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Chapter Forty-Nine

Not a Second Time
George lit a cigarette and, walking over to the window, stared out silently, ignoring the discord in the room.  Not taking her eyes off of him, it hadn’t escaped Katie’s notice that his hand trembled when he held the lighter to his cigarette. 

“Kathryn, I did not raise you to allow anybody to treat you with such disrespect!”  Kevin lectured sternly.

“How can you have anything to do with him after what he’s done, Katie?  You know, maybe we ought to ask the doctor to x-ray her head again, I think he’s missed something!” Jeanie put in.

“Now, Jeanie, sarcasm is not necessary,” Dee chastised calmly.  “Kevin, why don’t we go get a cup of coffee and let the kids talk, hmm?  That will give you a chance to calm down as well.”

“‘Let the kids talk?’  I don’t wanna talk to him!” Jeanie yelled hotly.

“That’s good, Jeanie,” Dee said patiently, “…because I wasn’t talking about you.  I meant Katie and George.”

Kevin looked as if he was going apoplectic.  “Oh no!  The only reason that little bastard is here at all is because I didn’t want Katie getting upset while she was getting her strength back.  Now I find out she’s known all along?  Jesus!”

“Daddy, please!” Katie pleaded with tears in her eyes.

Kevin seemed to hesitate, and Deirdre took the opportunity to pull him out the door while he was still malleable.  “Come on, Jeanie.”  When the girl didn’t move right away, Dee raised her voice, “Jeanie!  Now!”  Unnerved by the unfamiliar sound of Deirdre losing her temper, Jeanie jumped and followed her and Kevin out the door.  

In the ensuing quiet, Katie breathed a sigh of relief.  George, however, continued to stare out the window, smoking and saying nothing at all.  Katie watched and waited, not knowing what to expect.  Why am I nervous?  He’s the one who was screwing around!  I’m not the one who’s wrong here!  So….why am I nervous?

As he came to the end of the cigarette, George stubbed it out in the ashtray, and, finally breaking his silence, said quietly, “So, you’ve know all this time, have you?”

The tone of his question was deceptively conversational.
“Yes,” she replied, her anxiety rendering her voice little more than a whisper.

“I see.” He continued to look out the window, not once did he look at her.  “Were you planning to ever let me know?”
Katie shrugged, forgetting for a moment that he couldn’t see her.  Realizing her error, she said, “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know,” he echoed softly.  There was no mistaking the anger that under-lied his words.  “Have you any idea of what I have been through – the lengths I’ve gone to – to try and keep this from you?  To try to keep us together?”  He finally turned and looked at her.  She shook her head.  Turning back to the window, he whispered, “Right.”  George went quiet again for several minutes before asking, “So, what does it all mean, Kate?  This pretending not to know?”  He turned back to her, “Eh?”

Katie couldn’t bear the intensity of his stare.  Lowering her eyes to look at her hands, she answered, “I don’t know, George.  I wasn’t not saying anything on purpose….or, I suppose I was, but….it was because I didn’t want to deal with it, you know?” She looked back at him questioningly.  “It’s like….if I brought it up….if I told you I knew….then it was real.…it was there, and we would have to do something about it.”
“Like what?” He tilted his head in curiosity.

Katie shrugged again, looking around the room as though it might hold an answer.  “I don’t know….break up, I guess.”

They looked at each other for several seconds, then George nodded in understanding.  “So, is that it?” he asked.  “Is ‘breaking up’ the only way we can ‘deal’ with this, Katie?”

She could feel the tears burning her eyes again, and cursed inwardly.  “What else?” she choked.

For the first time since her admission, George looked nervous.  “You could forgive me…?”

Staring into his eyes, she wished she really hadn’t known.  He bit his lower lip nervously while he awaited an answer.  Katie sighed and said, “I already have forgiven you, George.  That’s not the problem.”

Moving from the window, he came and sat next to her on the bed.  “Well, what, then?”

“How can I ever trust you again?” 

He had no answer.  “It was a mistake, Katie.  A stupid mistake!”

“Which time?” she asked pointedly, and George finally understood what she meant.  “How can I be with someone I can’t trust, George?”
Holding both of her hands in his, he lowered his head in her lap.  “Katie, I’m so sorry!”

“I know you are, but that doesn’t change things, does it?”

Straightening, he pleaded, “Let me make it up to you!  I swear it will never happen again! Katie, I’ll never give you a reason to regret staying with me!  Please?”

She didn’t answer right away, but, after a while, she nodded slowly, and said, “Okay….alright….I will, George.  I will because I’m young and stupid and weak, but I won’t always be, you know?  And the next time you hurt me….the next time you break my heart….it just may be the last.  You remember that for us, okay?”
He would have laughed had she not been so serious.  She meant it.  “I’ll remember, baby girl.”  
She nodded sadly.

Outside the door to his flat, George could hear the telephone ringing and hurried to unlock the door.  Why does the bloody thing always ring when I’m out here?!  He struggled with the keys and, finally unlocking the door, threw it open and grabbed the receiver.  “Yeah?” he shouted impolitely into the phone.

“Please hold the line for Mr. Epstein,” a crisp voice instructed him.  Christ!  Why can’t Brian just dial his own fucking telephone?

“George?”

“Yeah!”

“You’re back from the hospital, I assume?”  
George pulled the receiver from his ear and looked at it with incredulity. “You can assume,” he replied sarcastically.

“Well?”

Well what?  “Er, she’s fine.  Spent a bit of time outdoors with Jeanie – that’s her mate from America --”

“As happy as I am that Katie’s doing well, George, that’s not what I was asking,” Brian reminded him.
Oh!  Oh yeah!  The reporter!  “Right.  Well, I reckon everything is okay fer now.”

“You’ve told her?”

“I didn’t have to….she already knew,” George informed him shortly.  It still smarted to think that Katie had known while he was turning cartwheels trying to keep from losing her.

“Someone else told her?”

“About Pattie, yeah.  One of the nurses showed her a fan magazine.  She remembered about the other…thing.”

“I see….and you’re sure she’s alright with it all?”

“I wouldn’t say she’s over the moon, Bri.  She’s hurt, ya know?  But, she’s not breaking things off with me.”

Brian paused a beat before saying, “I’m happy for you, George!”  In truth, Brian had been rather hoping Katie would break things off and make his job that much easier.

Knowing that Brian was being less than sincere, but appreciating the effort, George gave a dismissive, “Thanks.”

“Right, then….here’s my thoughts on how we’ll handle this story about you and Katie….”  

As his manager droned on for the next fifteen minutes, George turned on the television and reclined on the couch, pretending to listen while Brian laid out his plan for how they would deal with the journalist.  When George heard that he himself would not be required to answer any questions, that Brian would handle all the contacts, and Katie would be left out of it, he all but tuned him out, until he heard Brian say, “….that’s the only way to ensure that neither Britain or the US can bring any charges against you.”

George bolted upright, dropping the telephone in the process.  Scrambling to pick it up again, he shouted into the receiver, “Charges?!  Charges fer what?”

He heard the manager sigh on the other end.  “Have you not heard a word I said, George?”  In exasperation, Brian repeated slowly, “As I mentioned, at sixteen, it’s not considered ‘statutory rape,” however --”

“Rape?!  I didn’t rape her!  Fer fuck’s sake, Brian!”

“George, will you please just listen to me?” Brian yelled over George’s tirade.
Struggling to bring his emotions under control, George agreed, “Yeah, okay, okay, Brian.”

“Good.  Now, the only thing you must keep in mind is that you say nothing about her staying in your flat alone with you.  That’s all.  They can’t charge you with something they can’t prove, George.  Now, can we rely on Katie’s discretion?”

“Yeah, of course!”

“That’s good, George, because that girl has the ability to put you in prison for a very long time, do you understand?”

George didn’t understand.  “I thought you said they couldn’t charge me with…that rape thing….”  

“They can’t, George, unless they can prove that you were, er, intimate, with Katie before she was sixteen.”
Memories of the night following the Homecoming Dance flashed through George’s mind.  “Ah…right.”

“But….they can charge you with ‘corrupting the morals of a minor,’ so I suggest you do all you can to stay in Katie’s good graces, George….at least until interest in this wanes.”

Chance would be a fine thing! Interest in a Beatle’s romance waning?  Right!   “Yeah, okay then, Brian.”

“Alright, George, I’ll be in contact.”

The two men said their good-byes and George replaced the receiver.  I don’t fucking believe this!  Charges?!  Well, as Brian said, they can’t prove anything, and Katie certainly wouldn’t say anything….would she?

Unbidden, the memory of Katie’s words came to him, “…. the next time you hurt me….the next time you beak my heart….it just may be the last….”

Then, once again, he heard Brian warning him, “…. that girl has the ability to put you in prison for a very long time….”
Would she?

George was still lost in thought when he heard a ruckus outside his door.  Just as he was standing up to go investigate, the door banged open to reveal a very inebriated Ringo.

“Alright George?” he yelled exuberantly, his arm draped around the shoulders of a familiar looking brunette.  “Say hullo to Pru, George!  You remember Pru, don’t ya?”

George couldn’t keep from smiling.  Ritchie was usually a “happy drunk,” although George recalled seeing the drink turn his mate mean on the odd occasion.  Pru?  I know her, eh?  Oh, wait a mo!  The film, she’s in the film.  One of the school girls.  Like Pattie.  “’lo, Pru…nice to see yer again!”

George started heading back to his room to give the couple their privacy when Ringo called out to him.  “’ey!  Georgie!  Where ya going, mate?  Don’t leave….we brought a surprise fer ya!”

Still smiling, George turned back.  “Oh aye, and what’s that, Ritch?”

Reaching out into the hall, he grabbed the girl by the arm and jokingly pulled her into the flat.  “Here ya go, I brought one fer you, too!”

The smile froze on George’s face and he felt his blood run cold.  

“Hello, George.  I wasn’t going to come, but Ritchie here insisted.”
Swallowing past the lump that formed in his throat, George said, “Hello, Pattie.”  
Once everyone had left her room for the night, Katie laid back and stared at the ceiling as she went over the events of that evening.  She hadn’t intended to announce that she had known about the model George went away with or that she’d remembered what happened the night of the party, she just couldn’t bear Jeanie and her father treating George so badly on her account.  It was George’s reaction, though, she found most surprising.  She’d been prepared for almost anything….regret, pleading, denial even, but not anger.  For, although he’d kept in check, the anger was evident.  

I made it too easy for him, but what was I supposed to do?  I love him, and I don’t want to lose him.  On the other hand, I can’t live like this.  What good is it staying with him if I can never trust him?  Not to mention that Dad is livid and Jeanie thinks I should be committed!  Jesus!  If it wasn’t one yelling at me, it was the other!  And poor Deirdre!  She’s probably wishing she’d never taken the job!  I know they love me and they’re just looking out for me, but I was right….It is my decision to make.  And I’ve made it.  I just hope I don’t regret it!  
Getting up from her bed, Katie lifted the mattress and pulled the battered magazine from beneath.  Peering at the cover, she felt the familiar flip of her stomach.  The cover showed George and Pattie outside a London club she didn’t recognize.  Jillian hadn’t meant any harm when she showed it to her.  She merely thought that Pattie was an ex-girlfriend of George’s that Katie had replaced in his affections.  It was obvious how wrong she was when she showed Katie the magazine, and she still hadn’t stopped apologizing.  Katie relived that awful moment of realization every time she saw the picture…a feeling like someone was twisting a knife in her heart.  I wonder if George has ever felt that way, if he’s ever had his heart well and truly broken by someone he loved.  I can’t believe that he would ever be unfaithful if he had.  She stared at the cover for a moment longer and then tore the magazine in two, dropping it the trash can.  Just as she returned to her bed, the telephone rang shrilly.  Looking at the clock, Katie wondered who would be phoning at the late hour.  She answered it quickly, before the ringing could disturb the other patients.
“Hello?”

“Hullo, Katie!”

“George?”  He sounds funny!  I wonder if he’s been drinking?

“Ah, no, luv, it’s, er, it’s Neil.”

“Oh!  Hi Neil!”

“I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“No, I wasn’t asleep.”

“Ah, good.  I’m sorry I haven’t come ‘round yet fer a visit, Katie.  I mean, it’s not that I haven’t wanted to.  It’s just that, well George, ya know….”
“Yes, I know,” she giggled.  “But you’re my friend, too, right?”

“Certainly!”

“So, you’re welcome any time, Neil!”

“Well, thank you, Katie!” he laughed.  “Er, as a matter of fact, that’s sort of the reason I’m ringing.”

“Oh?”

“Well, yes, I wanted to see if it would be alright if I came to visit tomorrow afternoon.”

“Of course it is!  I’d love to see you!” she gushed enthusiastically.

She would have laughed if she had seen the blush her enthusiasm had brought to Neil’s face.  “Alright then.  Is there anything I can bring you, Katie?”

“Nope!  Just yourself!”

“Fine, fine.  Okay, I reckon I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

“Okay!  Oh, and hey, Neil?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for the flowers, they’re beautiful!”

“Yer welcome, luv.  I’m glad yer enjoying them!”

“Okay, see you tomorrow!”

“Sleep tight, pet.”

She hung up the phone and reclined back on her bed with a smile.  Now she had something to look forward to.  She had always enjoyed spending time with Neil, despite George’s jealousy.  With a wince, she recalled the fiasco in Miami she’d contributed to creating and felt badly when she remembered how she’d used Neil to intensify George’s jealousy because of her own.  Even then, though, Neil was as gracious and accommodating as ever.  Looking at the flowers, she found herself hoping that George wouldn’t notice that the only bouquets she hadn’t given away were his…and Neil’s.

Reaching over she clicked the light off and laid back to go sleep.  She didn’t even realize she was still wearing a smile.

“She’s a young girl who doesn’t know any better, Dee!” Kevin was ranting.  “You’re making her out to be grown woman with an experience of the world, and she’s not.”
“But Kevin, she’s right.  It’s her relationship…her decision, and she’s decided to forgive George.  I can understand why that upsets you, but what do you think there is to gain by forcing her to end the relationship?  The biggest loser in that scenario is you, sweetheart.”

“What do you mean?”  he asked.

“I mean, it’s you Katie will end up resenting, Kevin.  If what you say is true, and George does end up breaking her heart again, then she’ll learn, darling!  Granted, she’ll learn the hard way, but it’s a lesson she’s not likely to forget.  Whereas, if you interfere, make her go home, forbid her to see George, you’re as good as driving her into his arms and out of your life.  Is that what you really want?”
Kevin was staring out the second story window at the street below.  Across the street, he saw a young woman – she couldn’t have been much older than Katie – and she was walking slowly down the street, alone and sad-looking.  For a moment, he imagined the girl was Katie, and he felt his own heart break.  “No, no I don’t want that, Dee,” he replied softly.

Dee came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist.  “I didn’t think so,” she said, kissing his shoulder.  “I’m going to go get ready for bed, are you coming?”

Turning, he looked at her with surprise.  “What about Jeanie?”

“She’s already fast asleep.  Beside, as long as we’re careful, I don’t think she’ll know,” Dee assured him with a wink.

“Well, as tempting as that sounds, I’m feeling a bit restless tonight, honey.  I was thinking I’d maybe go for a walk.”

Dee nodded in agreement.  “Perhaps a walk would do you some good, Kevin, but how’s your leg feeling, especially in all this dampness?”
“A bit achy,” he admitted.  “But not so bad. I won’t go very far.”

Dee regarded him thoughtfully.  “Would you like me to come with you?”

“You know, sweetie, I really just want to be alone for a while.  You understand, don’t you?”

She stretched up and kissed his lips lightly.  “I understand perfectly, darling.  Go.  When you return, you know where to find me.”

He touched her face lovingly, “You are far better than I deserve, you know.”

She ran a hand through his thick, dark hair.  “I know!”  she laughed. 
“I must admit, George, I was a bit stunned when I learned that Katie was only sixteen.  I even thought that you were perhaps having me on about her being your fiancée.”

George nodded in understanding.  “You’d have to know Katie to understand, I’m afraid.”

“Well, the odds of that happening don’t look very good, do they?” she smiled kindly.

“No, I reckon they don’t,” George agreed with a grin of his own.   “She’s…ah…I don’t know…she’s special.”

George stared into his drink before lifting the glass to his lips and sipping.  Pattie took the opportunity to look at him more closely.  “You’re very much in love with her, aren’t you?” she asked forlornly.

“I am,” he replied, still unable to bring himself to look at her.  

“Then, I still don’t understand, George.  Why?  Why ask me for that first date…or the second for that matter…much less all the rest….and that weekend in Ireland?”  Reaching out, she laid a hand on his wrist.  “I’m not asking in anger, George, I’m just trying to understand.”
George hesitated a moment.  Then, with a shrug, he went to answer, but was momentarily distracted by the sound of the buzzer at the door.  Briefly wondering who would be having the doorman ring the flat at the late hour, he turned to see Ritchie talking into the small intercom.  Must be John…or Paul, I reckon.  Turning back to Pattie, he replied, “Fer all the reasons I mentioned before, Pat, but, most of all, I s’pose, fer no good enough reason at all.  Not good enough to hurt Katie that way.  Not good enough to hurt you, and, for all that, I really am very sorry….fer what it’s worth,” he added with a small laugh.
“Well,” Pattie started softly, “For what it’s worth….I forgive you, George, and while I still want you to hold on to my telephone number just in case things don’t quite work out,” she said half-jokingly, “I wish you and your Katie the very best.”

George smiled, “Thanks, Pattie.  That means a lot.”

She smiled widely in response.  “Sadly, you’re not first man to break my heart, and I’m sure you’re far from the last.  Come on, then and give us hug….no hard feelings and all that sort of rot!”

George stood and embraced the girl tightly.  

“Er, George?” Ritchie called out awkwardly.

“Yeah?” George answered, looking over Pattie’s shoulder at his friend….beside him stood Kevin Kelly.
