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Baby’s in Black
Katie’s eyes fluttered open to a deep cerulean sky dotted here and there with high altocumulus clouds moving slowly across the horizon.  A gentle breeze wafted over her prone body, and she smiled when she recognized the light scent of jasmine surrounding her. The grass she lay upon was soft and sponge-like, and the silken blades tickled her bare legs and feet.  Behind her, the position of sun indicated that twilight was fast approaching.  

Somewhere in the back of her mind, a question poked and prodded, trying to force its way to the surface of her consciousness, but, loathe to lose such a feeling of contentment, she closed her eyes again, mentally brushing it away as easily as gossamer.  She was happy and at peace and had no desire to change that as she continued to lay in the soft grass, letting the early evening sun warm her, while the welcome aroma of jasmine enveloped her senses.                   
“Hey there, Sleeping Beauty!  Ya just gonna lie there all day?”

Katie’s eyes flew open even as the rest of her body froze.  That voice.  I know that voice….but…. 
Slowly, as if in a daze, Katie rose from the ground, and, from where she sat, she turned her head in the direction of the woman’s voice. It was then that she saw her….casually leaning up against a tree, her arms folded and one ankle crossed in front of the other, her warm smile augmented by the familiar mischievous twinkle in her eyes.  As Katie stared at her in shock, she winked playfully at the girl.
Oh my God!  Oh my God! Oh my God! 

 Keeping her eyes on the woman she feared would disappear at any moment, Katie rolled to her knees, and then, pushing off from the ground, she slowly stood.  All she could do was stare disbelievingly, her emotions in a veritable whirlwind of joy, pain, and confusion.  The woman waited patiently for Katie to regain her equilibrium, her smile never wavering.  If anything, she appeared somewhat amused by the girl’s predicament.  After what seemed like an eternity, she arched an eyebrow at Katie as if to question, “Well?” Only then did the teen snap out of her stupor and find her voice.  
“M-Mom?!”  
“Hiya dollface!” Nora greeted her daughter enthusiastically as she opened her arms in invitation.
Walking slowly at first, Katie quickened the next few paces until finally, in a single leap, she was in her mother’s arms.  The two of them dropped to their knees, clinging to one another.  Holding Katie tightly, Nora rocked her daughter, caressing her hair, while the girl wept uncontrollably.  
When her sobs subsided somewhat, Katie looked up into Nora’s face.  Gingerly, she raised a hand and brushed her fingers against her cheek as if to convince herself that her mother was, in fact, not merely a mirage.  Satisfied, Katie laid her head against Nora’s shoulder, and, just as she used do as a little girl, she inhaled deeply the distinctive scent of the mother she’d lost years ago….jasmine.  

Just outside Katie’s hospital room, George sat on the floor in a state of despondency, his knees raised and his head propped on his arms.  He noted that the activity inside the room continued just as he also registered the fact that Deirdre’s cries had stopped, leading him to momentarily wonder if she’d passed out.  The thought occurred to him that perhaps he ought to get up and check, but he was frozen where he was, the hopelessness of the situation paralyzing him.  On his return to Katie’s room, a young intern approached him and asked politely, “Pardon me, Mr. Harrison, but are you quite alright?”
George slowly raised his head, astonishment battling with rage, but “I’m going to be sick,” was all he managed.  
Quick as lightening, the intern grabbed a wastepaper basket and placed it in front of George just in time.  Disappearing briefly, the doctor came back with a wet flannel and a handful of tissues.  Handing them to the Beatle, he asked with a smile, “Feeling better?”

What right has he to be so bleedin’ chipper?  Has he no sense at all?  Christ!  George wanted to lash out at the man, but all he could summon was a slight nod.  He wiped his face with the cold rag as the intern held out a piece of gum. His anger toward the other man temporarily quelled by the gesture, George took the gum, murmuring, “Ta.”
“I’ll suppose you’ll be wanting to see your young lady,” the young man said brightly.

Looking at him with disbelief, George replied, “I’m not especially in a hurry to see her like that, no!”

The intern looked genuinely puzzled.  “Why ever not?  Frankly, I was surprised to see you sitting out here!  I would have thought you’d be the first in the room!”

What’s wrong with this prick?  Doesn’t he realize what’s just happened? Who Katie is?  Still, he’s right on that account, isn’t he? I should be in there with…her.   “I…can’t do that…just yet,” George offered weakly, angry that a total stranger could elicit such feelings of guilt in him.
“Well, as you like,” the doctor said casually as he rose from a crouch.  “…but you should know that she’s asked for you.”

“Deirdre?” George asked heedlessly as he wiped his face again.

“No…the girl…Katie?”

George’s head shot up.  “What?!”

“That is her name, isn’t it?” he asked, checking the file in his hand. “‘Katherine,’ yes…Katie?  The girl?  She’s awake, and she’s asked for you.”

George was up and off the floor before the intern had finished speaking.  As he slid around the doorway, he pulled up short when saw Katie propped up in her bed. Deirdre sat on the bed beside her on one side while a nurse took her blood pressure on the other side.  In seemingly slow motion, Katie’s eyes rose to meet his.  He could see the confusion give way to recognition, and then he saw rather than heard her whisper his name.  Haltingly, he entered the room and walked toward her bed, uncertain what her reaction would be.  When he saw her attempt to smile, he took that as his cue, and, crossing the room in few strides, he went to her and took her in his arms.
“Oh Christ, baby girl, I thought I’d lost you!” he whispered earnestly, his voice choked with emotion.  “I thought you’d never wake up!”  Over Katie’s shoulder, he saw Deirdre fiercely shaking her head while she motioned to him that they needed to speak immediately.  Perplexed, he gave Katie a gentle kiss, saying softly, “I’ll be right back, luv.”  Then, helping her to lay back against the pillows, he followed Deirdre out of the room and into the corridor just outside.

“What is it?” he asked Deirdre impatiently, keeping Katie in his line of sight, acutely aware that she was looking on curiously while he and Dee conferred in the corridor.
Keeping her voice low, Deirdre replied, “She doesn’t know, George.  She doesn’t know anything that’s happened!” 
“Eh?  What do ya mean?”

“She’d no idea that she’s been comatose….she’s no idea how she landed in the hospital,” Deirdre explained, stressing, “She remembers nothing!”

“Nothing?” George echoed disbelievingly.
“Well,” she started to clarify after a quick glance back in the room. “She remembers who she is and who we are and all that, but she doesn’t seem to remember anything since getting on the plane to come here!”

“Christ!” George commented in amazement.  “So…do we tell her?”

“No,” Deirdre answered emphatically.  “The doctor says that she just might be experiencing a temporary short-term amnesia….that things will slowly come back to her.”

Fuck, I hope not!  “Right…,” George said slowly, repressing the shame he felt at his earlier thought.  “Has he any idea about how quickly that will happen?”

“George,” Deirdre said gravely.  “”It may never happen.”

Never?!  She may never remember the night of my birthday?  What she saw?  What I did?  What sent her running into the street?  He couldn’t help the almost giddy sense of relief that came over him.  Keeping his countenance appropriately apprehensive, he said, “I see….so, we just don’t tell her about anything then?”

“Not unless she asks,” Deirdre answered with a shrug.  “….and George, another thing….”

George looked at her expectantly.

“I am going to phone Kevin now.  I mean, really, I should have called him already.  I’m certain he’ll be here in record time when he hears the news.  I-I don’t want to…that is…I know she’s only just come to…,” Deirdre gave up the struggle with a heavy sigh.  “George, he’s not going to want to see you here when he arrives, you know?”

“But she’s only just awakened!” he protested.
“Please understand, darling, Kevin will have my head for even allowing you to see her!  Please, don’t make things any worse!”

George bit his lip thoughtfully.  Suddenly, something occurred to him that could possibly change Deirdre’s – and Kevin’s - minds.  “Okay then, but what are ya going to tell Katie?”

“Hmm?  What do you mean?”

“I mean, what are you going to tell her….how will you explain why I’m not here?”  It was all he could do to keep from smiling as he saw the predicament dawn on Deirdre.

“Oh no!” she groaned quietly as she looked in at the girl.  After a few seconds, she said, “Alright, listen….I’ll explain things to Kevin, George, but I’m not making any guarantees that it’s going to make any difference to him.  He may very well say that she should know about this other girl….that she’ll find out about her anyway, so why not sooner than later? – you know?”

George felt his heart sink.  “It wasn’t that big of a story,” he grumbled quietly.

Deirdre looked at him and raised a brow in question.  “You can’t possibly believe that Katie won’t learn of this, George!” she challenged gently.
He glanced into the room to find Katie looking back at him.  “Maybe…,” he murmured.

With a quick shake of her head, Deirdre gently pushed him back toward the room.  “Okay, you get in there and visit with her while I make this call.  You might only have a short while, George, so make the most of it.”

Nodding sadly, he watched Deirdre walk away, then turned and walked back into the room.  As he sat on the bed beside where Katie lay, he took her hand in both of his, and, leaning over, he placed a soft kiss upon her lips.  Relief flooded through him when he felt her respond to his kiss.  Pulling back a bit, he brushed a lock of hair from her eyes, and smiling, asked, “How are ya feeling, luv?”

“Foggy,” she replied hoarsely.  “…and kinda sore.”  Nodding as she spoke, George swallowed the lump of emotion that had formed in his throat.

With a furtive glance toward the corridor, he turned back to Katie.  Nervously, he ventured to confirm for himself what Deirdre had told him.  “Dee said that you don’t remember the accident.”

“No….I didn’t even know I was in London until she told me.”  George nodded again, half afraid to ask or say anything more for fear of prompting a memory he didn’t want her to have.
“Hey George?”

“Yeah?”

“What did happen?”

George’s eyes went wide with panic.  “W-What did Dee tell you?”

“That’s just it….she didn’t.  Every time I ask, she changes the subject or tells me I’ll remember when I’m supposed to.  I want to know now.  What happened?”

“Ah…well…you see…if Dee…well, if she – or the doctor – thinks it best fer you to remember on yer own, Kate, then I shouldn’t --”

“Please!” she implored.
Her eyes pleaded with him for some clarity.  He tried to imagine how frightened she must have been feeling…waking up with part of her life missing.  And she doesn’t even know how much she’s missed yet!  I hope that doesn’t really send her ‘round the bend!  “You had an accident,” he said quickly.

“A car accident?”

George nodded, avoiding her eyes.  “Sort of.”

She looked him over.  “But you’re okay, so…you weren’t with me?”
“Not…er, not exactly,” he replied cautiously.

“Well, what exactly, George?” she demanded in exasperation.  “What’s the big secret?  I’m here in London in a hospital, and the last thing I remember is Dad agreeing to let me come to London for….” she stopped suddenly.
Oh Christ!  “Fer what, luv?” he ventured sheepishly.
It was obvious that she was remembering something, and George started feeling sick again.  “For your birthday,” she answered slowly as if she was pulling the answer from someplace far away.  She looked at him and asked, “Is that right?  Is that why I came to London, George?  To be with you for your birthday?”

George hesitated before answering, “Yeah…yeah, it is, Katie, but ya know, ya shouldn’t push things.  Why don’t you have a nice rest fer now.  You’ve been through a lot.”

Before Katie could respond, a nurse appeared with a syringe.  She pierced the intravenous port protruding from the needle inserted on Katie’s inner arm and emptied the contents of the syringe, explaining, “No point in poking you again, eh, luv?  This is just a bit of something to ease the pain and help you rest, dear.  It’ll make you feel a bit groggy, but you’ll be smiling in no time,” she added with a wink and a giggle.

In mere seconds, Katie felt the medication warming her as it coursed through her body, making her tender muscles feel like jell-o.  The pounding headache she’d awakened with subsided considerably, and her eyes grew heavy even as she struggled to keep them open.
“Now, sweetheart, the best thing you can do is try not to fight it,” the nurse said kindly as she patted Katie’s arm gently.  “You should just close your eyes and let the medication do its work, yeah?”

The compassion of the nurse made Katie want to cooperate, but she still had so many questions for George, feeling that all of the answers were there, but just beyond her reach.  She knew that if she closed her eyes, even for a moment, she would fall fast asleep.  “In a moment,” she slurred.

Turning to George, the nurse lowered her voice and said, “Listen, luv, as mad as it may seem what with her coming out of a coma after a month, the best thing for her now is sleep.  Do try to encourage her.”

“I will,” George agreed, flashing her his most charming “Beatle” grin.  Just outside the door, he could hear Deirdre speaking with the nurse and wondered if his time with Katie was growing short.  Just in case, he leaned over her so he could whisper without being overheard.  “Listen, baby girl, I might have to leave fer a short bit, but I promise I’ll be back soon.  Like the sister said, you really should get some rest right now. Deirdre’s still here, and I know yer dad is on his way to see you, so you won’t be alone.  I love you, baby, I love you more than anything….no matter what, please remember that.”  He pulled back a bit and watched as her eyelids fluttered closed, finally losing the battle as sleep overcame her.  Kissing her softly, he whispered again, “No matter what you hear or what yer told, Katie, please remember that….I love you.”  

He was just straightening up as Deirdre tip-toed in, seeing Katie asleep.  “Well….I’m sure I haven’t heard the last of this, but I’ve told Kevin everything….I just figured that if he was ever going to be open to having you around, it was going to be now while he has good news.  Anyway, he said you can stay for now, George.  I should tell you, though, he only agreed to it because he doesn’t want to upset Katie in her condition.”
“Okay,” George replied softly, adding somewhat guiltily, “Was he terribly angry with you, Dee?” 

Deirdre rolled her eyes dramatically.  “Let’s just say that if it hadn’t been for the good news tempering his anger, it’s entirely possible I’d be on my way to the airport right now!”

“Shit,” George swore under his breath.  “I’m sorry,” he said, meaning it.  “I want you to know how very much I appreciate what you’ve done fer me.  I hope it doesn’t cause a serious row between you and Mister Kelly.”

“Oh, it will,” she replied flippantly.  “….and I can deal with that….but George?”

“Yeah?”

“Just make it worth it, huh?”

It took Kevin less than an hour to arrive at the hospital.  Katie, however, was still in a drug-induced slumber.  After coolly greeting his lover, Kevin turned his attention to George.  “You,” he pointed at him.  “Out in the hall…now,” he ordered hostilely.  Exchanging a nervous glance with Deirdre, George followed Kevin out of the room.  

When they were out of earshot of anyone who might overhear, Kevin got right to the point, keeping his voice low and even the entire time.  “Okay, let’s be clear about this….You are here for one reason and one reason only, and that is to keep my daughter from any further upset while she’s still recuperating.  There’s a lot of things about what’s been going on that just don’t wash with me, son.  I never wanted Katie getting this serious with any boy of any age, especially not a fucking musician – a rock and roll musician at that!  And you should count your blessings that I don’t kick your ass from here back to Liverpool for laying a hand on her, much less…what you did.  She’s sixteen years old for Christ’s sake!  What the hell were you thinking treating my little girl like a common whore!  I could rip your head off for that alone!  Then there’s all this.  There’s still a whole number of questions I have about how exactly she ended up here fighting for her life,” Kevin paused for a moment, the quiver in his voice betraying his emotion.  
“You – you and your buddies tell me that she went running out into the street after something she’d forgotten in the taxi.  Yet, there are others – several others, George – who tell me that Katie was already in your apartment and had been for more than twenty minutes before she came running downstairs with you running after her.  They tell me that she was clearly upset and crying when she backed up into that street, trying to avoid you.  Now, the way I see it, Harrison, there’s only one thing, one explanation that fits….She found something that broke her heart when she arrived at your home.  By my reckoning that could only have been another girl….and, considering the fact that you took some slut to Ireland for a weekend of fun while my daughter was laying comatose in a hospital, and considering the fact that I have also been told that you were half-dressed when you chased her into the street that night, I think it’s a pretty safe assumption that what she found was you fucking that other girl.  
“Now, I don’t want to you to say a word…not…one…word.  See, because if you lie to me, I’ll kill you.  On the other hand, if you tell me the truth, and I’m right – which I’m pretty damn sure I am - I’ll kill you.  So, here’s what’s going to happen….you’re going to stick around long enough to make sure that Katie’s okay.  Once that’s been determined, you’re going to disappear, George.  You’re going to break my little girl’s heart for the last time.  You’ll ask for that damn ring back and call off this sham of an engagement.  You’ll tell her about that…woman…you took to Ireland.  You’ll be every bit as callous and shallow as I know you are, and you will tell her that you have never loved her and that it is over.  This is not a request.  This is not a threat.  This is how it’s gonna be.”  
When Kevin finished his tirade, he stood and stared George down for several seconds before turning on his heel and walking back to Katie’s room without so much as a glance backwards.  In shock, George watched the other man walk away.  There was no doubt in his mind that Kevin was serious. George’s hand shook as he lit a cigarette.  Lowering himself to a chair, he held his head between his hands and closed his eyes.  That sick feeling was taking him over again and he glanced about the room for the nearest trash can…just in case.
Fuck!  Why couldn’t he have just kicked me arse and have done with it?  This…this is…it’s mad is what it is!  I can’t do what he’s asking!  Asking?  Fuck, he’s ordering me to do it!  Or what?  He’s going to kill me?  That’s all he’s threatened….I hardly think he means it seriously.  Or….maybe he does.  He might as well then, coz I can’t do it.  I know Katie will have to find out the truth, but let it be her choice then.  If she leaves me, well, at least I’ll have tried to keep her, but I can’t leave her.  
I won’t leave her….

George remained lost in thought for several minutes.  Then, with a decisive nod, he stubbed out the remnant of the cigarette and walked purposely back into the room.  Deirdre jumped nervously at the sound of his approach.  He went first to Katie’s bed, and, leaning over, placed a soft kiss upon her lips.  Taking her hand in his, he straightened, his eyes meeting Kevin’s steely glare.  In a voice just as low and even, he said simply, “No.”

The glare in Kevin’s eyes hardened, but was met with the resolve in George’s own.  The unspoken message was clear….This is war.
