ETERNALLY:  A PAUL AND MEG STORY

Twilight masked the entirety of the garden at Fairwinds Mansion.  Everything was shrouded with the dark, including a massive cherry blossom tree that stood tall and within reach of the third story window to the master bedroom.  Undetected, the silhouette of a lone figure was positioned attentively in the tree and watching through the window.

Inside, an unbuttoned collar shirt, unmistakably white in color, lay crumpled in a heap at the foot of the bed.  Close by was a silky black night slip, and further along the floor were a belt and a pair of trousers, either cast or flung aside in a hurry.  In the bed up above, a woman lay underneath the sheets, pressing her body on her lover’s.  Her lips moved so vigorously with the man’s mouth that it looked like she was consuming him.  The man, who apparently possessed an even stronger (if possible) sexual energy, rolled on top of her in a moment of spontaneity.  They continued to push themselves against each other, moving in a way that was frenetic, yet hard and steady at the same time.  They were completely, blissfully unaware that they were being watched.

The observer sat quietly, with a gaze that never averted the intimate action taking place in the bedroom.  All the while thinking about what a pity it was to be the man in the room, when it was the woman who needed to be punished.  Ah well, the poor fellow probably deserves to be put out of his misery.  


From inside, something the man was doing caused the woman to moan in ecstasy, “Oh…oh!”  Her hands gripped some hair from the sides of his head, while one of his own hands found its way into her long dark tresses.


Soon…thought the one watching them.  Soon.

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


The spreading morning light seeped into the master bedroom at Fairwinds.  The glow warmed Meg’s face, and she became aware of the birds that were chirping from the cherry blossom tree outside.  She opened her eyes to find that her head was resting on Paul’s chest.  For a moment she lay still, simply basking in the moment.  Her ear over his heart, Meg listened to the strong beating within.  She breathed in his faint musk, which called to mind a blend of vanilla, spice cloves, and a hint of scotch.  She wasn’t sure whether it was from his aftershave or just his natural scent, but it was among the many things she found irresistible in Paul.

“Dta…dah!”  Instinctively, Meg turned to look at the baby monitor on the nightstand.  Eliza was awake.

Feeling Meg shift her position, Paul stirred and rubbed his eyes.  He groaned good-naturedly, “What time is it?”

“Da, Da!”  their daughter clamored through the baby monitor.  

Meg smiled.  “Time for you to change a diaper,” she teased. 

After he stumbled out of bed, Paul pulled on a t-shirt and some sweatpants.  “What time do you have to be at the hospital?” he asked.  As a nurse, Meg had such a sporadic schedule that Paul hardly knew whether she was coming or going these days.

“Two hours from now,” Meg replied.

“Da-da!” Eliza called again.

Paul chuckled.  “On my way!”  He left the room.

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


Upon arriving at Oakdale Memorial, Meg met Bob Hughes on her way up the stairs.  The senior chief of staff greeted her. “Hello Meg – may I see you in my office for a minute?” 


“Sure,” Meg replied, hoping against hope that she wasn’t in trouble with the hospital again.  Or being forced to work a double-shift.


Someone was already waiting for them in Dr. Hughes’ office.  A woman with a short brown haircut was sitting in the chair wearing nurse scrubs, but she stood as soon as they entered.  She waved nervously.


Bob explained, “Meg, this is Samantha Maxwell, one of our CNAs.”


“Oh,” said Meg, starting to realize where this was heading.  Bob usually sent certified nursing assistants to watch Meg make her rounds.


“I’d like for Samantha to shadow you for the day,” Dr. Hughes continued.  “She needs some supervised hands-on experience here in order to pass with a C.”


Meg held back a sigh.  Helping an intern probably meant she wouldn’t be home until eleven.  “Great,” she said with a strained smile.


For the next ten hours, she checked pulses, drew blood, delivered injections, and even had to change her scrub shirt twice because one patient kept vomiting.  Samantha Maxwell just followed her silently and took notes.  Whenever Meg offered her a chance to help, the CNA simply shrugged and said, “I learn by watching.”


“You will have to do all of this in order to pass nursing school,” Meg finally reminded her.  She checked her watch.  “I’m going to take a break.”  She had two more hours left on the clock.  Paul and Eliza would probably be asleep by now.  


Samantha closed her eyes briefly and said, “This is exhausting.”  She looked at Meg and said, “I need another cup of coffee.”  

Once she was gone, Meg sank into a chair.  Although her feet had been hurting for awhile now, she had been afraid to rest in case she didn’t want to get up again.  She was so tired she barely noticed someone was watching her until a snide voice quipped, “Sleeping on the job, Meg?”

Meg looked up to find Craig Montgomery, dressed in his usual business suit, glaring at her.  Craig, being tall, rich and powerful, had once managed to ensnare Meg during one of her frequent break-ups with Paul.  That was before Craig had planted a bomb in Paul’s car.  The long-standing hatred between Paul and Craig was a frightening thing to behold, and Meg had come out of their battle unable to look at either man in the same way that she had before.

“Craig –,” she said warily.  “What are you doing here?”

“Honestly?  I was looking for you.”  The subtle edge in Craig’s otherwise casual tone did not go unnoticed.

“Why?”

Craig crossed his arms.  “So that you can give your boyfriend a message.”

Meg copied the stance and said almost defensively, “And what message would I give?”

“That I know what he did, and if he doesn’t return what he stole from me, I’m coming after him.”

Meg raised her eyebrows.  “Paul stole from you?”

Craig’s expression was sardonic.  “Oh, so he didn’t tell you?  What a shock.  I ran into him in Old Town and he ‘accidentally’ –,” (Craig held up his fingers to indicate quotations before continuing,) “dumped his cup of coffee on my dry-cleaned suit.”

Meg couldn’t help but snicker.  “I’m sorry – but isn’t this the kind of thing you would tattle to a preschool teacher about?”

“There’s more…”


“Oh, what, did he take your favorite crayons?” Meg snapped.


“No, he took my wallet!  I know it was him because he made a comment, something to the extent of, ‘Well, at least honest work didn’t buy you that suit.’  And when he left, my wallet was gone.”


Incredulous, Meg stared at Craig.  Surely this was, to date, the most stupid reason for a threat from Craig Montgomery.


“I’ll talk to him and see if he has it,” she said, and it wasn’t until Craig had pivoted and marched out of the hospital that she rolled her eyes.


It turned out that Samantha Maxwell had gone home early.  Meg wasn’t too upset by this; in fact, she was downright relieved.  After finishing her rounds, she went to get her things.  Her cell phone was beeping, which indicated a text message.  She opened her phone…and frowned.


The text read Did you kiss him goodbye?  There was no identification, and the number was one she didn’t recognize.  Whoever sent it must have been texting the wrong person.  Still, it was an eerie message to give someone.  Meg shuddered and went home.

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

Back at Fairwinds, Paul was in the living room with Eliza trying to accomplish the single task he had been working on all day.  “Ma-ma!” he prompted Eliza.


“Dad-dy!” Eliza gurgled.  


Paul yawned.  No matter how much she tried to hide it, Meg was bothered by the fact that Eliza had not yet called her “Mama.”


“Please, princess?”  Paul pleaded.  He enunciated clearly, “Mah-mah!”


“Da…mah!”  she said.


Paul was too tired to laugh, so he gave Eliza a kiss on her soft plump cheek.  “Thank you!” he sighed.

“Damh!”  

“Uh-oh.”  Realizing what he had done, Paul said quickly, “No, no, it’s Mama.”

“Dam!” Eliza repeated.

Paul shook his head.  “Well, your mom’s not going to like that one, is she?  Okay, sweet pea, time for bed.  Again.”  He had put her down hours ago, but she kept waking up at forty minute intervals.  Paul had tried taking Eliza for a drive, rocking her, and just about every trick in the book to make her fall asleep again.  Save for one…

“How about a song?” he asked.  Propped up on the side of the sofa was a guitar.  Paul reached over and grabbed it by the neck.  His fingers began moving up and down the strings, playing the one song he knew.  

“So, help me if you can; I've got to get back to the house at Pooh corner by one.
You'd be surprised, there's so much to be done,” he was singing softly when he looked up to check on Eliza.  She was already fast asleep.  And Meg was standing in the doorway, an unreadable expression on her face.

“You know, you never cease to amaze me,” she said in a low voice.  “Is there anything you can’t do?”

Paul shrugged.  “Well, my First-Aid and CPR skills are pretty much nonexistent,” he admitted, expecting her to make a joke about her nursing career.

Instead, she just asked, “Where did you learn to play?”

“Oh…it’s just something I’ve been studying while I’m here and you’re on those double-shifts.”  In truth, his ex-wife Rosanna Cabot had taught him the chords for “House at Pooh Corner” so that he could play for Eliza.  But he didn’t want to discuss Rosanna anymore than Meg wanted to talk about Craig Montgomery or Dusty Donovan.  Their unspoken rule of not mentioning past loves was tied into their verbal agreement to make a fresh start together.  So far, it was working surprisingly well.

Meg scooped Eliza into her arms and whispered to Paul, “I’ll be right back.”  Internally, she told herself that she could question him about his run-in with Craig tomorrow, if at all.  She took Eliza to the nursery and gently placed the sleeping child in her crib.  When she returned to the living room, it was to find Paul dozing on the sofa.  She smiled, picked up the blanket on the end of the couch, and draped it over him.  She had just begun to tenderly stroke through his sandy hair when her phone beeped again.

Meg pulled the phone out of her purse and flipped it open.  It was another text.  When I kill him I’ll think of you.

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


“Dam!  Dam-muh!”  The morning had come gone quickly.  It was midday now, and Paul cringed every time Eliza said her new favorite word.  


“It was an accident, you know,” he felt the need to explain to Meg.


Curtly, Meg responded, “Yeah, you told me.”


“Maybe she’ll get tired of it,” he said, throwing a hopeful glance at Eliza, who was sitting on the floor playing with her big plastic rings.  


Meg did not answer.  She is definitely acting moodier than usual, Paul thought.  “So, I was thinking we could go to the park with Eliza today.”


“Huh?” she asked, looking distracted.


Paul was already preparing himself for disappointment when he said, “The park, Meg.  You’ve been saying for weeks we should meet some of the other parents in Oakdale.  That Eliza needs some interaction with other kids since her first birthday is coming up – .”


Seeming tense, Meg said, “Sorry, I can’t today.  There’s something I need to do.”


“Are you okay?”  He had been putting off this question for as long as possible, but now he had to know what the problem was.  


Meg took a deep breath.  “Okay, don’t panic, but I think there’s someone out there who wants to hurt you.”

Instead of panicking, Paul chuckled a little. 


Looking confused, Meg demanded, “What’s so funny?”


He resumed a serious disposition and said, “Meg, I’d be more surprised if there was someone out there who didn’t wish me some kind of bodily harm.”

“But I think this person is actually going to do something!”


Paul was stunned.  She looked so grave; it was hard to find the matter humorous now.   “Do you know who it is?”


“No, not yet.  I was going to go to the police station and see if they could find out who sent me these cryptic text messages.”


Although he wasn’t worried himself, Paul couldn’t help but feel touched by her concern.  He smiled, “Well, we’d better place our bets now on who this would-be killer is.  So many people want me dead, you know.   Dusty…Craig…your mother…”


Meg stiffened.  “What about Craig?  He said you stole his wallet in Old Town, is that true?”


This time Paul really did laugh.  “I don’t even know what to say to that.  Even if I did, do you really think Craig would kill over a missing wallet?  Nah.”  He went over and wrapped his arms around her in what he hoped would be a comforting embrace.  Paul kissed her on the cheek, and said, “Thanks for worrying, though.”

She blushed.  “I’m going to go and see Jack about this.  Just in case.”


“Okay.”

She hugged him back, and then let go.  She walked out the door with her purse in hand.  Five minutes after Meg had left, Paul got down to Eliza’s level and looked into her big blue-green eyes.  “I have an idea,” he said suddenly.

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


There were few cops in the Oakdale Police Station.  Meg supposed that was a good thing.  It was less embarrassing this way.  After spending a very long hour and a half pacing outside the door, she finally saw Detective Jack Snyder emerge from the interrogation room and seat himself behind his desk to look over paperwork.  She approached her cousin, feeling nervous for what she was about to do and ashamed that it might all be for nothing.  

“Hey Meg,” said Jack pleasantly.  “What brings you by?”

Meg pulled out her phone and told Jack, “I need a favor.”


His eyes narrowed.  “What did Paul do this time?”  Paul had never been her family’s favorite person.  While the children and teenagers of the Snyder brood held a special affection for him, their parents were less than accepting, in spite of Paul’s past efforts to win their approval.  Their intolerance had brought Meg to the point where she only recently had to specify to Paul that she doesn’t want him bending over backwards to impress them anymore; it was a habit he was only too happy to break.

“Nothing, Jack,” Meg said, her tone sharp.  “But I am worried about him.  I received some anonymous texts last night.”  She handed Jack her phone, and he looked at it.  

“Really?” he mused.  “What kind of texts?”


“The threatening kind.”


He perused the messages her inbox and asked, “How many are like these top ones?”


“Just the two.  Can you find out the number it came from?”  Meg asked.


“Well, honestly, I don’t think this is meant for anything except to rattle your cage, but yeah, I can look it up for you.  It won’t take long.”
At that moment, Lieutenant Margo Hughes put down her phone and rushed over to them.  “Jack, I need you to stop what you’re doing – someone just reported a hit–and –run.”
“Right,” said Jack, who gave his cousin a rushed apologetic glance.  “I’ll get the results to you by tomorrow –.”

“Actually, Jack, Meg should probably go with you,” Margo interrupted.  Noticing their inquisitive stares, she explained, “Paul is the victim.”
********************

Paul wasn’t sure how it happened.  After shopping in Old Town for a bit, he had taken Eliza to the park as promised.  It was nearing dusk, so they only stayed for half an hour to watch the remaining children swing and slide.  Then, he had just put Eliza inside her car seat and shut the back door when he heard tires screeching.  He hadn’t even had a chance to turn around before feeling the impact of another car.  Paul was knocked violently to the ground, and the last thing he saw before passing out was a bumper sticker that read Remember Sarah, illuminated by the taillights.

When he had come to again, he was surrounded by the parents of the other children.  

“Oh my God, are you okay?” cried one.


Another shouted, “I’m calling an ambulance!” 


“We should call the police!” 

 He heard a child screaming.  “Eliza?” Paul groaned weakly.  
They asked him for his name.  He gave it to them, then asked, “Where’s my daughter?  Is she all right?”  He tried to sit up, but he was too dizzy.  

“Sir, try not to move,” a woman instructed him.  “I took your daughter out of the car; she’s right here, she’s fine. We need to get you to the hospital.”

Some time later, both the ambulance and the police sirens blared.  He was still lying on the pavement, drifting in and out of consciousness, when he heard a familiar voice scream, “Paul!”

Within moments, Meg was at his side.  “Hey beautiful…” he whispered.  He could barely see her, but her face must have been right above his because her warm tears were dropping on this neck.  


“Ma’am, is this your daughter?”  came the voice of the woman that Paul recognized as the one who was holding Eliza.  She passed the crying baby to Meg, who hugged her closely. 

“Oh…you’re okay,” she soothed.  “Your daddy’s going to be okay, too.”  


As the paramedics hoisted Paul onto a stretcher, Jack Snyder asked him, “Real quick – Paul, can you remember the license plate of the car that hit you?”

Angrily, Meg said, “Can’t that wait, Jack?”


Being stubborn, Jack said, “I just need one question answered so that I can do my job.”


Paul muttered, “Not the license plate…the sticker.  The one that says ‘Remember Sarah.’”

The last thing he saw before being boarded into the ambulance was Meg’s unusually pale face.
*******************

As a nursing student with a brunette bob treated his wounds, Paul couldn’t help feeling irritated.  “I’m fine,” he said, impatient to go home with Meg and Eliza.  “Really, my car is in worse shape than I am.”
The nurse-in-training giggled before giving him a sympathetic look.  “Mr. Ryan, you still might have a concussion.  And you need stitches for your arm.”


He looked down the arm that she was currently disinfecting and grimaced.  It wasn’t a pretty sight; a long bloody gash went all the way from his forearm to his shoulder.  He didn’t think he had a concussion, though.  

“I was just winded earlier,” he protested.  “I don’t need to stay overnight, do I?”


The woman shrugged, “We’ll see what Dr. Hughes has to say about it.  Are you in a hurry to get home?”


“Actually, I am.  I kind of have plans for the lady waiting outside,” Paul confessed.

Surprised, the woman didn’t even have to look out the window.  “You mean Meg Snyder?” she said, interested.

“Yeah, you know her, right?”

The CNA nodded.  “She was the one who helped me last night with my training.”


Paul leaned in and asked, “What’s your name?”


“Samantha Maxwell.  But you can call me Sam,” she added, almost shyly.

“Okay, Sam – can I show you something?”  For some reason, he could not keep a secret tonight; he had to share this with someone.


Sam nodded.  Paul pointed to thin square box on the floor.  “Can you get that for me?  I would get it myself, but my arm seems to be out of commission…”

She obliged and picked up the box.  While Paul’s open car door had been crunched like an aluminum can from the hit-and-run, the box that had been in the driver’s seat was undamaged.


Paul waited for Sam’s reaction as she opened the box.  She did not disappoint.  “Oh…wow!” she breathed, eyes widening.


Outside the patient’s room, Meg was not so eager to share her thoughts.  She said to Jack for what felt like the thousandth time, “I should be in there with him –.”

“You’re not working tonight, Meg,” Jack muttered distractedly, looking at her phone, which he had taken with him as soon as he’d heard the news.  


“What are you doing?”  Meg asked.


“Looking at this number.  Meg, do you really think that the person who nearly ran Paul over tonight is your mysterious texter?”


Meg nodded.  If she hadn’t been certain the threat was serious before, there was no doubt in her mind now.

Jack announced, “I’m going to call Dallas at the station and have him bring the suspect in for questioning.”

“Suspect?  You know who it is?”


“I’m astonished at how easy this was,” Jack remarked confidently.  “You’d think he’d be smarter than this.  The person who texted you – I can remember the number without even looking it up.  It’s Craig Montgomery’s.

Deep down, Meg wished she could feel relieved.  But whenever a situation looked too good (or easy) to be true, it usually was.  And something told her that this situation was far from over.
*******************


 “I never took Craig for an idiot,” Paul said to Meg at Fairwinds later that night.  His arm had been stitched up, and Dr. Hughes had deemed him fit to go home.  They had just put Eliza in her crib, and were now in the master bedroom.  “Nothing about this seems like his style.”


“Exactly,” Meg agreed.  “It couldn’t have been him.”

“Well, I didn’t say that it wasn’t him.  I just think he’s gotten lazy.”


“Paul, think about it,” Meg attempted yet again to make him listen.  “There’s no motivation here, except for a missing wallet.  Did you even take it?”


Paul was more than a little annoyed that she had to ask.  He rolled his eyes.  “Uh, no.  Stealing a wallet is hardly creative enough to be my handiwork.  So, do you think someone is trying to frame Craig?” 

“Yeah.  We can’t press charges against him.”


Paul shook his head.  “I’m going to let this go as far as it can.  It would be nice to see Craig Montgomery sweat it out a bit for once.”

Meg’s jaw dropped.  “You can’t mean that!”


“Wanna bet?”


She hit him lightly on his good shoulder, and they both laughed.  Then she sidled closer to him on the bed and leaned her head on his undamaged arm.  “You know, I was so scared,” she said softly.  “I’m still scared…”

He gazed into her dark brown eyes, which were welling with tears.  Impulsively, he brushed his lips on her forehead.  She tilted her face up to his lips, and kissed him.  His heart raced as the kiss became more intense.  His fingers, as though acting of their own accord, wandered up the back of her blouse, and clutched her smooth skin.  Her fingers trembled as they unhooked the buttons on his shirt.  

Then Paul remembered something.  She was tugging at his belt as he said in between kisses, “You know – there was something – I wanted to show you…”


“Then show me,” she whispered, planting a kiss on his neck that made him forget everything else. She pulled off her pants; once he was out of his own, she wrapped her legs around his.  Aroused, he pushed her down onto the bed, enjoying the feel of her beneath him and the sound of the repeated words, “Show me…”  

After their passion was consummated, she lay in his arms, with him just holding her under the sheets.  Then he smiled, “You know, there really was something I wanted to show you.”

Meg gave a blissful sigh.  “Can it wait?  I just want to stay like this for a while,” she murmured.  


“It’s on the nightstand,” he smiled, trying to tantalize her into reaching for it.  Meg was always curious about what his next move was going to be, in spite of how much she wanted live in the moment.  Giving in, she sat up and reached over for the thin square box.

He looked on as she lifted the lid and pulled out a framed document.  The moonlight that glowed into the room made the writing readable.  

“This is the official certificate presenting the Meg Snyder-Ryan Star…” she read aloud slowly.  Paul smiled as the implication of what he’d done dawned on her, and she said in a small uncertain voice, “I have a star?”

Paul felt a sudden moment of vulnerability.  Maybe this was too much too soon for her?  “I’m sorry, I probably should have asked first…”


But Meg smiled through a fresh wave of tears.  “I love you,” she told him, sounding overwhelmed.

Then she read the document again, and repeated, “Meg Snyder-Ryan…”


So much for subliminal messaging, Paul thought.  He gently turned the frame around in her hands.  On the back, hanging around the mounting hook, was a white gold ring; a diamond the size of a dime glittered in between two small blue topazes.

She stared at him in a manner that was either terrified or awed.  Whatever it was, she wasn’t speaking.  He braced himself for signs of rejection, but went along with the speech he had planned.  “I was thinking…whenever a star burns out, its light can still be seen by people on earth.  In a way, that makes it eternal.  And no matter what happens, to you or to me, we’ll always have that sort of love.  And now, you’ll always have this star.”


He glanced at her to check her reaction and see whether or not she thought it was too sappy.  But Meg was listening rapturously to his every word.  He continued, “I’m not trying to pressure you into this.  We can wait if you want…but will you marry me?”


Visibly moved, Meg kissed him.


“I will,” she told him.


Paul breathed a sigh of relief.  That had not been so difficult, after all.

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


Meg was trapped.  She was on one side of the on-call room at Memorial, Paul was on the other, next to the door.  In the middle of the room was a man pointing a loaded pistol at her.  

“Remember Sarah?” asked the man, Milo.  “My wife, you killed my wife!” his voice shook.  

“I’m sorry!” Meg cried, consumed with guilt and horror over what she had done.  “It was an accident!”


He took a step forward and said dangerously, “I loved her, she was my best friend.  We were the only ones in the world who understood each other.  Do you know what that’s like?”


“Yes…” Meg whispered, knowing somehow that she’d had this conversation with him before.


From behind, Paul was inching towards Milo cautiously, preparing to tackle him.  Meg wanted to shout at him to run away and go get help. 

Then Milo Shaughnessy said something she’d never heard him say before.  “I’m going to do to you what you did to me.”


Before she could so much as move, Milo turned around and fired at Paul.  The bullet hit him point-blank in the heart.  


“No!” Meg screamed, bolting upright in bed.  Hyperventilating, she hugged her knees and sobbed.  It took her a good few minutes to realize that Paul was not there.  “Paul?” she called, looking around wildly.  “Paul?!”  

She heard Eliza laughing in the living room.  Throwing on her clothes from the other night, Meg dashed downstairs..

Instead of finding Paul with Eliza, she found his mother.  Barbara Ryan was playing, “Where is Thumbkin?” with her granddaughter.  “Oh good, you’re awake,” she chirped upon seeing Meg.  

“Where’s Paul?” asked Meg.


“He got up early this morning and asked me to watch Eliza until he got back from the hospital,” Barbara replied, as Eliza started babbling, “Dad-dah, Mam-mah!”


Meg gave a small gasp.  “Did she just say – .”


Barbara smiled, very pleased.  “Paul finally got her to say it.  I arrived just in time to see him coaching her.”

“Oh...” Meg cooed, picking Eliza up from the couch and hugging her happily.  


“Mamamamama,” Eliza said.


Meg smiled, while Barbara said in a somewhat stern voice, “You should have told me about last night.  I know my son likes to live his own life, but he could have died and –.”

Meg interrupted, “Where did you say he went?”


“To the hospital.  Someone called this morning about test results…”


The house phone rang.  Meg handed Eliza back to Barbara and answered.  “Hello?”


“Meg, it’s Jack.  We have Montgomery down at the station.”


“Did he confess?” Meg asked, knowing full well Craig wouldn’t.

“No, actually, it turns out that he’s been missing his phone and wallet for about a week now.  We tracked his phone to the dumpster over at Memorial.  So the hit-and-run might not be connected to the phone at all.”


Or maybe it was.  Struck with an epiphany, Meg asked hurriedly, “Jack, do you remember Milo Shaughnessy?  His wife died from anaphalyptic shock at Memorial.”


Bewildered, Jack said, “How can I forget?  Sarah Shaughnessy was your patient, wasn’t she?”


“What happened to him?”


“He dropped the lawsuit and moved to another state.  Meg, why are you bringing this up?  Meg?”


Meg gulped.  “No reason,” she lied.  “Thanks for everything, Jack.”

Once he had hung up, Barbara asked Meg, “What’s going on?”


“I have to get to the hospital!”


“Is it about Paul?”  Barbara asked, ready to launch into a worried fuss at a moment’s notice.


Meg couldn’t have that.  Eliza needed someone to stay with her.  “Can you watch her?”


“Of course, but I still want to know –.”  


Meg was already gone.

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

Paul decided he hated hospitals.  If the nursing staff had found that a tetanus shot was needed, they should have given it to him while he was getting stitches.  

“Okay, sorry, that took so long,” Samantha Maxwell said, coming back into the room with a large needle in hand.  Paul just stared, mouth agape.  


“Please tell me you’re giving that one to an elephant,” he said.

Sam chuckled, “Nope, it’s for you.  Don’t worry, it will all be over soon.”


Maybe  it was just his imagination, but Paul felt a sense of foreboding.

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


No sooner had Meg reached the level Paul would be on when her cell phone rang again.  She saw who the caller was and answered with, “This isn’t the best time, Jack.”

“Meg, there’s something you should know.  We ID’d the prints on Craig’s cellphone.  They belong to a woman named Samantha Maxwell.”


Dumbfounded, Meg repeated, “Samantha Maxwell…that’s impossible.”


“It’s not,” Jack asserted.  “And after you mentioned the Shaughnessy case earlier, I remembered something.  I had to dig up the old file cases, but it turns out that Milo Shaughnessy’s wife’s maiden name was Maxwell. Samantha Maxwell has been institutionalized twice since 2007, so you need to be careful.”

“Oh…my…God.”  Meg snapped her phone shut and raced down the hall, praying that she wasn’t too late.  

She looked inside the windows of every room, panicking more and more with the passing of every second.

She got to the one at the end of the hall.  And saw Samantha Maxwell coaxing Paul to lie down on the exam table.  She opened the door just in time to hear Paul say, “You know, I think I should get a second opinion on the needle, because that thing looks deadly –.”


“Don’t!” Meg cried, surprising them both.  “Stay away from him!”


Samantha Maxwell threw her a venomous glance.  “No.”


“What’s going on?” asked Paul, knowing immediately that he was right about the danger he’d sensed earlier.


Samantha snapped, “You want to tell him?  Or should I?  Oh, let me.  He needs to know what you did to my sister!  That way he can understand why he needs to die!”


Meg whispered, “I am so sorry about Sarah.  What happened was an accident.”

“An accident that you tried to cover up!  I know all about the fake diary that you gave the police, the one that said Sarah killed herself.  Milo committed suicide after that, did you know?  You have the blood of two innocent people on your hands, Meg Snyder!” Samantha raged.  Meg blanched.

“Listen, Meg wasn’t the one who wrote that diary.  Craig Montgomery did that,” Paul pointed out, knowing the story fairly well.


Samantha ignored him and pointed a finger at Meg.  “Tell me, have you ever taken responsibility for something you did wrong?  Have you ever been punished for all the hurt you’ve caused my family?  I see you’re still working at the hospital…you have a baby, a fiancé.  Your life is perfect!”

She continued, “I’ve been watching you for awhile now, you know.  I know all about your history, how you married Craig Montgomery and Paul Ryan, two very rich successful businessmen.  And you left them both!”  She laughed maniacally, and Paul seized the opportunity to grab the needle out of her hand.  He gripped her wrist so tightly she dropped the syringe.  Then he picked it up quickly, while Samantha screamed Aahh!”   

She dropped to the floor and pulled out a paper bag from under the bed.  Her hand retrieved a gun and she pointed it at him.  “I felt sorry for you before, you know.  But after that stunt, it will be a pleasure to kill you!”

Paul met Meg’s eyes from across the room.  “Please don’t,” Meg begged.  “You don’t want to go to jail, do you, Samantha?  We can get you the help you need, you won’t go to prison –.”
Furious, Samantha whipped around and spat at Meg, “You think I only care about myself?!  Wrong!”
It was now or never.  Paul grabbed her from behind.  She screamed as they struggled.  Both of them fell to the floor.
BANG! A deafening shot was heard, and the gun was dropped.  Meg cried, “Paul!”  

“Get the gun!” he shouted at her as Samantha kicked and flailed her arms, screaming louder than ever.

Meg dove for the gun.  Holding it, she yelled, “Don’t move!”  

The door opened, with Jack Snyder and Dr. Bob Hughes at the head of the crowd of people who had come when they heard the gunshot.  It was a rather shocking sight, with Paul pinning Samantha, who lay helplessly on the floor, and Meg pointing the gun.

  Jack took charge from there.  After shouting, “Everyone clear the room!’ he and his partner Dallas Griffin helped Paul to his feet first, and then pulled up Samantha Maxwell second. 
“How did you know to come here?” Meg asked Jack in amazement as he and Dallas escorted Samantha out the door.

Jack said, “I figured this was where she’d be hiding out after Craig’s phone was found in the garbage outside.  Are you all right?”

Meg nodded, and went over to Paul.  “How are you?” she asked.

He was going to say he was never better, then winced as pain shot up his arm.  “I think I popped some stitches.”

She threw her arms around him.  They stood embraced like that for some time, letting everything else fade out of the picture.
*******************

Back at Fairwinds, Barbara was cross.  “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me what was going on,” she reprimanded them both.  


Eliza, squirming in Meg’s arms, took this moment to shout, “Dam, Mama!” 


Paul attempted to flex the arm that was dressed in a protective cast.  “I wish it really had been Craig.  That would have solved so many problems.  Plus, I wouldn’t feel obligated to pay for Craig Montgomery’s therapy.”


Meg was impressed.  “That’s very generous of you to do that for Samantha,” she smiled.


Paul shrugged, “Well, I felt sorry for her.  Besides, it would be in our best interest if Samantha Maxwell came out of prison not wanting to kill us.”

Barbara suddenly took notice of Meg’s ring.  “I see this incident wasn’t the only thing you neglected to tell me.  How long have you two been engaged?”

Paul shook his head.  His mother was being so nosy.  There was only one thing to say.  “You know, Mom,” he leaned back on the couch, “When I don’t tell you everything, it’s probably better for you anyway.”  He winked at Meg, and she giggled.


“What does that mean – oh, never mind!” Barbara said, resigned to a life of not knowing.


“Dam!” Eliza said.  All three adults laughed, grateful that they had finally gotten to a place where total acceptance and unconditional love was a given.  It had certainly taken them long enough.
THE END.
