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Lyons Herald June 17, 1980

Woman vanishes from reunion

LYONS—Last Saturday night’s reunion for the
1968 graduating class of Lyons High School was marred by the
disappearance of one of its classmates, Megan (Becktame) Beechum.
Beechum was last seen that evening when she and former classmate
Mandy (Hill) Brine took a walk outside to get a breath of fresh
air. Mrs. Beechum passed out on one of the benches and Mrs. Brine
was not able to rouse her. She went back inside the school to get
help.

Upon returning it was discovered that Mrs.
Beechum was nowhere to be found. By all reports she was not in a
condition to walk by herself as she had been drinking during the
evening.

Mrs. Beechum is the wife of State
Representative Benjamin G. Beechum III. She is 5' 3" tall and 120
pounds, with long auburn hair and green eyes. She was last seen
wearing a blue evening gown with matching high heels.

If anyone has information as to the
whereabouts of Megan Becktame Beechum, please contact the
police.

 


 



Chapter 1

2001

 


The only sound was the soft ticking of the
grandmother clock standing against the living room wall. Robin
Beechum read the newspaper article again as her godfather and his
wife watched. Slowly Robin brought her eyes up to look at Jeff, the
one adult she’d trusted most—until now.

Robin did not have to ask who Mandy Hill
Brine was. She was Aunt Mandy, Jeff’s younger sister. Robin had
heard many stories of the three friends and neighbors—Jeff, Mandy,
and her mother Megan Becktame Beechum.

Vanished? I thought she died of cancer.
Surely somebody saw something! When Robin first recognized her
mother’s name she had the wild idea that maybe her mother was still
alive. But that made no sense. If her mom were alive she would be
here, she would have been around while Robin was growing up.
Maybe her disappearance means she’s alive but she’s not here
because…no, Father remarried. There were times when Aunt Mandy and
Gramma Becktame just couldn’t bring themselves to talk about Mom.
They’d get too choked up. One does not get choked up about someone
who is alive. And Gramma gave me some of Mom’s jewelry.

“Ben—your father—” Jeff spoke softly.

“What?” Robin’s eyes flashed angrily. “My
father thought it best I not know the truth about my own mother?
Since when did he ever have my best interest at heart?” She held up
the newspaper. “They eventually found my mother, didn’t they?”

Jeff stared at her and then his eyes dropped
to the floor. “Yes.”

“Well, obviously not alive! The outcome is
the same. But why lie to me all these years? Oh, my God!” Robin
looked horrified. “He had something to do with her
disappearance?” My own father?

“Princess, you don’t understand—”

“Then tell me!” Robin yelled as she stood up.
Jeff had never seen her so angry. “You lied to me all these years!”
The reproach in her eyes was hard to take. “You all told me Mom
died of cancer,” she sighed as she sunk back onto the sofa.

Jeff sat down across from her while his wife,
Sheila, put her arm around Robin.

“You have to understand how things were back
then,” Jeff said. “Do you remember when your dad said you couldn’t
see your Grandma Becktame anymore?” Robin nodded. “I don’t know
what reason your father gave you—and I didn’t agree with it. None
of us did,” he added hastily. “But we had to agree to his story
otherwise you’d be gone from our lives. We didn’t like lying to you
but the payoff was that we got to see you and that was our main
objective. Nothing else mattered, don’t you see?

“Your father, well—there’s no easy way to say
it,” Jeff sighed. “I don’t like speaking ill of the dead.”

“I wasn’t around then,” Sheila spoke for the
first time, “but I heard enough. Suffice it to say, he was a rotten
husband.”

“Sheila!”

“She’s not a child. Don’t treat her like one.
Your father was a very jealous and possessive husband.”

“You weren’t there,” said Jeff.

“Then I guess you’ll have to tell the story,”
Sheila said. Husband and wife stared at each other.

Jeff looked at Robin. “Back then I was
married to Kevin’s mother, Peggy.”

“I know Father had a temper. On occasion he’d
break things,” Robin said trying to help Jeff along.

“Yeah,” he said, “like your mother.”

“What?”

“He was verbally, emotionally…and physically
abusive to your mother.”

“No!”

“I take it you didn’t see any of this with
your stepmother Betty?”

“Oh, verbally and emotionally he did a job on
all of us—well, except Gary. My deadbeat half-brother thinks he’s
God’s gift to everyone and everything. But physical abuse…” Robin
paused for a moment. “There were a few times when Betty stood up to
Father and I thought he was going to hit her. He didn’t though,”
she added quickly. “I just did as I was told but…a couple of times
things were really tense and I remember Betty telling him he had to
leave the house. He always did, which surprised me.”

Jeff nodded. “Your father was in counseling
for years. That line was the agreement he made with his therapist
and Betty. If she felt threatened he had to leave the house. It was
probably the only time Betty got to tell Ben what to do; however,
your mother never got that opportunity.

“When your mom disappeared we all assumed,
well, we were sure, he had finally done her in. Or,
had her done in. He had a solid alibi. Ben never wanted you
or Gary to find out about his past. If he could have, he would have
pawned off Betty as your real mother. Your grandmother wouldn’t
stand for it, although legally she never got any rights. But she
made it difficult enough for him that he caved in and allowed us,
meaning your Grandmother Becktame, Mandy, and myself, to see you
with his restrictions. We took what we could get. Your mom had
disappeared and you were all we had left.”

“How could she disappear in front of all
those people?”

“Boy,” Jeff ran his hand through his hair, “I
have to admit, I never thought I’d be the one to tell you this
tale.” He shook his head. “Maybe this isn’t the best time. Your
father has only been dead a few months—”

“You tell me everything,” Robin said. “Truly,
everything.”

 


 



Chapter 2

1980

 


“You know,” said Ben, “I wouldn’t have
thought a class reunion was your cup of tea.” He stood in the
doorway of his wife’s childhood bedroom and watched Meg as she
turned again and again in front of the mirror dissatisfied with her
figure.

“Jeff went three years ago to his and had a
great time.”

“Jeff went drunk.” Ben always liked to point
out Jeff’s defects. He and Jeff’s wife, Peggy, were on the same
page. Peggy didn’t like Jeff with Meg and Ben didn’t like Meg with
Jeff. Having grown up together as neighbors they were close, too
close.

Ben remembered just before they married, when
Meg told him she wanted Jeff to be the godfather of their child.
“No way,” he had said. “In fact, after we’re married, you won’t be
seeing Jeff anymore. Understand me?” He had turned around and
walked off. As a gut reaction Meg had picked up the big paperweight
he had on his desk in the den and nailed him in the back of the
head. He’d actually seen stars. He had lain on the carpet, stunned,
when Meg’s face came into view. She had stood over him saying,
“You’d better learn to give on some things or you’re going to find
me gone.”

Of course, Ben made sure that Meg paid dearly
for that episode.

“You don’t mind going, do you?” Megan
suddenly asked.

“No. You know I like to show off my beautiful
wife whenever I can. Make some new contacts. I haven’t seen you
this excited about a party in a long time. I keep telling you, you
should get out more often.”

Yeah, with your friends, never mine.
“Do you really like this dress?” she asked a third time.

“Who are you trying to impress?” he
demanded.

She realized her mistake too late. Meg could
never think ahead; she wasn’t the suspicious type. Trying to figure
out what was going to set Ben off involved every second of her time
with him. And, try as she might, she just couldn’t think like him.
It was truly exhausting. “I’m trying to impress all of them,” she
said quickly. “You know I didn’t date anyone in high school. I was
always the ugly duckling.” Throw him a compliment, that usually
softens him. “Thanks to you, I don’t feel that way anymore.”
Don’t let the sarcasm sneak in. “I want to walk in on your arm and
have the guys all wish they hadn’t ignored me or teased me. I want
them to be sorry they ever treated me so rudely. I want you to be
proud of me.” Listen to the dribble you’re spouting. I cannot
believe the lies I tell. Do you have any pride left? I want to
throw up listening to myself. I can’t even face myself in the
mirror anymore. Is he buying it?

Slowly Ben nodded. “You really do look
beautiful. Let’s go show you off!” He offered her his arm and she
slipped her hand in.

It feels good to be in the house I grew up
in, Meg thought, as Ben and she walked through the house to
find her mother, her stepfather George, and Robin. Ben had not
wanted to spend the night here, but he had been unable to explain
why they would want to drive four hours home after partying ‘til
the wee hours of the morning. “Plus,” Meg had argued, “it is
ridiculous to spend money for a hotel room. It would hurt mom’s
feelings if we didn’t stay with her, and this will give her and
Robin more time together.” Robin was the sole grandchild.

They were out the front door when Meg
suddenly gasped and her hand went to her chest. Ben saw an awful
look on her face. “Oh, God!” she cried.

“What’s the matter?”

“Here!” she threw her purse at him. “I forgot
something. Oh, my God!” She raced back up the walkway, flung the
door open, and ran upstairs. Ben got in the car.

Meg threw open the door to her bedroom.
Shaking, she pulled open the bottom drawer of her nightstand and
reached her hand in the back. She found the box, hauled it out, and
carefully extracted the necklace—all the while listening to be sure
Ben had not followed her. She put it on and dropped it down inside
her dress. Meg checked the mirror. Yes, her high collar covered it.
Nobody would see it. Satisfied, she threw the box in the drawer and
slammed it shut.

When Meg came back out she looked the same.
Ben shook his head. Women.

 


* * *

 


“I still don’t think this is a really great
idea,” said Michael as he packed his suitcase.

“Let’s see how you feel when you get back,”
said his brother Josh. Let’s see how we all feel.

“Josh, I’m scared. After all these years, she
won’t be how I remember her. What if she’s available and I don’t
like what I see?”

“Then you’ll tell her to forget it, come back
here, marry Lisa, and never look back.” And I’ll claim Meg for
my own. It won’t bother me any to be her second choice. On the
other hand, maybe she’s waiting for me to come and claim her.
Wouldn’t it be sweet, if she told Michael that? “Don’t you see?
You’re not being fair to Lisa. Marrying her but always thinking of
Meg.”

“What am I supposed to tell Lisa about me
suddenly leaving Canada?”

“She hasn’t got your name yet. Tell her
whatever you want.” Josh saw Michael to the door. “Take as long as
you need. I’ll keep things running here.”

“You sure you’ll be all right?” Michael had
reason for concern. Josh had joined the Army out of high school and
had spent a year fighting in Vietnam. That, plus the drugs and
booze, had taken their toll on his younger brother. Michael had
found Josh in a German hospital half out of his mind and had
brought him back to live with him in the Canadian wilderness.

“Don’t use me for an excuse. I’ll be fine.
I’d like some time to myself. I’m glad to be getting rid of
you.”

Michael smiled. “I’ll be back in two weeks or
less. That’s my wedding day. And then you’ll be off my back,
right?”

“I promise,” said Josh.

Michael was across the clearing when he heard
Josh holler, “Hey! Whatever you decide, get Dave’s ring back.
Remember? The family heirloom?”

 


* * *

 


Eight hours later, Michael barely recognized
Lyons, the town he’d spent his last year of high school in. Nothing
looked the same. There were more buildings than he remembered. Lots
more. When Michael left home immediately after graduating from high
school in 1967, there was one family owned grocery store in town;
now there were three national chains. He had assumed he would have
to drive to a larger town twenty minutes away to find lodging; but
he saw Lyons had two motels.

He parked his camper in a lot in the middle
of town and got out to walk. Okay, there were a few buildings that
were original. Actually, downtown looked pretty much the same he
decided but the outskirts that had once been open fields and
country were now overdeveloped.

Michael looked forward to staying in a motel.
He didn’t miss TV, but he did miss running hot water. At his cabin
in Canada, he had a pump in the kitchen that offered strictly cold
water. The first thing he did after checking into the motel using
his former roommate at the University of Southern California’s
name—J. T. Keller—was to take a hot shower.

He supposed he should contact his mother
while he was in town, but quickly dismissed the thought. He called
her every couple of months from the city and that was enough. All
she did was cry on his shoulder about his father and ask for money.
Not that he begrudged her that. Lord knows she never had any of her
own, but he’d gotten away from his father and he never wanted to
see the man again. If his mother knew he was in town, she’d bug him
to come over to the house or she’d come to the motel and possibly
bring his father. No, he didn’t want anyone to know he was
here.

He was glad he hadn’t shaved his beard and
moustache. His shaggy blonde hair had long since darkened, and with
J.T.’s name, nobody suspected who he was: home town boy turned
Heisman Trophy Winner. In fact, nobody paid any attention to him
except the gal at the front desk who flirted with him when he
checked in.

During his nice, long, hot shower he
contemplated what had driven him back to Lyons. A pact. A pact made
long ago with his first and only true love, Megan Becktame. They
had been young, agreeing to go their separate ways, he to
California on a football scholarship to the University of Southern
California and Meg staying in Michigan to get a veterinarian’s
degree. He promised to come back for her in five years.

It was a promise he had not kept. A promise
that haunted him.

So, now here he was with no specific plan on
how to find her or even what he’d say if he did. Josh had forced
this on him and, as mad as he had been at his brother, he had to
agree he needed to get Meg out of his system once and for all so
that he could move forward with his life with his fiancée Lisa.

After the shower and a bite to eat Michael
found the courage to drive out to Meg’s house. The mailbox had a
different name on it. It never dawned on him that perhaps Mrs.
Becktame had remarried after Meg’s father had died suddenly from a
heart attack back when Meg was a senior in high school. He stopped
by the neighbor’s mailbox and saw the name was the same. He had
gone to high school with Jeff Hill. The Hills would know where Meg
was, but Michael couldn’t bring himself to walk up to the door and
ask—so he left. I have plenty of time to find her. I just got
here; relax.

Michael spent two days wandering through the
back roads and visiting his old parking haunts. He drove all over,
except to the Hill’s. He knew he should go there. Coward
rang in his ear. He bought a newspaper and was reading it over
lunch while trying to decide what to do. The only logical place to
go was the Hill’s. What will I tell Josh? I got here but
couldn’t do it? Yes, I am a coward. Josh and Anne were both
right.

How else was he going to find her? Maybe he
could call Hills on the phone. That would be easier than a
face-to-face confrontation. He wouldn’t even have to give his real
name. Hey, that might work—he was Jim—Meg’s old boyfriend and his
former neighbor and best friend calling—

He chuckled as he read the article. “Lyons
High School Class of 1968 finally gets its act together to
celebrate their 12-year reunion this Saturday.”

Michael had never been to a class reunion but
didn’t they usually shoot for five, ten, or twenty years? From the
article he realized the class of ’68 had never had a reunion. It
was just like the headline said: they had finally gotten it
together.

He shook his head. Meg’s class was always
one to—Wait a minute! Meg’s class was having a reunion? He felt
his heart thumping in his ears. This Saturday night. Would she
be there? He had a whole day to plan some kind of strategy.
What will she be like? What will she look like? How will she
react at seeing me after thirteen years? Will she be happy to see
me, scream in my face, or not care either way? He hurried back
to the motel and took another shower, as they were a luxury he
didn’t get very often and thought of what he’d say to Meg at their
first meeting.

 


* * *

 


Ben worried about Meg. She had drunk too much
too fast. It wasn’t like her and he wondered what had triggered it.
He thought of taking her back to her mother’s, but she seemed to be
enjoying herself and he felt bad that lately he had worked such
long hours he’d hardly spent any time with her. She had done
nothing but talk about how she was looking forward to this evening.
And it was the first time they had gone anywhere in public since
her release from the hospital. Oh, let her have her fun tonight;
she wasn’t hurting anybody. Of course, she’ll hate herself in the
morning, but that too will pass.

“I think you need some fresh air.” Mandy
linked her arm through Meg’s and forced her towards the door. The
two women had grown up together and Mandy had never seen Meg like
this: loud and falling into people. Not even the first time they
had snuck some booze out of her parents’ liquor cabinet.

It took some doing, but Mandy got Meg
outside. Meg will absolutely die if she wakes up tomorrow and
remembers all the stupid stuff she’s saying and doing. What is
wrong with her?

“Mandy, Mandy,” Megan grabbed her friend’s
wrist. “Have you heard anything?”

Mandy could hardly understand her. “Have I
heard anything about what?”

“Anything…anything about Michael?”

“Michael?” Mandy stared at her. Are you
out of your mind? Particularly with your overly jealous husband so
near? I have to sober her up quickly. I haven’t heard Meg mention
Michael’s name in all these years.

“Or Josh? I have to know something. Anything.
I don’t care what. Go find something out about either one,
please.”

“You have got to be kidding me!” hissed
Mandy. She needed to get Meg home before she ended up embarrassing
herself even more. And if Meg caused Ben any embarrassment by
asking after an old flame; well, there was no telling what he would
do.

“Anything. Please, Mandy. Something, you must
have heard something.”

“No, I haven’t heard anything. They both left
you. Forget them! They were never any good!”

“I have to know. Please, Mandy. Find me
something. I don’t care what it is. Somebody here has to know
something.”

“Nobody knows anything. They never kept in
touch with anybody. Why didn’t you ask Jeff when he went to his
reunion? He graduated with Michael.”

“I did. He said Michael dropped out of sight
when he quit the pros. Not even Jim knows what he’s doing now. I
dated somebody who was a professional football player. A Heisman
Trophy winner!”

“I know!” yelled Mandy. “Honestly, Meg, why
can’t you forget the past? My God, I can’t believe this! You don’t
really think he’s coming back—after all these years? And, what
difference would it make if he did? You’re married!”

“Married,” spit out Meg. “If I ever get out
of this marriage I am never marrying again! Do you know how many
times I say that every day?”

Mandy was horrified. Not at the words. If she
was married to a monster like she suspected Ben was, she’d feel the
same. But never before had Meg said a word. It was just a suspicion
that Mandy, her mom, and Meg’s mother shared. Mandy had liked Ben
in the beginning, had even urged Meg to marry him, but later, after
the wedding, his true nature surfaced. Mandy had tried to get Meg
to open up after her third “accident” but Meg had simply shaken her
head and changed the subject. No, she was horrified because no way
could she let Meg be near Ben when she was talking like this. How
was she going to keep them apart until Meg was sober—and quiet?
Mandy had no idea what to do.

“God, I can’t stand that man touching me. It
makes my skin crawl.”

“Oh, my God!” Mandy slapped both hands to her
face and glanced nervously at the door to the school. “Would you
shut up?” she hissed.

“Leave me alone!” yelled Megan seeing her
friend’s face and misinterpreting it. “Go away!” She pushed Mandy,
which only served to force Meg to fall onto the bench where she
fell over.

“Meg? Meg?” Mandy stood over her friend. Meg
appeared to have passed out.

Great! What do I do now? Mandy wanted
to go inside and get her husband, Ray, so the two of them could
take Meg back to her mom’s house; or call her brother, Jeff, and
have him come get her. But what plausible explanation could Mandy
give Ben as to why she didn’t want him to help his own wife?

“He’s insanely jealous,” she remembered Megan
saying more than once. Mandy and Jeff both had the feeling that Ben
was trying his best to cut off Meg from her friends and family.
Suddenly Mandy was furious with Megan for putting her in this
position. Why is she still thinking about those two bums? They
never cared for her, not really. Neither one ever looked back. They
both used her and dumped her. Why is she being such an ass?

“Meg? Meg?” she shook her and tapped her in
the face. No response. She was out cold. Well, good. I’ll go
inside, find Ray, and between the two of us we will decide what to
do. One thing was certain; she didn’t want Ben to find Megan
like this. If he heard her talking about an old boyfriend, who knew
what he’d do this time.

 


* * *

 


Michael checked out of the motel. He felt
that after tonight he would have some kind of an answer and he
would leave for home afterward. He sat in his camper in the school
parking lot, trying to get the courage to go inside. Even if he
didn’t ask for Meg outright, he could at least look around and talk
to the guys he knew. They might think it a little odd that he was
there, but he was ready with his line: “I happened to be in town
visiting my folks and saw the announcement in the newspaper.
Thought it would be a hoot to show up.” He had practiced this story
many times while getting ready.

Michael had gotten a haircut and had his
beard and mustache trimmed earlier in the day. He dreaded putting
on a suit and tie in eighty degree weather, but imagined that would
be how most of the guys were dressed.

He felt stiff and awkward. Maybe he should
wait until tomorrow and just bite the bullet and go over to the
Hill’s. Coward. He got out and slammed the door. He still
hadn’t thought of anything clever to say to Meg, provided she was
even there. Hi, remember me? Hi, what have you been doing since
I ran out on you thirteen years ago? Hi, did you miss me? Well, at
least I have the “hi” part down.

Michael stopped when he saw two women come
out the door. No, he wasn’t ready to face anybody. He stood still
in the shadows. Maybe I should ask them if Meg is here. That
would be easier than going in and facing a huge crowd. He perked
up. Did that one woman call the other one Meg? No, that would be
too easy. Your ears are playing tricks on you. That would be
convenient, wouldn’t it? He watched them make their way toward
a bench. The one looked to be tipsy. Must be a good party!
They seemed to be arguing when the tipsy one fell onto the bench.
Perplexed, he saw the other lady walk back inside. Well, great.
I’m left with the woman who’s passed out. Won’t be getting any
answers out of her.

Michael looked around. The place was
deserted. Even though he didn’t know who she was, he didn’t feel
right leaving a defenseless woman alone. In his high school days
there had been virtually no crime in Lyons, but after reading the
local newspaper, he knew that was no longer true.

The other woman should be coming back soon;
she probably went inside to get help. I’ll just wait. Another few
minutes won’t hurt. Work on your speech. Hi, have you been waiting
for me all these years? Hi, have you gotten married yet? Hi—

The woman suddenly got up from the bench and
took off toward the football field. Boy, she recovered fast.
Although she weaved back and forth unsteadily, she was making
progress. Michael followed behind her. He wondered if he should try
to stop her. She’s not thinking of climbing the bleachers in her
inebriated state, is she?

The stadium lights had been left on from when
the classmates had gathered on the field earlier for a group photo.
The field called to Meg, and she responded. She laced her fingers
through the chain-link fence and stared out at center field. She
stood and listened to the cheers of days gone by. “Michael
MacKenzie…Jeff ‘Jonesy’ Hill…Josh MacKenzie.” A tear slipped down
her face and she brushed it off. I’ve got to let it all go. Here
and now. Isn’t that what I really came for? I’m not doing anyone
any good with my memories. I’m destroying myself and why destroy
myself for two people who probably don’t even remember my name?
Megan Becktame? Yeah, I think I remember her. Took her out a time
or two. Or was that…Damn, my hair is falling down again. She
had gone to a hairdresser that her mom had recommended. Poor
decision. The stylist had only complained that Meg’s hair was too
long and thick. What she needed was a haircut; not a French twist
in the back of her head. The updo had started to fall out even
before she got home. With Ben’s help and more bobby pins she had
gotten it to stay. She reached her one hand back and unclasped the
expensive cloisonné hair clip and threw it on the ground.

I have to forget them, here and now. I hate
you! I hate you both! I have everything. I don’t need either one of
you. Do you hear me? I have everything! But God, all I ever
wanted—

No! No more! I am not going to think of
either one of you ever again! I have to get on with my life. Just
like the two of you did years ago. Neither of you cared about what
happened to me; I don’t care about either of you. This is it. Good
riddance.

With each thought she grabbed a hairpin and
flung it on the ground. “Ow!” she said when one of them stuck and
pulled on her hair. Meg let go of the fence to use both hands.
Whoa! Bad idea. She stumbled and caught herself. I think
I’m a little plastered, she giggled. Let’s stop spinning.
There, that’s better.

She didn’t usually wear her hair pulled back.
With the pins out, her head felt much better. She let go of the
fence again and stood still. There, I’m fine. Meg shook her
head; her hair fell past her shoulders by several inches. Bad
idea, bad idea. She stumbled, grabbed for the fence, but missed
it. Suddenly strong arms were around her, helping her stand.

Michael had been watching. Always one to
enjoy the ladies, he couldn’t help but notice she was the same
height as Megan, had a shapely figure, and had the same
chestnut-colored hair. But he didn’t dare dream it was Meg. He
would have no such luck. He watched as she brought a hand up and
pulled out the hair clip. As she began to sway he started towards
her but then she caught herself.

Michael stood only a few feet behind her.
Boy, does she smell good. The pins came out next, one at a
time. He watched as her hair unfurled down her back. For a moment,
he was lost in his own memories and stretched out his arm to touch
a few strands. What are you doing? he asked himself, and
jerked his hand back. When she stumbled again he caught her.

Meg grabbed the fence with both hands. The
man steadied her. “I’ve had w—w—waaayy too much to drink,” she
slurred and laughed.

She heard a soft chuckle. “Yes, I would have
to agree. I think your friend went to get some help. She should be
back soon.”

That voice. She wrapped her fingers tighter
around the links in the fence and slowly turned to face him. By now
he had released her and stepped back. She watched as the smile on
his face turned to a look of astonishment.

“Meg?” he whispered.

My God, how drunk am I? I’ve actually
conjured up one of them. Michael? Josh? With the beard and
mustache, I’m not sure. As he stepped closer, she had to crane
her neck to look up at him. Only one of them caused her to do that.
“Michael.”

All he could do was stare. “You are so
beautiful. More so than when I left you.” He realized he had been
hoping for haggard and dumpy. Then he could easily walk away and
forget her.

“You look old,” Meg said.

He stood straighter. Her being disenchanted
with his looks had never dawned on him. “Hard partying will do that
to ya. Disappointed?”

“Not as near as I’d like to be.” Somewhere
deep inside she could feel a fury growing. The coldness that had
settled in, that had been with her for more years than she wanted
to acknowledge, was growing—not warm, but hot. Without warning, she
slapped him hard across the face. “I waited eleven years for you,
you son of a bitch! God, I loved you so!” she screamed. She would
have continued to hit him, but she felt herself falling backward.
Michael grabbed her and wrapped his arms tightly around her.

“I’m sorry, Meg. I’m sorry I didn’t come
back. I love you.”

She stared at him. He had never said that to
her before. “Why would you say that to me now?”

“Because it’s true. I’ve always loved
you.”

She could feel herself melting against him.
She shook her head. “I’m married now.”

“Yeah, I know. I saw the rock on your finger.
It’s kind of hard to miss. Is it the guy Josh told me about?”

“What? Who?”

“Josh told me that within a year of my
leaving you found somebody else. Someone you were serious with. I
had too much pride to come back after I heard that. Is that the guy
you married? Please, tell me you’re happy.” One of us needs to
be.

Josh told him what? She suddenly
remembered Josh saying: “I never told Michael about us.” You
mean, you didn’t tell him about you—but you told him about me!
Meg pushed away from Michael and wrapped her arms around herself.
“Don’t tell me that!” she screamed. “You listened to Josh? You
didn’t come back for me because of Josh?” And I was always so
grateful I had him!

Michael suddenly realized the second huge
mistake of his life. Why had he listened to his younger brother? At
the very least he should have called Meg and confronted her. “I
waited eleven years for you.” What if he had come back when
Anne, one of a string of women he’d lived with over the years, had
urged him to? Why hadn’t he listened to Anne?

“What did you think when I sent you my hair?”
she cried.

Yes, the box with all of her hair. The box
that had shaken him. He had thought he was over her—he had plenty
of women. What did he need Meg for? And yet, that box had ripped at
his heart like nothing else had. It was the reason he had become a
professional football player after college, after he had turned
down all offers.

“Well…at first I thought you were mad at me
for not going to the pros like I said I would, because obviously
you were still wearing your hair long and you were waiting for
me—so, you were letting me know how you felt. But then, after I
signed and calmed down, I got to thinking maybe you sent it to me
to let me know you were through with me. I had asked you not to cut
your hair—and you did. You were telling me our deal was off.

“First, I heard about the guy you were so
involved with—I mean, I dated a lot of different women—but
you—sending me the hair. Oh, damn it!” he suddenly yelled and
pressed his hands against his forehead. “I didn’t come back because
I hated the idea that one girl who barely reached my belt buckle
had such a hold on me! I’ve been running from you all these years,
Meg, and it’s damn near killed me! I’ve never had a decent
relationship with anyone because of you. There has never been
anybody for me except you.”

He stopped shouting. “I love you, Meg. I
guess it’s easy for me to say now, because I’ve been saying it all
these years in my head. I should never have walked out on you. I
should have told you to come to school in California. I should have
stayed in touch. I should have—”

“You should have come back,” she said
simply.

“Trust me. I will regret that decision until
the day I die. So…you’re married. Do you have your house in the
woods?”

She started to laugh hysterically. “My cabin
in the woods? You still remember that?” She slumped against the
fence and looked out over the football field. “I live on five acres
of the most boring flat land I’ve ever seen. It has one,” she held
up her index finger, “tree on it that I planted over my husband’s
protests. And whenever he gets mad he threatens to chop it down. He
thinks it detracts from the—” she threw out a hand, “grandeur of
the place.” She laughed harder and began to slide to the ground.
Michael caught her.

“Did you…become a veterinarian?”

She nodded. “I have a degree.”

“A degree? You’re not in practice?”

“Oh, no! Heavens, no! My husband doesn’t
believe in women working. I…had to give that up.” He could hear the
bitterness in her voice. “If I ever get out of this marriage, I am
never marrying again. Oh, there, I said it again!” As if she were
talking to herself, he heard Meg continue, “I loved what I did and
I was damn good at it, too. I was just getting ready to—” She
jerked free of his steadying hand and started to walk away. “There
was never anybody for me but you. As pompous as you are, you should
have known that and come back. I waited eleven years for you,
Michael. I would have waited a lifetime if I’d only gotten a sign
from you.”

He stared after her. How could I have been
so stupid? He knew he’d be miserable without her for the rest
of his life; he only had himself to blame. He could live with that,
if he knew she was happy. Surely there is some happiness in her
life. “Do you have any children?”

She stopped; her back to him. He watched as
her shoulders started to shake and then she began to wail. It was a
high-pitched cry that sent the hair on the back of his neck up. He
ran to Meg and wrapped his arms around her. He needed to hold her.
This would have to last him a lifetime. “I—I lost the baby.” She
leaned against him, crying hard.

“Oh, honey. I’m sorry,” he whispered, holding
her tight.

Through the sobbing she continued to talk,
but he could only catch pieces.

“…the basement steps…happened so fast…” She
suddenly realized she was in Michael’s arms. “No, no,” she
half-heartedly pushed him away. “He’s insanely jealous.
Don’t…wouldn’t understand.” She pushed more firmly.

Michael let her go and she sat down on the
bleachers. He put his hands in his pockets and simply stared at
her. Her one arm was wrapped around her, while the other hand
rubbed her stomach. “I’m so sore all over,” she said.

He scrutinized Meg. The long blue dress with
full-length sleeves and a high collar. He was sweating in the
eighty degree heat. She had to have known what the weather would be
like tonight. Why is she dressed like that? It dawned on
Michael; this was the way his mother used to dress to cover up the
evidence. Insanely jealous. He walked over to Meg, grabbed
her hand, and pulled up a sleeve. By the field lights he could see
the bruises that covered her arm. She gave him a horrified look and
pulled away from him, continuing to rock herself.

“Megan,” he sat down next to her, “what
exactly did you say about the basement steps?”

“No, no.”

“Did your husband push you?”

“Stop—lost—lost the baby.”

“Meg, look at me.”

“I can’t,” she whispered. “Go away. You can’t
help me. You can’t save me. He’s so jealous…so possessive…I never
do anything right…the names he calls me, not true…” Whore,
tramp, you are useless to me.

“Why did you marry someone like him?”

It was then that she looked at him. “I
finally realized you weren’t coming back and I no longer cared what
happened to me. There were…certain things I wanted out of life…that
I thought he could provide and, quite frankly…I didn’t realize how
bad it would get.” Michael thought back to his conversation with
Anne. “If she wanted four children, her time clock is
ticking.”

“Baby, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. But I don’t
want you staying with him for one more minute. You and I are meant
to be together. Get a divorce and marry me.”

She shook her head. “I have thought about
getting a divorce from time to time, but I’m too scared. You don’t
know him. He’ll never let me go. He’ll kill me first,” she stared
out across the field. “He’s threatened to—and I believe him.”

“I’m not asking for his permission. I’m
asking you to marry me.” Michael got down on one knee and took her
face in his hands. She had always loved when he did this. Meg shut
her eyes for a moment, taking it in, and then met his gaze. “I
bought us five hundred acres of Canadian wilderness. Trees as far
as you can see. Remember your drawing of the cabin? I’ve kept it
all these years. I built us a cabin from it.”

“Don’t do this to me,” she whispered.

“It’s pretty rustic. I only have a pump for
water. No electricity. I have money. I’ve invested well. I will
never let that bastard get near you. Marry me and be my wife.” He
smiled. “I’ll take you to Greece for our honeymoon.”

“Oh, Michael.” She stared at him. “Why
couldn’t you have come back earlier? I have never loved anyone but
you.” He kissed her and she moaned. He held her and she slumped
against him. He continued to hold her. She was quiet in his
arms.

“Meg?” He looked down at her. “Meg? Honey?”
She was passed out cold.

He picked her up and headed for the school.
When he got a hold of that bastard of a husband he was going to
tear him from limb to limb. He was never going to touch Meg again.
Michael’s blood boiled at the thought of someone purposely hurting
her. He had grown up in an abusive home. He knew this was no
isolated incident. She was not staying with this idiot another
minute.

He reached the sidewalk and stopped. To the
right was the school where everybody was partying. To the left was
his camper. He had not heard a door open nor seen anyone the whole
time Meg and he had been talking. They had been alone, he was
sure.

He took off for the parking lot. He lay Meg
down on his bed in the camper and got her comfortable. He ripped
off his tie and jacket and sat down next to her. Softly he ran his
hand across her face. “I’m going to take you home, Meg. Home where
you belong.” Once she saw what he had to offer, he knew she would
get a divorce. They would get married and live happily.

Why, oh why, didn’t I do this years ago?

Let her husband sweat for a while and wonder
where she is. He would call the SOB tomorrow and explain things to
him. But, he was never getting a hold of Megan again.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Michael pulled off to the side of the road
before crossing the U.S.-Canadian border. He checked on Meg. She
was still sleeping soundly. He kissed her gently and ran a hand
along her face. Soon, you’re going to be mine. What a fool I was
to have ever left you. Thank God Josh talked me into coming. All
the months I’ve spent trying to help him heal have paid off in
bigger dividends than I ever imagined.

He knew getting across the border would be no
problem. He claimed only himself and after answering some routine
questions and showing his driver’s license—“Hey, aren’t you the
football player? Boy, if I could have your autograph…” he was on
his way.

Michael was back in Canada and on his way
home with his prize.

He stopped for a cup of coffee at a truck
stop and checked on Meg again. He was elated and planned on driving
through the night. It would take about six hours to reach the cabin
road. He would park the camper where he usually kept it and in the
morning, when she woke up, they could either hike to the cabin or
he’d go on ahead and get the horses. In the morning, when Meg
steps outside and sees the scenery there is no way she’ll want to
go back. He smiled at the thought.

Michael caught himself falling asleep at the
wheel. He knew he should stop for the night but he was determined
to reach his property. He pulled over and walked around in the cool
night air for five minutes. He felt revived, so he climbed back in
the driver’s seat. Meg was still sleeping.

The second time he drifted off to sleep,
Michael woke up quickly and swore he’d stop at the next gas
station, coffee shop, or motel that he saw.

He never got the chance.

 


* * *

 


Ben felt his panic rise when he saw the
police cars arrive at the high school. Someone pointed to him and,
out of habit, Ben brushed his hair back and checked his appearance.
I’ll kill Meg when I see her. That little tramp, that whore. Who
did she pick up? She is worthless to me! The press will have a
field day with this. I can see the headlines now: State Rep’s Wife
Had Too Much Fun at Reunion. I will have to re-think running for
the Senate until this blows over. When I get a hold of her…in the
meantime, I suppose I should look concerned.

“I understand your wife is missing, sir,”
stated the policeman.

“Yes, that’s right. But I see no reason for
the police to be involved. My wife grew up around here; she knows
her way around.”

“Then, you’re not worried?”

“I am a bit concerned—but really, knowing my
wife, I’m sure she’s all right. She probably went for a walk with
one of her classmates whom she hasn’t seen in years. They’ll come
walking back soon and wonder what all the fuss is about.” And,
if she wants to live, it had better not be a man.

“There doesn’t seem to be anybody else
missing from the party, sir.”

“Oh. Well, she does like to walk by
herself…”

“We were told she’s been missing for over two
hours.”

On and on it went. Mandy had been no help.
She contradicted nearly everything Ben said. She was frantic; she
was worried. God, why can’t I look like that? But all he
thought about was how Meg was going to look wrapped in head-to-toe
bandages in the hospital after he got done with her. He would teach
her once and for all not to make a fool out of him.

Someone found a hair clip that he identified
as Meg’s.

“There is no way she could have managed to
get to the football field by herself,” Mandy cried. “She was passed
out cold when I left her.”

“This is all your fault,” Ben accused. “Why
would you leave her alone in that state?”

Mandy stared coldly at Ben. “I’ll tell the
police my reasoning for that.” And she walked off.

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

Two officers were sent to Meg’s parents’
house to inform her mother and stepfather she was missing.
Josephine and the police chief were old friends, Ben remembered.
Boy, I bet he gets an earful. I need to go collect Robin, so we
can leave for home. Meg would show up, he was certain, in her
own sweet time.

However, hours later a shadow of doubt was
beginning to trickle into Ben’s brain. Granted, Meg loved to walk,
but she had never been gone this long. And, according to Mandy,
actually according to almost everybody at the reunion, Meg had been
in no condition to walk far, if at all.

They were finally released. Ben turned on
Mandy as soon as they were out of earshot from the police. She saw
the furious look on his face and wondered how Megan had ever
stayed. “You stupid bitch!” he hissed. “Why did you take her
outside to begin with?”

“You’ll leave my wife alone,” Ben had not
seen Ray come up behind them. “My bet is that Meg left you—and it’s
high time she did.”

 


* * *

 


Josh was as white as the hospital sheets as
he sat on the bed next to Michael. Please, wake up and tell me
what happened! He wanted to shake Michael awake. But what
really needed to be answered? By the look of the ring on Megan’s
left hand, Michael had found her and she had been waiting for him.
Josh was in shock. He realized he hadn’t expected Michael to find
Meg, let alone that she was waiting for him. And, in the off chance
that Michael did find her, Josh had hoped Meg would have told
Michael to drop dead and that she was waiting for him instead.

What if she was really waiting for me—but you
came along first? You two immediately ran off and got married? Just
like that? Did either one of you even mention me? Wake up, damn
it!

You can’t do this to me, God. I’ve been
through enough with Vietnam. Please, don’t put me through this. I
can’t take any more! I can’t just sit here and watch one or both of
them die. Please, God. I need a sign that you’re listening to me.
If only I’d kept my mouth shut. Michael would have married Lisa
and…I’d have been miserable then too, but at least Michael and Meg
would be okay. Of course, I’d always wonder where she was and what
she was doing…that could have driven me back to drugs and drinking.
What I wouldn’t give to have a little something right now. How
could this happen?

Josh remembered walking into the hospital
only a few hours ago. He had been led to Michael’s room. He had
hoped it wasn’t him but Michael had been identified by his driver’s
license. He was in critical but stable condition. He had gone
through the windshield, lost a lot of blood, and had a broken leg
and a strained back.

Then if that wasn’t enough, Josh had been
asked to identify a woman who was found in the camper. The
emergency personnel could not find any ID on her or around the
wreckage. He had been too upset after seeing Michael to think and
had simply walked to where they guided him.

Megan! It had to be a mistake! Even
though he hadn’t seen her in years, and her face was covered with
bruises and lacerations, he knew immediately it was her. Gently he
touched her hair. Oh, God. Oh, God.

“Do you know her?”

“Yes.”

“What is her name?”

“Megan.”

“Last name?” Josh picked up her left hand,
the same way Michael had hours earlier. There was a wide gold band
with a large diamond set on top with smaller diamonds surrounding
it. Expensive. “Her last name, sir?”

He gave out a long sigh. “MacKenzie.”

 


* * *

 


“You realize my mother-in-law is out to get
me,” Ben glared at the police chief.

“I am simply going over the evidence, nothing
more. I have a report of your wife’s hospital stays, her doctors’
reports, and I have two eyewitnesses who have called in separately
to say that they heard you yelling ‘tramp’ and ‘whore’ at your wife
at a convention and they walked in to see you slap her.”

Yes, I bet I can name those two people for
you, Ben thought to himself.

“That was an isolated incident. She had been
talking way too long to—I needed her to be at—it has nothing to do
with her disappearance!” he flared. “Are you looking any
place—”

“Representative Beechum, have you not been
here at all? There are hundreds of volunteers out looking for your
wife. Yes, we are looking for her. It’s been more than a week. Is
there anything that you want to tell me?”

Ben glared. Like what? He had no
illusions about his marriage. Meg had made it perfectly clear she
did not want to marry him. But her pregnancy had tipped the balance
of scales to his side. He had hoped that in time she would grow to
love him—but that had not happened and his suspicions grew as she
always came home with a smile on her face, regardless if she was
“shopping” or “having lunch with friends” or “just wanted to get
out.”

She had to be meeting up with men, what other
explanation was there?

He would teach her one way or another that
she was not going to make a fool out of him; they could do it the
easy way or the hard way. Unfortunately for Meg, she always chose
the hard way by leaving the house without him or spending time with
people that he distrusted and coming home happy.

What Ben never comprehended was that Meg
knew, plain and simple, there was nothing for her to gain by having
an affair. So, she never did.

Ben knew the police chief and everyone else
thought he had done it. That he had hired someone to abduct Meg. He
wanted to throw himself across the desk and grab the chief by the
throat. He tried to remain calm. “Did you ever think to have her
hairclip fingerprinted?”

“Yes, I did. We got three sets of
fingerprints off it. The beautician that did her hair, your wife’s,
and yours.”

“You don’t need to look at me that way. I can
explain why my fingerprints are on it.”

“I’m sure you can.”

“The gal that styled Meg’s hair did a
horrible job. It was already falling out before she even got to her
mother’s. My wife asked me to help her. Yes, I had my hands on the
clip; on the pins, too. I did not have anything to do with
my wife’s disappearance!” he yelled. “What about the camper I told
you I saw leaving the parking lot just as I stepped outside? Have
you done anything about that?”

“Well, let’s see. You saw a camper leaving
the parking lot. It was dark, it was too far away, you didn’t get a
license plate number, you couldn’t tell who was driving it, and
you’re not sure what color it was…nobody else saw it. What exactly
am I looking for?”

Ben sat and fumed. Maybe I should call my
attorney. “Do you want to tell me about this last incident that
sent your wife to the hospital?”

“Her falling down the basement steps? Oh, now
that was an accident. I was in the other room. I wasn’t anywhere
near her. She was always clumsy.” Ben pointed to the stack of
hospital and doctors’ papers. “As you can plainly see.”

“Yes, I can see. I also knew Megan while she
was growing up and I can’t recall her ever being in the hospital
except to have her tonsils removed. She had a flashy little sports
car, rode horses all her life, and never had an accident. Seems she
developed being clumsy…later on in life.”

“She was pregnant! She was off-balance. I’m
telling you, it was an accident. They were all
accidents!”

“Well, Representative Beechum, what can I
tell you? Nobody has contacted you demanding a ransom, nobody has
claimed responsibility, and none of Meg’s bank accounts have been
touched. Who do you suspect?”

They stared at each other.

If I suspected anybody, it would be
Megan, Ben thought to himself. I know she’s thought of
leaving me; but she’s too scared of me, I made sure of that.
Besides, she’s not smart enough to hide this long. And she would
never have left Robin behind. His thoughts of teaching Meg a
lesson when she finally came home had started to change to worry
and concern. Could something sinister have happened to her? It had
taken Ben days to think this way, so sure was he that she would
return home. Besides, if nothing else, she would have called her
mother to let her know she was all right. Josephine was so
distraught by Meg’s disappearance, she had to be sedated.

“I don’t know. But I do know I didn’t do it.
I’ll take a lie detector test to prove it.”

The police chief nodded. “I can arrange for
that.”

 


* * *

 


Josh rotated between Michael and Meg’s rooms.
He was sitting in Michael’s when a nurse stepped in and asked him
if he would please go to the front desk. His first thought, as
always, was that they had bad news concerning Meg.

Shaking, Josh headed to the front desk. He
stopped in his tracks. Lisa. Holy shit!

“Josh!” she yelled upon seeing him. “Come
here and tell them who I am. I came as soon as I found out. Why
didn’t you let me know? They said only family was allowed in. I
explained I was Michael’s fiancée and this nurse keeps saying there
must be some mistake. Please, Josh. How is he?”

“The doctor’s confident he’ll pull
through.”

“Oh, thank God. Please come talk to this
nurse. I want to see him.”

“Ah, Lisa—” Josh stood there. What am I
supposed to say? Granted, I talked Michael into going to find
Meg—but this isn’t my problem.

“Come on, Josh,” she pulled on his arm.

“Lisa, when Michael went away he—he…came
back…” Well, why should I beat around the bush? Michael never
did. “He came back with a wife.”

Lisa stood with her arms folded across her
chest and simply stared at him her eyes blazing. You lying,
sniveling—so this is Josh’s way of getting even with me, is it?
Since he knows I wanted to send him away, the son of a bitch is
going to see to it that I don’t get in to see Michael. This is his
revenge, huh? Probably hoping I’ll leave here furious with Michael
and maybe never speak to him again. Josh thinks he can separate us,
huh? Well, he’s smarter than he acts but he’s no match for me. I
swear when Michael finds out… “What are you babbling about? I’m
going to be his wife and you know it!” Oh, you are going to be
sent so far away, nobody is ever going to see you again!

“Not now, you’re not.” Realizing how nasty
that sounded, Josh added, “I’m sorry, Lisa.”

“I don’t believe you. You’re telling me
Michael ran off and got married on the spur of the moment after he
just proposed to me?” How gullible do you think I am?

“Yeah, basically.” What else am I supposed
to say? Michael should be telling her this, not me.

“No. I want Michael to tell me. I think—I
know you’re lying. And if you think that’s going to keep me
away—”

“I understand you’re upset.”

“You never liked me from the start. When
Michael finds out about this stunt you’re trying to pull—”

“I’m not lying to you. You’re just going to
have to face facts. Michael is heavily sedated right now, as is his
wife, Megan. I’m sure he’ll talk to you when he can.”

“Megan? Meg?” By the look on Lisa’s
face, Josh could tell it was not the first time she had heard the
name. She stood there for several seconds not moving. “Did Michael
go looking for her?”

“Yes.”

He watched Lisa’s face drain. “What condition
is she in?”

Josh stood for a long moment. “Not good.”

She digested this and then grabbed her purse.
“I’ll see Michael when he gets home from the hospital. Tell him
I’ll be waiting.” The two of them stared at one another. She
suddenly turned on her heels and hollered over her shoulder. “I’ll
be waiting for an explanation!” He will pay. He will
pay!

 


* * *

 


Michael was finally off the critical list. He
had asked for Megan many times while drifting in and out of sleep
but nobody was sure if he comprehended anything. He seemed to be
alert now when he asked, so the doctor felt he could finally
discuss Meg. “I’m afraid your wife didn’t fare as well as you did,”
Dr. Kincaid said kindly.

“No. No!” Dr. Kincaid considered sedating
Michael again as he began to thrash around.

“She’s not dead!” Josh added quickly. Michael
calmed down. He looked from one to the other, waiting.

“Your wife is still alive,” Dr. Kincaid
assured him, “however she’s in a coma and has been since they first
brought her in. She received a severe blow to her head.”

Michael turned his face away from both of
them. No, this isn’t happening. I just found her! God, you can’t
take her away from me! She’s mine! “She’s strong. She’ll pull
through,” he said. Didn’t love always triumph? Your wife. I like
the sound of that. “I want to see her.”

They wheeled him to Meg’s room. He was sure
that upon hearing his voice she’d awaken, like Sleeping Beauty. He
was scared when he saw her, even though they had braced him for
what she looked like. She lay still and was so bruised. For a
moment, Michael thought she wasn’t breathing.

“Meg?” He took her hand in his. Her hand,
which had always fit so nicely inside his, was unresponsive.
“Megan?” Nothing. “Megan, please, please wake up,” he whispered. “I
love you. I can’t go on without you. Please, Meg.”

 


* * *

 


Josh looked over at his brother. They were
back in Michael’s room; Michael had not spoken since seeing Meg.
Maybe now was the time to broach the subject that Josh had been
dreading, while Michael was able to carry on a conversation but
couldn’t move to come after him. “I know you’re going to shoot me
but—”

“Damn it, Josh. You burned down the cabin,
didn’t you?”

“No. The cabin is fine; the animals are fine.
I’ve done a decent job while you’ve been gone. I’m taking care of
things for you.”

Michael could see Josh’s temper start to
rise. “I’m sorry. This can’t be easy on you. What did you want to
tell me?”

“Well…because I’ve been going back and forth
between the cabin and here, and between yours and Meg’s room, well,
I’ve been so busy, I…haven’t contacted Meg’s mom or anyone in Lyons
yet.”

“Oh.” Michael thought for a second. “Don’t
worry about it. She’s dead.” I am not prepared to deal with that
woman and tell her what happened to her daughter. Once I know Meg
is fine, I’ll call. It was not lost on Michael that it was
Meg’s mother and not her husband who struck fear in his heart.

Josh nodded. “I didn’t know that.”

Yeah, I don’t either. I guess we’ll find
out together when Meg comes around.

“Is there anybody else we should contact?”
Josh asked.

“Like who?”

“I don’t know? Jonesy?”

“He was her neighbor growing up. Nothing
more.” Michael braced himself for more questions. Surely Josh would
want to know details about where he found Meg, what she said, and
how they were able to get married so quickly. It was apparent to
Michael that Josh and the hospital staff assumed Meg was his wife.
But Josh was done with the conversation. Apparently he could care
less.

The day Michael was released from the
hospital he had Josh take him to the barbershop for a shave and
haircut. In the off-chance that somebody had seen him at the
reunion, he wanted to change his appearance. He then moved into a
hotel a block away from the hospital so that he could be near Meg.
Josh continued to go back and forth between caring for the animals
at the cabin and visiting with Michael.

Michael spent every minute he was allowed in
Meg’s room. As hard as it was for Michael to watch her while she
lay motionless, it was harder when it was time to leave.

The first night in the hotel, Josh handed
Michael two envelopes. “They gave these to me in the hospital. They
didn’t want responsibility for them. One envelope has your things
in it and the other one is Meg’s.”

“Thanks,” said Michael.

Josh went in the bathroom. Michael glanced
through his envelope and then held Meg’s in his hands, turning it
over and over. She hadn’t had anything on her except her wedding
ring, which had not been removed. What could possibly be in
here? Slowly he unclasped the envelope and poured out the
contents into the palm of his hand. It was a gold chain holding his
high-school wrestling medal and the family heirloom ring he had
given her.

Michael closed his hand around the two
objects and for the first time since he was fourteen, he cried.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


Michael lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.
His leg hurt less tonight so he had a clear head. Meg had slipped
in and out of the coma throughout the week. He was sure she would
be waking up soon though. And, when she did, she would certainly
not continue the farce of being married to him. Indeed, when Meg
came to and found out where she was and realized how long she’d
been there, she would probably charge him with kidnapping—and
anything else she could think of. Of course, all he really wanted
was for her to be well.

Why can’t she be well and live with me,
too? Not live with me, marry me. Meg, please. You’ve got to see
things my way. We could be so happy together. Surely she won’t want
to return to that bastard of a husband. I’ve got everything to
offer her. Yes, she will see it my way when she comes to.

He drifted off to sleep.

 


* * *

 


Michael was eating lunch in the hotel
restaurant while Josh, who had just arrived from taking care of the
farm, was taking a hot shower up in the room. Without warning,
Michael heard, “You got a call from the hospital! She’s awake!
Really awake!”

Startled he looked up to see Josh, his hair
soaking wet, buttoning up his shirt as he came towards him. The two
of them moved as quickly as Michael was able to on crutches. His
heart beat fast. She’s going to be all right, but am I? Do what
you have to do, Meg, but don’t break my heart. Please, hear me
out.

Michael’s fears mounted as he found Megan’s
doctor, Dr. Whitmore, and Dr. Kincaid waiting outside Megan’s room.
“Mr. MacKenzie,” said Dr. Kincaid, “we’d like to talk to you first
before you go in.”

Oh, God. Please! She’s told them. She’s
told them everything. She doesn’t even want to see me? No, she’s
got to see me. “I just want to talk to her for a few minutes,
that’s all.”

“In a minute, Mr. MacKenzie.” They led him
down to Dr. Whitmore’s office. “Have a seat.”

“I don’t want a seat. I want to see Meg. Just
spit it out!”

The physicians exchanged glances. “As Dr.
Whitmore explained to you when you were first able to comprehend
your wife’s condition—” Okay, he said ‘your wife.’ Does this
mean she hasn’t said anything yet? How lucid is she? “—a severe
blow to the head. The good news is that she’s out of the coma.”

“I told you she would make it.”

“But, we’ve run into a problem.”

Michael felt his heart sink. I should have
called a specialist. I was so damn scared the news would leak out.
I should never have entrusted her to these bumbling idiots. I’ll
take her out of here today. “What?”

“This doesn’t necessarily mean that she has a
permanent condition,” said Dr. Whitmore.

“Just tell me what it is,” Michael said
through gritted teeth.

“Your wife has amnesia.”

Michael looked from one to the other and back
again. His face went through a hundred different expressions. “She
has…what?” he finally asked.

“Amnesia. She remembers nothing.”

“You mean of the accident or—”

“Nothing, Mr. MacKenzie. In short, she’s not
going to know you.”

Michael’s heart plummeted. She has brain
damage. This is my fault. Meg, you were better off where you were.
I’m sorry. I am so very sorry.

“We just need to see what happens. She could
regain her memory tomorrow or months down the road…” said Dr.
Whitmore.

“Or not at all,” interjected Dr. Kincaid.

“I’d like to see her now.”

“Certainly, but remember, she doesn’t know
you.” Not know me? Of course she knows me. She hadn’t seen me in
thirteen years and she recognized me. She’s not going to forget me
now.

Michael walked in quietly. Meg was propped up
on pillows with her eyes closed. Her bruises had healed, so she
looked her normal self. He wasn’t sure if she was asleep or not.
“Meg?” he said softly.

Her eyes fluttered and then opened. “Are you
talking to me?” she asked slowly.

“Yes.” They stared at each other. “It’s me,
Michael,” he said for lack of anything else.

She shook her head. “Are you my…husband? They
told me I had one.”

He came and stood by her bed. “Yes. Baby, you
really don’t remember me?” he asked incredulous.

The tears welled up in her eyes. “It’s not
that I don’t want to.” And trust me, I want to! If I ever get
out of this marriage, I am never marrying again. If only I could
remember why I feel that way.

“Don’t cry.” He sat down beside her and took
her hand.

I don’t want him touching me. However,
she did not pull her hand away. “Everything will be all right, Meg.
I promise. You’ll get your memory back and things will turn out
right for you and me. Trust me, baby. I love you.”

Huh, he seems nice. Am I wrong to feel the
way I do? She smiled weakly at him. “I’m afraid.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. I’m going
to be right here with you. And when you’re better I’m going to take
you to a place you love: our log cabin in the wilderness. It’ll be
you and me and Josh.”

“Josh?”

“Yeah, you rem—He’s my brother.”

“I’m sorry,” she shook her head. “I’m awfully
tired.”

“Yeah, of course. I’ll be back later this
evening to—”

“No. I mean, I just want some time alone to,
to, think things over,” she said quietly. “Please, I just want to
be alone.”

She saw the dismayed look on his face, but he
swallowed hard and said, “Okay. Whatever you want. Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow’s fine.”

“Okay, I’ll see you then.” Tomorrow would be
soon enough to tell Meg all about herself and the fact that he
really wasn’t her husband. Tomorrow he would have to explain his
actions; just how he didn’t know. He bent to kiss her but she
turned away. Reluctantly he left the room.

 


* * *

 


“I didn’t do it!” yelled Ben, for what seemed
like the millionth time. “I am not worried about taking a lie
detector test. I’ll pass. That’s why I offered.”

“Do you think that’s the only question
they’re going to ask you?” queried his attorney. “Are you going to
pass when they ask you if you beat your wife? Repeatedly? They are
going to ask you about her medical records. I wish you had talked
to me before you offered. This isn’t going to look good at
all—withdrawing. But I can’t let you take that test.”

 


* * *

 


“I’m sorry Mrs. B. I’ve done everything that
I know to do.”

“I know, Jeff,” Josephine’s voice was soft.
Megan’s mother had aged considerably in the last few months. She
sat in a chair, dusk was settling, and she made no attempt to turn
on a light.

“Perhaps you should hire a private
investigator,” he offered.

“I’ve already gone that route,” she sighed.
“I thought when he came up blank that maybe you…I don’t know.
George says I must accept the fact that—that she’s not coming
back.” Jeff heard her voice tremble and he quickly took her hand.
“I won’t quit looking though. And Benjamin Beechum the third has
another thing coming if he thinks he can keep me from Robin.”

“You know I’ll do whatever I can to help, and
Mandy, too,” offered Jeff.

“I know. Poor Mandy. She mustn’t blame
herself. If Ben decided to do Meg in, there is nothing she could
have done to prevent it. Maybe she saved her own life by leaving
Meg when she did. Help her see that, Jeff. I don’t blame Mandy and
I want her to stop blaming herself. There was nothing she could
have done.” He nodded. “And another thing, I want you to stay on
good terms with Ben.”

“What? How can I possibly, knowing now that
he used to beat Meg for his own pleasure? It’s taken everything
I’ve got to be nice to him all this time, just trying to get some
information out of him.”

“But you’re the only one who can come and go
in that house. You’re Robin’s godfather. So far, he thinks you’re
on his side. He’s going to need to keep you there and that means
letting you see Robin. What will he do to her, now that Meg’s not
there to protect her? I don’t want to think about it,” Josephine
said. “I want Robin to know she can count on you and me and Mandy.
You have to continue to be in Ben’s camp—for Robin’s sake.”

“I could barely tolerate the man before
this,” said Jeff. “And the news-papers are having a field day with
me being the only one to support him. Particularly after it came
out that he decided against taking the lie detector test. I look
like a fool.”

“Oh, I know, Jeff. I know.” She squeezed his
hand. “I appreciate all you’ve done. Ben refuses to let me see
Robin. Please, Jeff…I know it’s asking a lot…get Ben drunk, maybe
he’ll confess to you.”

“I’ve tried that. Nothing.”

“God, I know I’m reaching for straws. Did he
say why he wouldn’t take the test?”

“Just that his attorney advised against it.
He wouldn’t talk about it any further.”

“I don’t understand,” said Meg’s mother. Jeff
thought he knew what she was talking about until she added, “Meg
always courted violent men. I wonder why.”

Jeff was puzzled. He had met some of the guys
Meg had dated in college. He didn’t recall any of them being
violent. Of course, it had been a shock to find out about Ben.
“Like who?”

“You remember. In high school—Michael.” Even
now the name came out harshly.

“Oh, yeah. MacKenzie.”

“I swear she never got over him. Oh, she
never said anything…he always seemed well mannered. But he also
appeared, well, ruthless. I never knew what Meg saw in him. And
then the stories I would hear. Remember the time he and his father
used each other for punching bags? I thought surely now Meg would
see he’s no good.” She shook her head. “I was afraid if I told Meg
she couldn’t date him, that she’d do it behind my back. Maybe if
I’d stopped her way back then—”

“Meg would have still dated him,” said Jeff.
“I think you’re right. She never got over him.” Jeff wondered what
Michael would think if he heard about Meg’s disappearance. Well,
what did it matter? Michael obviously forgot her long ago. How very
different things would be now if Michael had only kept his promise
and come back for Meg. Jeff sighed.

 


* * *

 


Michael sat in the waiting room with his
elbows on his knees and his face in his hands. The thought went
through his head that maybe she was faking it—but he quickly
dismissed it. Meg wouldn’t do something like that. And besides,
what would be the purpose? What am I supposed to do now? How can
I take her back to her husband and explain why she’s been gone all
these months, how she got hurt, and request a divorce? No doubt, he
will beat Meg for being with me, even though she never had a say in
the matter and the fact that we’ve done nothing. I was so sure I
could talk Meg into getting a divorce. How am I supposed to explain
it to her now? “Listen, you left your husband behind. Don’t ask any
questions, just sign on the dotted line.”

And what exactly does one do with an amnesia
victim? Dr. Whitmore said she could recover any day or not for
years. For years? How can someone not remember his or her past? Or
rather, how can Megan not remember her past with me?

Suddenly, Michael’s head shot up. That was
it! Her past. She couldn’t remember her past. If she couldn’t
remember where she grew up or her husband or anybody from her
past—why bother taking her back there? She’s better off with me. We
love each other. Everybody, including Josh, thinks we are already
married. I could take Meg to the cabin, and by the time she regains
her memory, if she ever does, she won’t want to leave me.
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