, and Craig was there for me.  He’s changed, Paul…” 


“We had this conversation many times three years ago, which was the last time you were drawn to Craig,” Paul pointed out.  “And you’re right that normally, this wouldn’t be my business.  But if you think that I’m going to let Craig Montgomery so much as breathe the same air as Eliza, you’re wrong.”


Meg crossed her arms.  “Craig and I aren’t even seriously involved—yet.  And if it turns out that way, there’s nothing you’ll be able to do about it.  I have custody.”


The moment she said this, a dangerous look darted in Paul’s eyes.  “Not for long,” he promised menacingly.  “I hope Craig Montgomery was worth it.”  And he stormed out to hail a cab back to Fairwinds.

*******************************************************************************


Later that night, Paul paced around the living room, with his finger tapping his chin in thought.  “Whatever is going on between those two has to stop.”


An ill-humored Emily got up from the couch and caught him by the arm.  “Have you learned nothing?  Not only has meddling with Craig and Meg’s relationship proven detrimental to your health, but taking me for granted in order to do it?  It’s a good thing I own a newspaper, that way I won’t have to pay for the obituary!”


“Well, I’m not going to sit around and wait until Montgomery becomes a father figure to my little girl, Em,” he said adamantly.  He sighed and shook his head as he said in a low voice, “Either I find a way to nail Craig for trying to kill me, or I’m suing for custody.”


Emily stared at him, stunned.  “Really?  Wow, this really isn’t all about Meg,” she marveled.  “Both options are probably long shots, you know.”


“Yeah, I know.   That’s why I need you with me on this, Em.”  He took her hand and held it to his heart.    She melted, all her doubts fading away.


“Oh…of course I’m with you,” she assured him softly.  “So what are you going to do?  Prove that Craig’s lying, or sue Meg for custody?”


Feeling impulsive, he kissed her passionately before answering, “Both.”

*******************************************************************************


Bright and early the following morning, Paul returned to the living room with the intent of calling his lawyer to contest Meg for custody of Eliza, only to find that his wife had beaten him to the phone.  


“Yes, thank you so very much.  I know that if anyone can get to the truth, you can.  Of course, whatever you want, name your price!” she was chirping.  “Don’t worry, my friend, you will profit from assisting us.  Okay, bye now.  See you soon!”  


“Who was that?” demanded Paul as Emily handed him the phone.


“Who was what?” she asked innocently.  


He folded his arms across his chest.  “I thought we agreed that we were going to keep each other in the loop and work together—.”


“Oh, you mean for protecting Eliza from Craig?  Right, we did.  That phone call was just related to something I’m working on for the paper,” she said quickly.


Something about the way she was smiling at him told Paul that she wasn’t being truthful, but he decided he would find out what she was up to later.  He called his lawyer and had him draw up the papers contesting the custody agreement, and the lawyer agreed to deliver them to Meg.  After that was done, he started mentally running through his head all of the ways he could get Craig to confess to the murder.  Although he enjoyed imagining various torture scenarios, he was pretty sure that there had to be a less hassling way to get the truth out of Craig.  He didn’t even know where to find any bamboo shoots he could use to shove up Montgomery’s fingernails.  It never occurred to him that they might not have needed Craig’s actual participation in the first place…


The next day, it took several minutes of obnoxious ringing for Paul to realize someone was calling the house phone.  It wasn’t entirely his fault that it had gone amiss; what had started out as Emily volunteering to rub the tense knots out of his shoulder blades had turned into a full-blown seduction, complete with warming massage oil—and chocolate syrup.  Having effectively aroused him by kissing off the syrup that she had drizzled on the back of his neck, she’d just managed to get him mounted on top of her when he heard the phone.  “Ignore it,” she urged huskily, pulling off his belt and throwing it off the bed like she had done with his shirt.  He tried to do as she said by throwing himself back into their frenzied kissing; unfortunately, his mind would not cooperate.  


Breaking apart from her, he groaned, “It might be important.  I’ll be right back.”  He jumped off the bed reluctantly, and made his way downstairs.  And froze.  The phone had stopped ringing.  And there, by the sofa, witnessing Paul with a shining, massaged-oiled, Hershey-streaked torso, was none other than Simon Frasier.


“Paul…” the Australian began, before shaking his head.  “I’ve forgotten just about every possible form of greeting in the English language,” he chuckled uncertainly.


Paul had never so much as blushed in these kinds of situations—not when Meg had found him on the sofa with Emily wrapped in nothing but a white linen sheet, not even when his own mother had found him on the same couch enjoying a quickie with a prostitute.  So why was standing in front of another man looking like a gigolo making all of the blood rush to Paul’s face?


“Simon—not that I’m upset to see you or anything, but why exactly am I seeing you in my living room?”  Paul asked weakly.


“Good question…” Simon said awkwardly.


Luckily, Emily came in at that moment, also bearing chocolate-striped skin and wearing black lingerie.  As she squealed, “Simon Frasier!” Paul thought he saw a knowing twinkle settle in Simon’s eyes.


“Emily!” grinned Simon.  “So wonderful to see that you two are still the fun, crazy couple that I’d left behind in England!”


“So what are you doing here, Simon?”  Paul wanted to know.  During a Valentine’s Day vacation in London, Paul and Emily had stumbled into the well-known jewel thief, who was being framed for a museum robbery.  After helping Frasier clear his name and returning home, they occasionally received a postcard from him, letting them know what he was up to now that he was done with a life of crime.


“I called him,” Emily confessed at last.  “I wanted it to be a surprise.” 

Paul’s head turned from Simon to her, and he demanded, “What surprise?  Why would you call him?”

Before she could explain, Simon interrupted, “If I may, I just wanted to say it sounds like a solid plan.  You’re not going to like it, and to be honest, I’m not a hundred percent comfortable with everything it entails, but—.”

“What plan?” Paul cut into his rambling.  “What’s going on?”

Emily looked at him somewhat nervously.  “Okay, before we tell you, you should know that Simon is totally on board with this.”

Simon chimed, “Right, I promised you guys after England that if you needed me for anything…” 

“That you’d do it,” Paul finished wearily.  “Okay...?”


After a moment in which everyone traded anxious glances, Emily said slowly, “Simon…has agreed… to get Katie to give up Craig.”


“Excuse me?” Paul blinked, half-expecting for someone in the room to shout, “April Fool’s!”


Simon explained quickly, “Emily told me the whole story about how Craig Montgomery stuck a bomb in your car, skipped town, and then came back a year later with Katie as an alibi.  Now he’s seeing the mother of your little one, and of course, you can’t have him near your kid.”


“Yeah…?”


“Yeah, well, if anyone can persuade Katie to tell the truth…” Simon’s voice trailed off.


Incredulous, Paul shook his head.  “Uh-uh.  No, no, no.”


“Oh come on, why not?  It’s a great plan!” Emily said defensively.


“In theory,” Paul conceded.  “But let’s face it, if someone could get the truth out of Katie so easily, we would be using Henry for the job.”  Henry Coleman, being both Katie’s best friend and Paul’s half-brother, seemed much more qualified for this job anyways, considering the fact that he was practically living in Katie’s house.


Looking almost offended at the suggestion, Simon said indignantly, “Look, Henry’s a great guy, but he can’t convince Katie to do something like this.  He’d give up as soon as she stonewalled him!”


“Besides, Henry isn’t offering to help you.  Simon is,” Emily pointed out.


Just as Paul was about to give no as his final answer, however, a female voice shrilled from behind him, “What the hell is this?”  They all turned to find Meg, clutching the paperwork she had received from Paul’s lawyer that morning.  She took in the absurd scene of Paul and Emily standing in their underwear alongside Simon with her usual condescension, and then returned back to fuming at Paul.  “Is this some kind of a joke?  Where do you get off challenging me for custody?”


For some reason, Paul was not too embarrassed that she had caught him in this compromising situation, and retorted, “I don’t know, Meg, maybe it’s because the new man in your life has a fetish for explosive devices!”


Meg ignored him and continued ranting, “Then I try calling all morning, no one picks up, so I cancel my plans in order to come here and get an explanation—and what do I find?  Some sort of mud-wrestling party?”


Around the same time that Emily snapped, “It happens to be Hershey’s syrup!”  Paul said to Meg sarcastically, “Oh, if I had known you had a date with Craig, I would have been waiting by the phone!”


Meg gave a sardonic laugh.  “Well, guess what?  I’m surprised you even bothered to go the legal route, because there’s no judge in the state who will listen to you.  And when we meet the judge, I’m going to show you the same courtesy you’ve given me, and request that you are stripped of your visitation rights.  Because you will never change…”  Huffily, she flipped her hair back and marched out of the room.


With Meg gone, the trio was able to breathe normally again.  Emily placed a gentle hand on Paul’s shoulder and asked, “You okay?”


“Yeah,” he grumbled.  Then he added, “You know, it used to really hurt whenever Meg read me the whole, ‘You’ll never change,’ riot act.  Now…”


“Now…?”


“Now I just find it really annoying.”


 She laughed and kissed a syrup smudge on his cheek.  “Music to my ears.”


Simon, whom Paul had completely forgotten was standing in the room with them, cleared his throat.  “Um…I guess it was fun seeing you guys again.”  He made a short bow, and started heading for the door.


With his arms wrapped around Emily, Paul said lightly, “Where are you going, Simon?  We need to go over a few things before you meet Katie.” 


Surprised, Simon said, “Are you sure?  I thought you didn’t want –.”


“I changed my mind,” Paul broke in, with a sly smile on his mouth.  And, he thought, we can all thank Meg for that.

************************************************************************************


The next day at the Lakeview


“Mr. Ryan, I must urge you to reconsider your course of action,” said the lawyer sitting across the table from Paul.


“Why would I do that?” demanded Paul.  Although he knew the reasons the man was going to give, Paul couldn’t believe that his lawyer would have gone so far as to get papers drawn up for Meg if it was a lost cause.  On second thought, knowing what I know about people in this profession, I guess I should be more surprised that he didn’t bleed me dry before dropping the case, he thought.


“I viewed your criminal and medical records.  If I had known how many times you’d been arrested and committed, I would have discouraged pursuing full custody of your daughter, Mr. Ryan.”


Paul snorted.  “My ex-wife just got out of Deerbrook a couple of months ago.”


The man nodded diplomatically, “Uh, yes, I took the liberty of comparing both of your profiles, and while I’m tempted to call Child Protection so that neither one of you will have custody, I must tell you that your own history outweighs Ms. Snyder’s.  I’m withdrawing from this case.”  He stood and picked up his briefcase.


Angrily, Paul stood up as well.  “You can’t withdraw, I’ve already given you a down payment, and my ex-wife will be here in half an hour with her own lawyer—.”  He cursed as the man waved goodbye and left the room.  When his phone rang, his temper was not forgotten, and he answered the call with a sharp inflection.  “What?”


“Ouch,” said Emily lightly on the other end.  “I’m guessing that it didn’t go so well with the attorney.  Well, don’t worry, you won’t need him anyways.”


“Why’s that?” said Paul in a sour voice.


“Simon just finished talking to Katie.  As it turns out, Craig blackmailed her into giving him an alibi for the night he tried to kill you.”


Intrigued, Paul asked at once, “How did he blackmail her?  What does he have on her?”


“Nothing—he set up the situation.  It’s a long story going back to when Brad Snyder was still alive, and Craig orchestrated this scheme for him to be arrested.  He used this to twist Katie’s arm into giving an alibi, so that Craig would get her husband free.”


Wow, that was low, even for Craig, Paul thought.  He said in disbelief, “And Katie’s still talking to her brother?”


“Well, obviously it doesn’t matter to her as much, now that Brad’s gone.  And before you ask, she already told Simon that she’s not coming forward with this.  She doesn’t want Craig arrested.”


An idea sprung from the back of Paul’s head, and he said, “Tell her she doesn’t need to go to the police.  Just have Simon bring her here to the Lakeview.  Now.”  Before she could ask why, Paul snapped his phone shut, just as Meg showed up with her lawyer.


“Hi Paul, I see that you’re alone…” she noted, looking around.  “Where’s—?”


“He had to reschedule at the last minute,” Paul lied.  Meg raised her eyebrows, and he said, “Sorry, I was just about to tell you.  But now that you’re both here, I wanted to let you know that I’ve had some time to reevaluate this whole situation, and I won’t be pursuing custody after all.”


Meg and her lawyer exchanged shocked glances.  “Really?” she asked, looking doubtful.


“Really,” he repeated easily, winking.  

Looking at Paul straight in the eye, she said to her attorney, “Mr. Jenkins, I am so sorry for the confusion.  Can you give us a moment?” Then, once he was gone, she grabbed Paul by the arm and demanded, “Okay, what kind of game are you playing?”

“Game?” repeated Paul.  “I thought you wanted me to drop this whole thing.  Or did you change your mind again as well?” he said, taunting so that she’d stay where she was.

“No,” Meg snapped.

Paul looked at the entrance.  Simon and Emily had just shown up with Katie in tow.  He flagged them over and as they approached, Katie, who was looking rather nervous, asked, “Okay, what am I doing here?”

“Hi Katie,” Paul greeted her in a friendly fashion.  “I just was hoping you could tell Meg what you already told Simon about your brother.”


Katie looked at Simon incredulously and exclaimed, “No, no way!  I told you, I’m very sorry about what happened to Paul, but I’m not going to let Craig wind up in a prison cell because of something happened so long ago…”  She tossed a sheet of platinum blonde hair behind her shoulders and began towards the exit.  


Simon caught her by the hand and said, “Katie, Katie— love, we’re not going to press charges.  I promised you that.”


Paul jumped in quickly, and explained, “Look, all I want is for your brother to not have even a chance at raising my daughter.  Meg believes in your alibi,” he turned around, and saw Meg crossing her arms impatiently.  “Please, Katie,” he entreated.  “I mean, you’re a mom.  Wouldn’t you rather know if the man who’s going to be an aspect of your son’s life is lying to you about something like this?”


As Meg groaned at last, “Oh, for God’s sake, Paul,” the look in Katie’s eyes began to shift from suspicion to compassion.  


Finally, she sighed reluctantly to Meg, “Paul’s telling the truth about Craig.  He was blackmailing me for awhile so that I could give him an alibi, but it wasn’t true.  I’m pretty sure that I saw Craig only once that entire year, and I definitely didn’t see him the night of the bombing.”


Meg looked crestfallen as she repeated to herself, “It wasn’t true…oh my God…”  In spite of himself, Paul felt sorry for her as an expression of horror and revulsion filled her eyes.  “How could I…” she began to choke out, and slowly sank into the seat behind her.


“Meg?” Paul knelt by her and said, “Are you okay?”


She gave a hollow sort of nod and said forlornly, “I can’t believe I fell for it again.  With Craig, of all people.”  Looking up at him, she whispered, “How could I have been so stupid?”


Paul turned up and saw Emily’s face.  Knowing that she was about to answer Meg’s question with a comment regarding desperation, he shot her a warning glance.  Even though he agreed with the assessment, he didn’t really want see Meg cry.  He stood up and addressed the others in a low voice, “Thanks for everything, guys.  I think we should probably go now.”  He gave one last glance at Meg, who was biting her lip in uncertainty.


Acting quickly, a sympathetic Katie said, “Hey, Meg, how about we go get something to eat?”


Paul smiled at her gratefully and turned his back to leave as Meg protested, “Oh, no, I’m fine.  I’m not hungry…”


“Yeah, neither am I,” cajoled Katie, picking Meg up by the arm.  “How about I bring Jacob over to the farm?  He’d love to see Eliza…” 


Simon, Paul, and Emily were on their way out when Frasier hesitated.  “I think I’m going to stick around and see how they’re doing,” he said, turning back.


“Okay.  Thanks for everything, Simon,” Paul said, holding out his hand.


Smiling, Simon shook it.  “Always happy to return the favor.  Catch you two later, all right?”  And he went to rejoin Katie and Meg.


Back at Fairwinds, Paul and Emily were sipping champagne to honor exposing Craig for who he really was to Meg.


Paul raised his glass and toasted, “Here’s to Eliza never having to know a scumbag like Montgomery!”


Emily clinked her glass to his and added, “Here’s to Meg being lucky enough to not give up on men altogether and join a convent!”  As Paul drank from his glass, she corrected with a giggle, “Actually, I wouldn’t mind if that happened at all.”

As his cell phone beeped, he chided, “Hey, be nice.  It’s not like she’s a threat to you…”  He pulled it out, checked the caller id, and became apprehensive at once.  “What do you want, Montgomery?” he said, hearing crackling static on the other end.

“Need…see you,” Craig answered, his voice cutting in and out of reception. 

“Yeah, well, the feeling’s not mutual.”

“…at….Snyder Farm…talked….Meg.  She believed…I told her…”

Paul stiffened with rapt attention.  “What did you tell her?” he asked.  Meg couldn’t have believed Craig—the thought was too preposterous.  

Craig continued to speak in fragments thanks to the bad reception.  “Eliza…very beautiful girl…holding her was like…” Whatever holding Eliza was like for Craig, Paul didn’t get a chance to find out.  The call had been lost.  

Paul flipped his phone shut and grabbed his coat.  “Hey, where are you going?”  Emily asked nervously.

By the time he had given the cryptic answer, “To kill Craig,” he was already out the door.  It was like a force beyond his control was propelling him to get in his car and drive to Luthor’s Corner.  All the way there, Paul was shaking with a deep-rooted rage.  Just the thought of that monster holding Eliza was enough to have Paul set out for blood.  He drove faster and faster, running through at least two red lights, when he saw Montgomery’s car passing the church.  Paul rolled down his window.  “Montgomery!  You’re a dead man!” he yelled out.  Then he saw that the car was coming his way…

He honked, wondering what Craig was trying to do.  Craig wasn’t stopping.  Paul stomped on the brakes.  It’s all too late, he realized in a panic.  A flash of bright lights blinded him, and the last thing he heard was the sound of screeching tires…

*************************************************************************************


It was the sound of the wailing sirens that woke him.  Red, white, and blue lights danced before his eyes, and a crushing pain in his head made him regret regaining consciousness.  His eyes stung as he smelled smoke… Rubbing the water out of his eyes, he blindly reached for the handle to open his car. Feeling numb, he stumbled out of his car in a haze, unable to believe what he was seeing.  What had been Craig’s car was now nothing but a large scrap of burning aluminum.  Bits and pieces of it were littering the street, and he could see an entire squad of Oakdale police cars surrounding the hunk of metal.  He recognized two of the cops at once:  Jack Snyder and Dallas Griffin.


Upon seeing him walking around in shock, Jack warned, “Paul, you’d better wait until the paramedics arrive; they’ll want to take a look at you.”


“I’m fine,” Paul mumbled back.  He looked himself over and realized that this was true.  Not a scratch was on him.  Even the pain in his head was gone.  “I’m fine,” he said more firmly.  “I just had the wind knocked out of me.”


“Then you’re extremely lucky,” said Jack gravely.  

“Luckier than Craig Montgomery, at least,” said Dallas.

Taking another glance at the remains of Craig’s car burning away, a dumbstruck Paul repeated, “Luckier than Craig?  Is he…?”

With a grim expression, Jack nodded, “Yeah, he’s dead.  And you’re under arrest.”

END OF PART ONE

To be continued…

