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PART ONE









CHAPTER I


The alarm went off just after six. She stirred, reached an arm out from under the covers, and turned it off. She could still pretend that she hadn’t heard it. She could go back to sleep. She didn’t have to go … it wasn’t as if … it wasn’t as if … and then the phone rang.


‘Damn.’ Kaitlin Harper sat up in bed. Her long brown hair hung over her shoulders in the braids she had worn the day before, and her face was brown from the sun. The phone rang again, and with a sigh she answered it, crushing a yawn between her teeth. She had a delicate mouth, which smiled abundantly when she was happy, but today her green eyes already looked too serious. She was awake now. It was so much easier to sleep and forget.


‘Hi, Kate.’ She smiled at a familiar voice. She had known it would be Felicia. Nobody else knew where she was.


‘What are you doing up at this hour?’


‘Oh, the usual.’


Kate broke into a broad grin. ‘At six o’clock? Some usual.’ She knew Licia better than that. Felicia Norman could barely make it out of bed by eight, and at her office her secretary was carefully instructed to shield her from any undue shocks until at least ten. Six o’clock in the morning was hardly her hour. Except for Kate. For Kate, she would even get herself up at that ungodly hour. ‘Don’t you have anything better to do than check on me, Licia?’


‘Apparently not. So what’s new?’ You could almost hear Felicia trying to force herself awake. The well-cut blonde hair, which hung straight to her shoulders, now lay flat on her pillow as a carefully manicured hand covered the ice-blue eyes in her chiselled face. Like Kate, she had the face of a model, but she was older than Kate by twelve years.


‘Nothing’s new, silly. And I love you. But I’m fine. I promise.’


‘Good. I just thought maybe you’d like me to meet you there today.’ There. An anonymous word for an anonymous place. And Felicia was willing to drive for two hours just to meet her friend ‘there’. And for what? Kate had to do it alone now. She knew that. You couldn’t go on leaning on people forever. She’d done that for long enough.


‘No, Licia, I’m okay. Besides, the store will end up divorcing you if you keep running off in the middle of the day to baby-sit for me.’ Felicia Norman was the fashion director of one of San Francisco’s most elegant stores, and Kate had met her when she was modelling.


‘Don’t be silly. They don’t even miss me.’ But they both knew that was a lie. And what Kate didn’t know was that Felicia had the Norell show to oversee that afternoon. The whole winter line. And Halston in three days. Blass next week. It defied the imagination. Even Felicia’s. But Kate was removed from all that now. She wasn’t thinking of seasons and lines. She hadn’t for months.


‘How’s my little friend?’ Felicia’s voice was softened when she asked, bringing a smile back to Kate’s eyes. A real one this time, as she ran a hand over her full stomach. Three more weeks … three weeks … and Tom …


‘He’s fine.’


‘How can you be so sure it’s a boy? You’ve even convinced me.’ Felicia smiled at the thought of the stack of baby clothes she’d ordered on the seventh floor last week. ‘Anyway, it better be!’ They both laughed.


‘It will be. Tom said – ’ And then a silence. The words had slipped out. ‘Anyway, love. I don’t need a baby-sitter today. I promise. You can stay in San Francisco, get another two hours’ sleep, and go to work in peace. If I need you, I’ll call. Trust me.’


‘Where have I heard that before?’ Felicia laughed a deep soft laugh into the phone. ‘If I waited for you to call, I’d die of old age. Can I come down this weekend, by the way?’


‘Again? Can you stand it?’ She’d been there almost every weekend for the past four months. But by now Kate expected her; Felicia’s inquiry and Kate’s response were only a formality.


‘What can I bring you?’


‘Nothing! Felicia Norman, if you bring me one more maternity anything, I’ll scream! Where do you think I wear that stuff? To the supermarket? Lady, I live in a cowtown. You know – the men wear undershirts and the women wear housecoats. That’s it.’ Kate sounded amused.


Felicia did not. ‘That’s your own goddamn fault. I told you – ’


‘Oh shut up. I’m happy here.’ Kate was smiling to herself.


‘You’re nuts. It’s just this nesting instinct you’ve got comes from being pregnant. Wait till the baby comes. You’ll come to your senses.’ Felicia was counting on it. She was even keeping an eye out for available apartments. There had already been two or three gems in her neighbourhood on Telegraph Hill. Kate was crazy to stay down there. But she’d come out of it. The furore was already dying down. Another couple of months and she could come back in peace.


‘Hey, Licia’ – Kate looked over at the alarm clock – ‘I’d better get moving. I have a three-hour drive ahead of me.’ She stretched gingerly in her bed, hoping her legs wouldn’t cramp and send her leaping out of bed – as best she could ‘leap’.


‘And that’s another thing. You could stop going up there for the next month, at least until after the baby. There’s no point – ’


‘Licia. I love you. Good-bye.’ Very gently, Kate hung up. She had heard that speech before. And she knew what she was doing. It was what she had to do. What she wanted to do. Besides, what choice did she have? How could she stop going now?


She rolled slowly to a sitting position at the edge of the bed and took a deep breath as she looked at the mountains beyond her window. Her thoughts were years and miles away. A lifetime away.


‘Tom.’ She said it gently. Just the one word. She wasn’t even aware she’d said it aloud. Tom … how could he not be there? Why wasn’t he running his bath, or singing from the shower, teasing her from the kitchen … was he really gone? It had been so little time since she could just call his name and hear his voice. He had been right there with her. Always. Big, blond, beautiful Tom, full of laughter and hugs, and a gift for making wonderful moments. Tom, whom she had met during her first year in college, when the team happened to be in San Francisco, and she happened to go to the game, and then happened to go to a party, and someone knew someone on the team … madness. And luck. She had never done anything like it before. She had fallen in love with him on the spot, at eighteen. And with a football player? The idea had seemed funny to her at first. A football player. But he wasn’t just that. He was special. He was Tom Harper. Loving, warm, thoughtful in infinite ways. Tom, whose father had been a coal miner in Pennsylvania, and whose mother had worked as a waitress to help put him through school. Tom, who had worked nights and days and summers himself to get to college, and then had finally made it after all on a football scholarship. He had become a star. And then a pro. And then a real star. A kind of national hero. Tom Harper. And that was when she had met him. When he was a star. Tom …


‘Hello, Princess.’ His eyes had run over her like a trickle of warm summer rain.


‘Hello.’ She had felt so foolish. Hello … it was all she could think of to say. She had nothing to say to him really, but something small and tight had turned over in the pit of her stomach. She had had to look away. His bright blue eyes were too much for her, the way he searched her face, the way he smiled. Meeting those eyes was like trying to stare into the sun.


‘Are you from San Francisco?’ He had been smiling down at her from his immense height. He was a huge, powerfully built man, with the classic shape required for his profession. She was wondering what he was thinking about her. He probably thought she was ridiculous. A groupie, or just a kid.


‘Yes. I’m from San Francisco. Are you?’ And then they both laughed, because she knew he wasn’t. Everyone knew where Tom Harper was from. And the team was based in Chicago.


‘Why so shy?’


‘I … it … oh damn.’ And then they had laughed, and it was better after that. They had slipped away from the party and gone out for hamburgers.


‘Will your friends be upset?’


‘Probably.’ She sat at the counter on a stool next to him, swinging one long leg, and smiling happily over her dripping hamburger. She had had a date, somewhere, back there at the party. But not anymore. She was out with Tom Harper. It was hard to get used to the idea. But he didn’t seem to match the legend she had heard about. He was just a man. She liked him. But not because of who he was. Just because he was nice. No … more than that … but she wasn’t quite sure what it was. She only knew that a strange tiny butterfly was soaring happily through her gut. It happened every time she looked at him. She wondered if he could tell.


‘Do you do this often, Princess? I mean, ditch dates at parties?’ He looked at her sternly for a moment, and they both laughed again.


‘Never. Promise.’


‘Better not do it to me.’


‘No, sir.’


It had been a night of teasing and laughter, and she had instantly felt close to him, yet humbled at the same time. He could make her feel like a little girl, but he also made her feel safe, as though she had waited all her life for him to protect her. It was a strange feeling, but she liked it. They had driven to Carmel after the hamburgers, and walked along the ocean, but he hadn’t tried to make love to her. They had only walked, and held hands, and talked until the sun came up, exchanging the secrets of childhood and youth … ‘and wait till I tell you about …’


‘You’re a beautiful girl, Kate. What do you want to be when you grow up?’ She had laughed at the question and delicately slid a handful of sand down the back of his shirt. He had retaliated in kind, and she wondered if he would kiss her, but he didn’t. And she wanted desperately to kiss him. ‘Stop that. I’m serious. What do you want to do?’


The question made her sit back with a shrug. ‘I don’t know. I just started college. I think maybe I want to major in political science, or maybe literature. You know, useful stuff like that. Who knows? I’ll probably graduate and get a job selling cosmetics at Saks.’ Or run away, or be a ski bum, or teach school, or be a nurse or a fireman or … hell, how did she know? He was silly.


He was smiling at her again, that rich blue-eyed smile that melted the seat of her pants. ‘How old are you, Kate?’ He was full of questions, and he looked at her again and again as though he had always known her. The questions seemed only a formality. Somehow she thought he already knew the answers.


‘I was eighteen last month. And you?’


‘Twenty-eight, m’love. Ten years older than you are. I’m almost over the hill. In this business, anyway.’ His face tightened as he said it.


‘And when you retire?’


‘I’ll join you selling cosmetics at Saks.’ She laughed at the thought. He was easily six feet four or five. The idea of Tom Harper selling anything smaller than a battleship was absurd.


‘What do retired football players do?’


‘Get married. Have kids. Drink beer. Get fat. Sell insurance. The good things in life.’ He sounded half ironic, half scared, and very serious.


‘Sounds terrific.’ She was smiling gently and looking out to sea as he put an arm around her shoulders.


‘Not really.’ He was thinking of the part about selling insurance, and then he looked at her. ‘Do marriage and kids sound terrific, Kate?’


She shrugged. ‘I guess. That stuff seems a long way off to me.’


‘You’re young.’ He said it so soberly that it made her laugh.


‘Yes, grandfather.’


‘What do you really think you’ll do after you graduate?’


‘Honestly? Go to Europe. I want to spend a couple of years over there. Kicking around. Working. Whatever comes up. I figure I’ll be pretty fed up with the discipline of school by then.’ All that was still three years away.


‘So that’s what you call it. “Discipline”.’ He grinned to himself, thinking of the slightly rowdy crowd of rich kids he had watched her arrive with at the party. They all went to Stanford. They all had money, and fancy clothes, and there had been a Morgan and brand-new Corvette parked at the kerb. ‘Where in Europe?’


‘Vienna or Milan. Maybe Bologna. Maybe Munich. I haven’t decided yet, but someplace small.’


‘Tsk.’


‘Oh, shut up.’ The urge to kiss him was overwhelming again. It made her smile quietly in the night. Here she sat, virtually in the arms of Tom Harper. Half the women in the country would have drooled at the thought. And there they sat, like two kids, with his arm around her, and talking easily. Her parents would have been thrilled. She almost laughed at the thought.


‘What are your folks like?’ It was as though he had read her mind.


‘Stuffy. But nice, I suppose. I’m an only child and they had me a little late. They expect a lot.’


‘And you deliver?’


‘Most of the time. I shouldn’t though. I’ve given them bad habits. Now they expect me to toe the line all the time. That’s part of why I want to go away for a couple of years. I might even do my junior year abroad. Or go next summer.’


‘Subsidized by Daddy, of course.’ He sounded smug, and she turned to look at him with anger in her green eyes.


‘Not necessarily. I make my own money too. Actually, I’d rather pay for my own trip. If I can get a job over there.’


‘Sorry, Princess. I just figured. I don’t know … that whole group you came in with tonight looked pretty well-heeled. I knew the type when I was at Michigan State. All of them were from Grosse Pointe, or Scottsdale, or wherever. It’s all the same thing.’


Kate nodded. She didn’t disagree with him, she just didn’t like being tossed into the same basket with all those other kids. But she knew what he meant. Even though she had never rebelled, that way of life didn’t appeal to her much either. Everyone seemed to have so much of everything. And no texture, no pain, no questions, no qualms. They all had so much. And Kate was no exception. But at least she knew it.


‘What do you mean, you make your own money?’ He looked amused again.


She looked annoyed. ‘I model.’


‘You do? For magazines or what?’ Now that was a surprise. She had the looks for it, but he just figured she didn’t work. But modelling was a nice gig. He was almost impressed. He turned to look at her and the anger in her face softened.


‘All kinds of stuff. I did a commercial last summer. Most of the time I just get called to do fashion shows at I. Magnin, Saks, stores like that. It’s kind of a pain to go into the city just for that, but it pays decently and it gives me a little independence. And it’s sort of fun sometimes.’ He could just see her going down the runway, half colt, half doe, tall and thin in some five-hundred-dollar dress. Or maybe they didn’t have her modelling stuff like that. But she had the style to pull it off. And though Tom knew little about fashion, he had guessed correctly.


‘Is that what you’re going to do in Europe when you finish school? Model?’ He looked intrigued, as he kept a warm arm around her shoulders. She was comfortable there.


‘Only if the alternative is starvation. I really want to do other things.’


‘Like what?’ He pulled her closer. He seemed older and yet not older at all. And for the first time in her life, she wanted a man to make love to her. That was crazy. She was a virgin, and she didn’t even know him. Not yet. But he was the kind of man you’d want to be first. She couldn’t imagine him being anything but gentle and kind. ‘Come on, Kate, what kind of “other things” do you want to do in Europe?’ He sounded a little bit teasing, and it made her smile. She had always wanted a big brother who would sound like that.


‘I don’t know. Work for a newspaper maybe. Or a magazine. Be a reporter. Maybe someplace like Paris or Rome.’ Her face lit up and he rumpled her hair.


‘Listen, kid, why not settle for modelling and live like a lady? What do you want to chase around after fires and murders for? Christ, you can do that over here. In English.’


‘My father would have a nervous breakdown.’ She giggled.


‘So would I.’ He held her close again, as though to keep her safe from unseen evil.


‘You’re a party pooper, Tom Harper. I’m a damned good writer. I’d be a good reporter.’


‘Who says you’re a good writer?’


‘I do. And one day I’m going to write a book.’ Damn. She’d said it. She looked away and stopped talking.


‘You’re serious about that, aren’t you, Kate?’ His voice was as soft as morning, and she nodded silently. ‘Then maybe one day you will.’ He tiptoed gently, trying not to step on any of her dreams. ‘I used to want to write a book too. But I gave up the idea.’


‘Why did you do that?’ She was horrified, and he tried to keep his face serious. He loved her intensity.


‘I gave up the idea because I can’t write. Maybe one day you’ll write one for me.’ They sat quietly for a while, looking out to sea, enjoying the night breeze on their faces. He had lent her a spare parka, and they huddled together on the beach. It was a while before either of them spoke again.


‘What do your parents want you to do?’ he asked.


‘Later?’ He nodded. ‘Oh, something “pleasant”. A job in a museum, something at a university, or graduate school. Or best of all, find a husband. Boring stuff. What about you? What are you going to do after the newspapers stop telling us all what a fabulous football player you are?’ She looked like a kid as she lay on the sand, but there was a woman lurking in her eyes, and Tom Harper saw her.


‘I told you. I’ll retire, and we’ll write that book.’ She said nothing more, and they sat in silence and watched the sun come up, and then drove back to San Francisco.


‘Want to have breakfast before I drop you off?’ They were in Palo Alto and he was already nearing her street in the little British sports car he had rented for his stay in the city.


‘I should probably get back.’ If her mother called and learned she’d been out all night, she’d have some very fancy explaining to do, but the girls would probably cover for her. She covered for them. Two of the four were no longer virgins. And the third was doing her damnedest to change her status. Kate didn’t really care – or she hadn’t anyway, till Tom.


‘What about tonight?’


She looked crestfallen. ‘I can’t. I promised my parents I’d have dinner with them. And they’ve got tickets to the symphony. Afterwards?’ Damn, damn, damn. And then he’d be leaving town and she’d never see him again.


There was something suddenly sad in her face and he wanted to kiss her. Not like a kid. Like a woman. He wanted to hold her close to him and feel her heart pounding against him. He wanted … he forced the thought from his mind. She was too young.


‘Can’t make it afterwards, Princess. We play tomorrow. I have to be in bed by ten. Don’t worry about it. Maybe we can grab a few minutes together tomorrow before we fly out. Want to come to the airport with me?’


‘Sure.’ The look of despair started to fade.


‘Want to come to the game tomorrow?’ And then he laughed at something he saw in her face. ‘Oh, baby, tell the truth. You hate football, right?’


“Of course not.’ But she was laughing. He was on to her. ‘I don’t hate it.’


‘You just don’t like it much, right?’ He laughed as he shook his head. It was perfect. A kid, a college girl, from some uptight fancy family. It was crazy. Totally crazy.


‘Okay, Mr Harper. So what? Does it matter if I’m not the world’s hottest football fan?’


He looked down at her with a broad grin and shook his head. ‘Nope. Not a bit.’ In fact, the idea amused him. He was sick to death of groupies. And then, suddenly, they were in front of her house, and it was over. ‘Okay, kiddo, I’ll call you later.’ She wanted to make him promise, to ask him if he was sure he’d call, to tell him she’d cancel the dinner with her parents. But hell, he was Tom Harper, and she was just another girl. He’d never call again. She pulled a thin cloak of indifference around her, nodded, smiled easily, and slid out of the car. She was stopped before her feet touched the street. Tom Harper had a crushing grip on her arm. ‘Hey, Kate. Don’t go off like that. I told you I’d call you. And I mean it.’ He understood that too. He understood everything. She turned to him with a smile of relief.


‘Okay. I just thought …’ The grip on her arm eased, and he ran a hand gently over her cheek.


‘I know what you thought, but you were wrong.’


‘Was I?’ Their eyes held for a long moment.


‘Yes.’ It was the softest word she had ever heard. ‘Now go get some sleep. I’ll call you later.’


And he had. He called twice that morning, and once late at night, after she got home from the evening with her parents. He had been in bed, but couldn’t sleep. They made plans to meet after the game the next day. But it was different this time. Too hurried, tense. They had won the game, and he was all keyed up, Kate was nervous. It wasn’t the beach at Carmel, and it wasn’t dawn. It was the whirlwind of Tom Harper’s career, and a crowded airport bar before he flew to Dallas for another game. Other men from the team came and went, waved at them, two women wanted his autograph, the barman kept looking over and winking, and there was a constant turning of heads, whispers, nodding … over there … Tom Harper? … yeah? … hell, yes! … Tom Harper! It was distracting.


‘Want to come to Dallas?’


‘Huh?’ She looked shocked. ‘When?’


‘Now.’


‘Now?’


He grinned at the look on her face. ‘Why not?’


‘You’re crazy. I have to … I have exams …’ A frightened little girl darted into her eyes, and suddenly he understood something else. Driving to Carmel with him had been an act of faith, of bravado, of something. She could handle that. But a trip to Dallas – that was something else. Okay. Now he understood. He would walk softly. This was a very special girl.


‘Relax, Princess. I’m just kidding. But what about meeting me somewhere else, sometime after exams?’ He said it very gently and prayed that no one would turn up for an autograph, or to congratulate him on the day’s game. No one did. He held his breath as she looked at him.


‘Yeah. I could do that.’ She was trembling inside, but it was a beautiful feeling.


‘Okay. We’ll talk about it.’ But he didn’t press the point. And it was laughter and teasing all the way to the gate. They stood there for a moment and she wondered if he would kiss her or not. And then, with a slow gentle smile, he bent down and kissed her, softly at first, and then as her arms went around him, he took her tightly in his, and kissed her hard. It took her breath away and her head reeled. And then it was over, and he was gone, and she was alone at the gate.


He called that night. And every night, for a month. He invited her to various places where he was playing, but she couldn’t get away, or his schedule was too tight, or she had a modelling job, or her parents wanted to do something with her, or … and she wasn’t really sure if she wanted to ‘do it’ yet. She thought so, but … She never explained that to him. But he knew.


‘What are you telling me, Princess? That I’m never going to see you again?’


‘Of course not. I just couldn’t till now. That’s all.’


‘Bullshit. You just get that skinny little ass of yours on a plane to Cleveland this weekend, or I’m coming out to get you myself.’ But there was always laughter in his voice, always that gentleness that let her know she was safe. He was the gentlest man she had ever known. And he was beginning to seem a little spoiled too. He kept insisting that he wanted her to come to him. But there was a reason for it. He wanted her away from home ground. Away from roommates and parents and guilt. He wanted to give her not just a night, but a honeymoon.


‘Yes, love. Cleveland. Not Milan. Sorry.’


‘You should be.’


But she had gone. And Cleveland had been hideous, but Tom was a dream. He had been waiting for her at the gate when she got off the plane, with the happiest smile she’d ever seen. He stood there, watching her walk towards him, and carrying one long-stemmed coral rose. And he had borrowed a house from the cousin of someone on the team. It wasn’t a luxurious house, just a warm friendly one. It was what Tom was, unpretentious, tender, loving. And that was what he had been to her. He had deflowered her so gently that she was the one who wanted the second time. That was how he had meant it to be: he wanted her to want him. And from that moment on she was his. They both knew it.


‘I love you, Princess.’


‘I love you too.’ She had looked at him shyly, with her long brown hair lying damp and soft over one shoulder. She was surprised at how unembarrassed she was with him, right from the first moment.


‘Will you marry me, Kate?’


‘Are you kidding?’ Her eyes opened wide. They had been lying naked on the bed, watching the fire die in the grate. It was almost three in the morning and he had a game the next day. But this was the first thing in his life that had been more important than the game.


‘No, Kate, I’m serious.’


‘I don’t know.’ But there was a spark of interest in her eyes. Just enough. ‘I’ve never thought about anything like that. That always seemed like such a long way off. I’m only eighteen, and …’ She looked up at him with a mixture of gravity and mischief. ‘… my parents would freak.’


‘Because of me, or your age?’ But he knew, and she hesitated, looking for the right words. ‘Okay, I read you.’ He smiled, but he looked hurt too, and she quickly threw her arms around him.


‘I love you, Tom. And if we did get married, it would be because I love you. I love who you are and what you are – I mean because you’re Tom, not all the other stuff. And I wouldn’t give a damn what anyone thought. It’s just that … well, I’ve never thought of it. I kind of figured I’d float for a while.’


‘That’s bullshit, my love. You’re not a floater.’ And they both knew he was right. But this was crazy. She was the one who was supposed to want to get married, and here he was, offering it to her on a silver platter. For a brief moment, there was a marvellous feeling of power. She was a woman now. And more than that, she was Tom Harper’s woman.


‘You know something, sir? You’re terrific.’ She lay back against him, and smiled with her eyes closed. And he smiled down at the delicately etched face.


‘You’re terrific too, Miss Kaitlin.’


She made a face. ‘I hate that name.’


But when he kissed her, she forgot all about it. And then he suddenly bounded out of bed, and went to the kitchen to get himself a beer. She watched the broad shoulders and trim hips and long legs, as he walked easily across the room in all his natural splendour. He was an extraordinary-looking man, and then she found herself blushing and embarrassed when he turned and smiled at her. Her eyes darted away to the fire. She kept them averted, but the blush still hovered on her cheeks.


He sat down next to her on the bed, and kissed her. ‘You don’t have to be afraid to look at me, Princess. It’s cool.’ She nodded, and took a sip of his beer.


‘You’re beautiful.’ She said it very softly, and he ran a hand slowly down her shoulder, gazing at her breasts.


‘You’re crazy. And I just had a wonderful idea. You don’t want to get married yet, so how about if we live together for a while?’ He looked pleased with the thought, and Kate, at first surprised, suddenly smiled.


‘You know something? You’re amazing. I feel like you’re offering me the moon on a blue satin ribbon.’ She held his eyes with her own.


‘You wanted red velvet?’


She shook her head.


‘Well, then?’


‘Can we wait a little bit?’


‘Why? Kate, we have something very rare and we both know it. We know each other better than either of us knows anyone else. We’ve spent the last month on the phone, sharing every thought, dream, hope, fear, that either of us has ever had. We know all we need to know. Don’t we?’


She nodded, feeling tears start to her eyes. ‘What if things change? What if …’ And then he knew what was troubling her.


‘Your parents?’ She nodded. He’d find out soon enough.


‘We’ll handle it, Princess. Don’t worry about it. And if you want to grow into it for a while, then you do that. Why don’t we just relax till you finish the semester at school?’ It was an easy wait. He had only another six weeks till the end of her first year. Then there was the summer. He knew it was settled. And secretly, so did she. And then quietly, gently, slowly, he let his lips run from her mouth to her neck, and play games with her nipples, his tongue darting around them and making her writhe slowly beneath his hands. He was afraid to try for a third time that night – he didn’t want to hurt her. So, with all the tenderness he showed her in all things, he ran his tongue along the inside of her thighs, until he heard her begin to moan softly. It was a night she remembered with tenderness always.


She cried on the flight back to San Francisco. She felt wrenched away from him, torn from her roots. She needed him. She was his now. And when she got back to the house in Palo Alto, there were roses waiting for her, from Tom. He took care of her the way even her parents never had. They were so distant and aloof, so cool; so unaware of her feelings. Tom never was. He called two or three times a day, and they talked for hours. He seemed to be with her constantly. He flew back to San Francisco the weekend after Cleveland, and borrowed another apartment from a friend on the team. He was always careful and discreet. He wanted to shield Kate from reporters. And when school ended, she knew that she had to be with him. They had both zig-zagged across the country for six weeks, and it was an insane way to live. The week after school ended, he was traded to San Francisco. It was perfect. Now they could rent an apartment in San Francisco, and she could travel with him all the time. They would always be together. She was sure. He was the most important thing in her life. She could always finish school later – hell, maybe in a year or two she’d go back. This was only a hiatus. Maybe until Tom retired from the team. School was no big deal.


That was not, however, how her parents viewed it.


‘Are you out of your mind, Kaitlin?’ Her father stared at her in disbelief from his traditional stance near the fireplace. He had been pacing back and forth and had finally stopped there, with a look of desperation in his eyes. ‘Leave school and do what? Live with this man? Have a baby out of wedlock? Or maybe someone else’s baby? I am sure there are other men in his team who’d be glad to oblige.’ His eyes flashed as he went off on his own private tangent, and Kate saw Tom tense across the room.


‘Daddy, that’s not what we’re talking about. I’m not having anyone’s baby.’ Her voice trembled.


‘No? How can you be so sure? Do you have any idea what kind of life you’ll lead with this man? What kind of raucous, low-class, miserable life athletes lead? What exactly are you aspiring to? Sitting around in bars watching football on television and going bowling on Tuesday nights?’


‘For God’s sake, Daddy, all I told you is that I’m leaving school for a semester and I’m in love with Tom. How can you–’


‘Very easily. Because you don’t know what you’re doing.’ His tone held only condemnation, and her mother nodded silent agreement as she sat stiffly in her chair.


‘May I interject a word, sir?’ It was the first time Tom had spoken since they’d begun. He had accompanied Kate only to provide emotional support; he knew that the matter had to be handled between Kate and her parents. He had wanted to bolster her, not interfere, but there was no way to avoid interfering now. Kate’s father was getting way out of hand, and enjoying it. It showed in his eyes.


Tom turned to her father now with a look of quiet concern. ‘I think you have a somewhat frightening view of what my life is like. True, I don’t work as a lawyer or a stockbroker, and there isn’t anything very intellectual about playing football, but that’s my life. It’s an all-out, hard-working, physical job. And the people in it are like any other kind of people, there are good men and bad men, stupid ones and smart ones. But Kate’s life will not be spent with the team. I lead an extremely quiet private life, and I’d be very surprised if you could take exception to – ’


Her father cut him off with a furious glare. ‘I take exception to you, Mr Harper. It’s as simple as that. And as for you, Kaitlin, if you do this, if you leave school, if you dare to disgrace us in this way, you’re finished. I don’t want to see you in this house again. You may take whatever personal items you want now, and you may leave. I will have nothing more to do with you, nor will your mother. I forbid it.’


Kate’s eyes filled with tears of pain and anger as she looked at him.


‘Do you understand?’ She nodded without taking her eyes from his. ‘And you won’t change your mind?’


‘No. I won’t.’ She took a breath. ‘I think you’re wrong. And I think you’re being … very unkind.’ Her voice caught on a small throb lodged in her throat.


‘No. I’m being right. If you think I have waited these eighteen years to banish my own daughter from my house, to stop seeing my only child, then you are greatly mistaken. Your mother and I have done everything we could for you. We have wanted everything for you, given everything to you, taught you everything we know and believe. And now you have betrayed us. It tells me only that we have had a stranger in our midst for these eighteen years, a traitor. It is like discovering that you are not ours, but someone else’s child.’ As Tom listened with growing horror, he suddenly agreed. She was someone else’s now. She was his. And he would love and cherish her even more after this day. What bastards they were. ‘You are no longer ours, Kaitlin. We could not have a daughter who could do these things.’ He said it with ponderous solemnity, and a burst of almost hysterical laughter escaped from Kate’s constricted throat.


‘Do what things? Drop out of school? Do you have any idea how many kids do that every year? Is that the big deal?’


‘I think we both know that’s not the issue.’ He glared at Tom. ‘Once you have besmirched yourself, as you so determinedly plan to do, it will not matter whether you go to school or not. School is only part of it. It’s a matter of your attitude, your goals, your ambitions. Where you are going in your life … and where you are going, Kaitlin, seems to have nothing to do with us. We are finished. And now’ – he looked away from her to her mother – ‘if you want to get some of your things, please do so quickly. Your mother has been through enough.’ But her mother didn’t look exhausted or shaken, she looked glazed and indifferent as she sat there, staring at her only daughter. For a moment Tom wondered if she was in shock. And then she stood up with an icy expression, and opened the living-room door, which had been carefully closed so the maid wouldn’t overhear the exchange. In the doorway she turned to look at Kate, who was rising slowly and almost painfully from her chair.


‘I’ll wait while you pack, Kate. I want to see what you take.’


‘Why? Are you afraid I’ll take the silver?’ Kate looked at her mother, stupefied.


‘Hardly, it’s locked up.’ She swept from the room then as Kate started to follow. And then Kate stopped. She looked at Tom, and then back at her father with an expression of revulsion on her face.


‘Forget it.’


‘Forget what?’ For once her father seemed at a loss.


‘I don’t want anything from you. I’ll go now. You can keep whatever is in my room.’


‘How kind of you.’


And then, without another word, Kate walked slowly from the room. Her mother was waiting for her in the hall, with her face set in hard, angry lines.


‘Are you coming?’


‘No, Mother, I’m not. I think I’ve had about enough.’ No one said anything for a long moment, and then pausing for a last moment by the door, she turned to look at them and said only one word: ‘Goodbye.’ She was out the door as soon as she said it, with Tom next to her and his arm right round her shoulders. What he really wanted to do was go back and kill her father and slap her mother so hard her teeth would jangle in her throat. My God, what was wrong with those people? What were they made of? How could they do this to their only child? Memories of his own mother’s love for him brought tears to his eyes as he thought again about what Kate had just been through. He pulled her close to him as they reached his car and for a long, long time he just held her, as tightly as he could, letting his arms and his heart and the warmth of his body tell her what he could barely find words to say. He would never let her go through anything like that again.


‘You’re all right, babe. You’re just fine, and you’re beautiful and I love you.’ But she wasn’t crying. She was only trembling very slightly in his arms, and when she looked up at him, the much too serious eyes reached out to him as she tried to smile.


‘I’m sorry you had to see that, Tom.’


‘I’m sorry you had to go through it.’


She nodded silently and pulled slowly away from his arms. He opened the car door for her and she slipped inside.


‘Well’ – it was a tiny voice as he slid into the car next to her – ‘I think that means it’s just us. My father said he never wanted to see me again. He said I’d betrayed them.’ She sighed deeply. Betrayed them? By loving Tom? By leaving school? Stanford was a tradition in her family. And so was marriage. ‘Shacking up’, as her father called it, was a disgrace. So was loving a ‘nobody’. A coal miner’s son. She was forgetting who she was, who her parents were, who her grandparents had been … all the right schools and right clubs and right husbands and right wives. Her mother was then the president of the Junior League, and her father was senior partner of his law firm. And now she sat in the car next to Tom, looking stunned. He glanced at her again, worriedly. ‘He’ll change his mind.’ He patted her hand and started the car.


‘Maybe he will. And maybe I won’t.’


He kissed her very softly and stroked her hair. ‘Come on, baby. Let’s go home.’


Home that week was the apartment of another player on the new team. But Tom had a surprise for Kate the next day. He had been busy all week. He had rented a flat in a beautiful little Victorian house on a hill overlooking the bay. He drove her to the door, put the key in her hand, and carried her easily up three flights of stairs and over the threshold, while she laughed and cried. It was like playing house. Only better.


And he was good to her, always, even more so after they realized she would never again hear from her parents. Tom couldn’t really understand what they were doing to her, or why. To him family was family; that meant love, and roots that couldn’t be destroyed, bonds that couldn’t be severed, people who never deserted you, no matter how angry they were. But Kate understood. Her parents had counted on her to be everything they were, and more, to be ‘one of them’. She had committed the unpardonable error of falling in love with someone different, and daring to be different herself; daring to betray the rules, daring not to be bound by their restrictions or tiny hopes. She had hurt them, so they were hurting her. They would justify and inflate and dignify their actions until they were convinced her sins were beyond repair, until they wouldn’t have to admit even to each other how much the loss of their daughter had hurt them. And if for a moment they doubted, her mother could speak to her bridge friends, or her father to his partners, and there would be instant reassurance: ‘It’s the only way … you did the only thing you could do.’ Kate knew. So now Tom was everything to her – mother, father, brother, friend – and she flourished in his hands.


She travelled with Tom, she modelled, she wrote poems, she took beautiful care of the flat, she saw some of her old friends now and then, though less and less often, and she came to like a few of the players on Tom’s team. But mostly Kate and Tom were alone, and her life centred increasingly around him. About a year after they moved in with each other, they were married. Two minor happenings threatened to mar the event, but nothing really could. The first was that Kate’s parents refused to attend the wedding, but that came as no surprise. And the second was that Tom got wound up in a heated discussion in his favourite bar and knocked a guy cold. He had been under a lot of pressure at the time. The San Francisco team was not what his old one had been, and he was one of the ‘old men’ on the team. Nothing came of the incident in the bar, but the papers made it sound ugly. Kate thought it was silly, Tom laughed it off, the wedding took precedence over everything.


One of his teammates was their best man, one of her roommates from Stanford was her maid of honour. It was a strange little wedding at City Hall, and Sports Illustrated covered the story. She was Tom’s now, entirely and forever. And she looked exquisite in a dress that was layer after layer of white organdie, with delicate embroidery and a little-girl scooped neck and huge, puffed, old-fashioned sleeves. It had been a present from Felicia, who was growing increasingly fond of the doe-like young model oddly paired with one of the country’s heroes. For Kate she had chosen the cream of the store’s spring line.


Kate looked like a beautiful child at the wedding, with her long hair swept up on her head in a gentle Victorian style, threaded with lily of the valley. She carried a bouquet of the same tiny fragrant white flowers. There were tears in her eyes and Tom’s as they exchanged wide gold rings and the judge pronounced them married.


They spent their honeymoon in Europe, and she showed him all her favourite spots. It was his first time abroad, and turned into an education for both of them. He was growing in sophistication and she was growing up.


The first year of their marriage was idyllic. Kate went everywhere Tom did, did everything Tom did, and spent her spare time writing poetry and keeping a journal. Her only problem was that she didn’t like being financially dependent on Tom. Felicia’s position enabled Kate to get all the work she wanted, but her constant travelling with Tom made it hard for her to model as much as she felt she should. There was still the tiny income from a small trust her grandmother had left her, but that was barely enough for pocket money. It was impossible to reciprocate the lavish gifts Tom constantly gave her. On their first anniversary Kate announced that she had made a decision. She was giving up travelling with him to stay home and model full-time. It made sense to her. But not to him. It was hard enough travelling with the team he worked for now, without having to do it alone. He needed Kate with him. But she thought he needed a financially independent wife. He put up a fight, but he lost. She was firm. And three months later, he broke his leg in a game.


‘Well, Princess, looks like the end of the season.’ He was good-humoured about it when he flew home. But they both knew that it might be the end of his career. He was over thirty, the deathly magic number. And it was a bad break; the leg was a mess. He was getting tired of the game anyway, or at least that was what he said. There were other things he wanted more, like children, stability, a future. The move to the San Francisco team had made him professionally insecure; it was something about the chemistry of the team, or maybe the constant underlying threats of the manager, who called him ‘old man’. The man’s attitude drove Tom nuts, but he lived with it, hating the manager every inch of the way.


He also worried about leaving Kate when he travelled. She was twenty years old; she needed a husband around more often than he could be. He’d be home with her now, though, because of the leg. Or he thought he would be. As it turned out, he was home. Kate wasn’t. She was getting a lot of modelling work, and she had signed up for a class on women in literature, at State. She went twice a week.


‘And there’s a super creative writing class next term.’


‘Terrific.’ She looked just like a kid when she talked about the courses. And he felt like what they called him on the team. Old man. A very bored, nervous, lonely old man. He missed the game. He missed Kate. He felt as if he were missing life. Within a month, he punched out a guy in a bar, wound up in jail, and the story was all over the papers. He talked about it constantly, he had nightmares about it. What if they suspended him? But they didn’t. The charges were dropped, and he sent the man a big cheque. The leg still hadn’t healed, though, and Kate was still out modelling most of the time. Nothing had changed. And a month later, he decked another guy in a bar, breaking the man’s jaw. This time the charges stuck and he paid a whopping fine. The team manager was frighteningly quiet.


‘Maybe you should go into boxing instead of football, huh, sweetheart?’ Kate still thought Tom’s antics were funny.


‘Look, dammit, you may think it’s amusing, kiddo, but I don’t. I’m going goddamn nuts sitting around here waiting for this fucking leg to heal.’ Kate got the message. He was desperate. Maybe about a lot of things, not just the leg. The next day she came home with a present. After all, that was why she modelled – so she could offer him gifts. She had bought two tickets to Paris.


The trip was just what he needed. They spent two weeks in Paris, a week in Cannes, five days in Dakar, and a weekend in London. Tom spoiled her rotten, and she was thrilled with having bought him the trip. They came back restored, and Tom’s leg had healed. Life was even better than before. There were no more bar fights and he began practising with the team again. Kate turned twenty-one, and for her birthday he bought her a car. A Mercedes.


For their second anniversary Tom took her to Honolulu. And wound up in jail. A fight in the bar of the Kahala Hilton resulted in a bad story in Time magazine and a worse one in Newsweek. And coverage in every newspaper in the country. Jackpot. Only the story in Time told Kate why the fight had really happened: apparently there had been a rumour that Tom’s contract wasn’t going to be renewed. He was thirty-two. He had been playing pro ball for ten years.


‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ She looked hurt. ‘Is it because of the fighting?’ But he only shook his head and looked away, as the lines tightened around his mouth.


‘Nope. That schmuck who runs the team has this mania about age. He’s worse than anyone else in the business. The fights aren’t such a big deal. Everyone fights. Rasmussen kicks ass on more people in the streets than he does on the field. Jonas had a drug bust last year. Hilbert’s a fag. Everyone’s got something. But me, it’s my age. I’m just too old, Kate. I’m thirty-two, and I still haven’t figured out what the hell to do with myself after football. Christ, this is all I know.’ There were tears in his voice and in her eyes.


‘Why can’t you get yourself traded to another team?’


He looked at her finally and his expression was grim. ‘Because I’m too old, Kate. This is it. Last stop. And they know it, which is why they hassle me all the time. They know they’ve got me.’


‘So get out. You could do all kinds of other things. You could be a sportscaster, a coach, a manager …’ But he was shaking his head.


‘I’ve been putting out feelers. It all comes back no.’


‘Okay. So you’ll find something else. You don’t need a job right away. We could go to school together.’ She tried to look cheerful. She wanted him to be happy, to share her youth with him, but her efforts only made him smile ruefully.


‘Oh, baby, I love you.’ He folded her into his arms. Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe all that mattered was what they had. And her support did help, for a while. A year, more or less. But after their third anniversary, things seemed to get worse. Tom’s contract was under negotiation, and he started getting into fights again. Two in a row, and this time two weeks in jail and a thousand dollar fine. And a five thousand dollar fine imposed by the team. Tom sued for causes of injustice. He lost. He got suspended. And Kate had a miscarriage. She hadn’t even known she was pregnant. Tom drove himself nuts. In the hospital, he wept more than she did. He felt as though he had killed their child. Kate was stunned by the sequence of events. The suspension would last for a year, and now she knew what was in store – bar fights, fines, and a lot of time in jail. And yet Tom was so good to her. So sweet, so gentle. He was all she’d ever dreamed of in a man. But she could see only trouble ahead.


‘Why don’t we spend the year in Europe?’


He had shrugged disinterestedly at her suggestion. He moped for weeks, thinking about the child they had almost had. But what really frightened him was what was happening to his career. When the suspension ended, so would his career. He was too old to make a recovery.


‘So we’ll start a business.’ Kate was still so damn young, and her optimism only depressed him more. She didn’t know what it was like – the terror that he’d be a nobody, have to drive a truck, or even work in the mines like his father. He hadn’t invested his money well and he couldn’t count on that income. What the hell was he going to do? Commercials for underwear? Pimp for Kate’s modelling career? Have her ghost-write his memoirs? Hang himself? Only his love for Kate kept him from the bleakest possibilities. The bitch of it was that all he wanted to do was play football. And none of the colleges were considering him as coach. He had earned himself a stinking reputation with all the fighting.


So they went to Europe. They stayed a week. He hated it. They went to Mexico. He was equally miserable there. They stayed home. He hated that too. And he hated himself most of all. He drank and he fought, and reporters bugged him everywhere. But what did he have to lose now? He had already been suspended and they probably wouldn’t renew his contract anyway. The only thing he knew for certain was that he wanted a son. And he’d give his son everything.


Just before Christmas they found out that Kate was pregnant again. This time they were both careful. Everything stopped. Kate’s modelling, his drinking, the fighting in bars. They stayed home together. There was nothing but tenderness and peace between them, except for her occasional bouts of temper or tears. But neither of them took that very seriously; it seemed to be part of the pregnancy, and if anything, it amused Tom. He didn’t even give a damn about the suspension anymore. To hell with them. He’d sit it out, and then he’d force them to renew his contract. He’d beg them. All he wanted now was one more knock-out this year, so he could put the money away and take good care of his son. The next year he played would be for the baby. For Kate, he bought a mink coat for Christmas.


‘Tom, you’re crazy! Where’ll I wear it?’ She modelled it over her nightgown with a huge grin. It was heavenly. But she also wondered what he was trying to hide. What wasn’t he facing? What didn’t she know?


‘You’ll wear it to the hospital when you have my son.’ And he had bought an antique cradle, a four-hundred-dollar English pram, and a sapphire ring for Kate. He was crazy, and madly in love with her, and she was just as in love with him. But deep inside, she was afraid. They spent Christmas alone in San Francisco, and Tom talked about buying a house. Not a big house. Just a nice house in a good area for bringing up a kid. Kate agreed, but wondered if they could really afford a house. As New Year approached, she had an idea. They’d spend the holiday in Carmel. It would do them both good.


‘For New Year’s? What would you want to do that for, sweetheart? It’s foggy and cold. Pizza, sure. Tacos, okay. Strawberries, what the hell. But Carmel in December?’ He grinned at her and ran a hand over her still flat belly. But soon … soon … the thought made him warm inside. Their baby … his son.


‘I want to go to Carmel because it’s the first place we ever went together. Can we?’ She looked like a little girl again, although she was going to be twenty-three soon. They had known each other for five years. And of course he gave in to her wish.


‘If the lady wants to go to Carmel, then Carmel it is.’ And Carmel it was. The best suite at the best hotel, and even the weather smiled on them for the three days they were there. Kate’s only worry was that Tom bought everything in sight for her and the baby, whenever they wandered past the shops on the main thoroughfare. But they spent a lot of time in their room, drank a great deal of champagne, and the worry faded.


‘Did I ever tell you how much I love you, Mr Harper?’


‘I love to hear it, Princess. Oh Kate – ’ And then he swept her up in a giant hug and held her close. ‘I’m sorry you’ve had such a stinking time. I promise I’ll shape up now. All that bullshit is over.’


‘Just so you’re happy.’ She looked so peaceful lying in his arms, and he had never thought her more beautiful.


‘I’ve never been happier.’ And he finally looked it.


‘Then maybe this would be a good time to quit.’


‘What do you mean?’ He looked shocked.


‘I mean football, my love. Maybe now, we should just take the money and run. No more hassles, no more crap about your being an “old man”. Just us, and the baby.’


‘And starvation.’


‘Come on, sweetheart. We’re nowhere near starving yet.’ But she was startled. If he was so concerned about money, why the mink coat, the ring?


‘No, but we don’t have a real, solid nest egg. Not enough to do right by the baby in five or ten years. Another good year on the team will make all the difference.’


‘We can invest my modelling money.’


‘That’s yours.’ His voice sounded cold for a minute. ‘You wanted that, and you earned it. I’ll take care of you and the baby. And that’s it. I don’t want to talk about it.’


‘Okay.’


His face had softened then and they had made love in the soft light of dusk. Kate was reminded of their first ‘honeymoon’ in Cleveland. But it was Tom who fell asleep this time, as he lay in Kate’s arms, and she watched him for hours, thinking, hoping this year would be different, that they’d be decent to him, that the pressures wouldn’t get to him as cruelly as they had done before. That was all she wanted now. She was growing up.


The day after they went back to San Francisco there was a story in the papers that reported that Tom Harper was ‘through’. It was carried by every major paper in the country. Through. He went crazy when he read it, and a little careful digging brought him the information that the story had been planted by the team … by the team … the team … the Old Man … He had slammed out of the house without a word to Kate and she hadn’t seen him until six o’clock that night. On the news.


He had gone to the house of the owner of the team and threatened his life, then he had got into a fight with the team’s manager, who had walked in on the scene. Both men had realized that Tom was drunk and wildly irrational, and the owner claimed that Tom had been like a madman, raving about what they couldn’t do to his son. In a careful monotone the newscaster explained that Tom Harper didn’t have a son; he didn’t need to add the conclusion that Harper was obviously crazy. And as Kate watched, her heart rose to her throat. The newscaster went on to explain that the two men had ‘tried to subdue Harper as he ranted and swung wildly at them both. But unexpectedly, Harper had pulled a gun out of his pocket, taken aim at the owner of the team, and then swung wildly on the manager and fired a shot. Miraculously, he had missed, but before anyone could move, he had then pointed the gun at himself, taken erratic aim, and fired twice. But this time he didn’t miss. The manager and team owner were both unharmed, but Harper himself had been hospitalized in critical condition.’ The newscaster stared sombrely from the television for a moment and gravely intoned, ‘A tragedy for American football.’


For the tiniest moment Kate had the insane feeling that if she jumped up and changed the dial, none of it would have happened; all she had to do was switch channels and someone else would say it wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. Not Tom … please … she was whimpering softly, wondering what to do. They hadn’t said what hospital Tom was in. What was she supposed to do? Call the police? The team? The television station? And why hadn’t anyone called her? But then she remembered – she had taken the phone off the hook for two hours while she took a nap. Oh God … what if … what if he was already dead? Sobbing, she turned off the television and ran to the phone. Felicia … Felicia would know … she would help her. Without thinking, she dialled Felicia’s private line at the store. She was still there.


Felicia was stunned by the news and ordered Kate not to move. As she had her assistant call for a cab on one line, she called the police station on another, and got the information. Tom was at San Francisco General. He was still alive – barely, but he was alive. Felicia fled from her office at a run, wondering for a moment why Kate had called her. Surely there was someone else. Her mother, a closer friend, someone? She and Kate were good friends through their work, but they’d never seen much of each other socially. Kate was always too busy with Tom. The hub of that girl’s life was the man who lay dying at San Francisco General.


When Felicia arrived at the apartment, Kate was incoherent, but dressed. The cab was still waiting downstairs.


‘Come on, put your shoes on.’


‘My shoes.’ Kate looked blank. ‘My shoes?’ Tears filled her eyes again and she looked greyish green. Felicia found the closet and a pair of black flats.


‘Here.’ Kate slid her feet into them and left the apartment without handbag or coat, but Felicia slipped her own coat over the girl’s shoulders. She didn’t need a bag, anyway, because she was in no condition to go anywhere alone. And she didn’t have to. Felicia stayed with her day and night for four days, and at the end of that time Tom was still alive. He was in a coma, and the prognosis was poor, but he was alive. He had done a fairly thorough job when he fired, though. He would never walk again, and there was no way to tell yet how extensive the brain damage was.


When Felicia went back to work, Kate carried on like a machine, moving from Tom’s bed to the corridor to his bed to the corridor, to cry alone. It was a treadmill which Felicia joined her on when she could, but there was no getting Kate away from the hospital. She was mourning for Tom. She just sat there, staring, or crying, or smoking, but she wasn’t really there, and the doctor was afraid to give her anything, in case the medication hurt the baby. Felicia was amazed that she hadn’t lost it.


While the newspapers tore Tom apart, Kate tore herself apart. Why hadn’t she seen some sign? Why hadn’t she known? Could she have helped? Did she take his worries about the future – followed by those spending binges – seriously enough? It was all her fault. It had to be. With the egotism of grief, she tormented herself day after day. Football. It had been his whole life, and now it had killed him. The thought that he’d almost killed two other men was even more terrifying, but she didn’t believe he could have done that. Not Tom. But what he had done was bad enough. He had destroyed himself. Poor gentle Tom, driven berserk at the idea of losing that last year of security he wanted for his son. Kate didn’t let herself think about the baby though. Only about Tom. It was a nightmare that went on for seven weeks, while Kate paced and cried and was constantly haunted by reporters. And then he came to.


He was weak, broken, and tired, but little by little he grew stronger. He would live now – what was left of him – they were sure of it. He would never walk again, but he could move. He could talk. And he could think. Just like a child. The long weeks of coma had moved him backward in time and left him there, with all his sweetness and tenderness and love intact. He was a little boy again. He remembered nothing of the shooting, but he recognized Kate. He cried in her arms as she stifled silent sobs which shook her tall, terrifyingly thin frame. The only thing he truly understood was that he belonged to her. But he wasn’t sure how. Sometimes he thought she was his mother, sometimes his friend. He called her Katie. He would never call her Princess again … Katie … that’s who she was now.


‘You won’t leave me?’


Gravely, she shook her head. ‘No, Tom.’


‘Never?’


‘Never. I love you too much ever to leave you.’ Her eyes filled with tears again, and she had to force ordinary thoughts into her head. She couldn’t let herself really think of him when she said the words, or it would kill her. She couldn’t let herself cry. She couldn’t do that to him.


‘I love you too. And you’re pretty.’ He looked at her with the bright, shiny eyes of a seven-year-old boy, and the wan tired face of an unshaven desperately sick man.


After a few weeks, he looked better again, healthy and whole. It was strange to see him, the ersatz Tom. It was as though Tom had left, and sent in his stead a small boy who looked like him. It would be that way forever. But Tom’s condition settled the legal aspects of the case permanently. There was no case. Tom Harper was no more.


Three months after what Kate and Felicia called ‘the accident’, Tom was moved to a sanatorium in Carmel. Photographers had lunged at the ambulance as he was being wheeled inside. Tom had wanted to wave at them, and Kate had distracted him while he held tightly to her hand. She was used to them now. Some of the faces were even familiar. For three months they had torn her apart in story after story, exploded flashbulbs in her face, and crawled over the roof of their house to get a better view into the apartment. She had no one to turn to, to defend her. No family, no man. And they knew it. They even ran stories about how her family had disowned her years before because of Tom, and how they thought of her as dead. And she had lain in bed at night, sobbing, praying that the press would go away and leave her alone. But they didn’t. Not for one day. Until he was moved to Carmel. And then, magically, it was as though they forgot. As though Tom no longer existed, or Kate, his wife. The two of them had left the magic circle. At last.


When Tom left San Francisco, so did Kate. The house was already waiting. Felicia had seen the ad, and the place turned out to be perfect. The owner lived in the East; his mother had died, leaving him a house he didn’t need and didn’t want to sell. One day he would retire there, and in the meantime it was Kate’s hideaway, nestled in the mountains north of Santa Barbara. It was a three-hour drive from Tom’s sanatorium in Carmel, but Felicia assumed that Kate would be back in San Francisco as soon as things calmed down, right after the baby was born. It was a pretty house, surrounded by fields and trees, with a little brook just down the hill from the house. It would be a good place to recover. It would have been a wonderful place to share with Tom. Kate tried not to think of that as she signed the lease.


After four months she was used to it; it was home. She awoke at dawn when the baby kicked and stirred, hungry for more space than she had to give him. She lay quietly, feeling him pound inside her, wondering what she would tell him one day. She had thought of changing her name, but decided not to. She was Kate Harper. No one else. She didn’t want her father’s name anymore. And Tom’s baby would be a Harper. Tom didn’t understand now about the swollen belly, or maybe he just didn’t care. Children didn’t, Kate reminded herself, as long as nothing changed for them. Nothing had. She went on visiting him, often at first, and only slightly less frequently as the pregnancy progressed. Nowadays it was twice a week. She was always there. She always would be, as he had been for her. There was no question of it. This was her life now. She accepted it. She understood, as much as one can. ‘Always’, whatever that meant. ‘Forever’, whatever that was. It meant that each time she saw him, he was the same, always would be. Until one day, when he would quietly die. There was no way to say when. The doctor said he might live to be ‘considerably older’, though not what was normally thought of as old. Or it might all end in a year or less. At some point, Tom’s body would simply fade and die. He would just let go. Unconsciously, but he would. And Kate would be there, for all the time in between, loving him. He still looked like Tom, and now and then there was still that magical light in his eyes. It allowed her to pretend that … but it was a futile game. Now she held him as he once had held her. She didn’t even cry anymore.


Kate stood up after her call from Felicia, pushed open the window, and took a deep breath of summer air. She smiled to herself. There were new flowers in the garden. She would take him some. She could still love him. She could always love him. Nothing would change that.


The clock on the bedside table said six twenty-five. She had half an hour to get on the road if she wanted to be there before ten. It was a hell of a drive. A hell of a way to grow up – but she had. Kate Harper was no longer any kind of child. And the baby stirred in her belly as she slipped off her nightgown and stepped into the shower. She had a long day ahead.
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