


	
	



    
Dear Readers,

This is the book that started it all. For years Id amused myself wondering what would happen if a woman who knew nothing about sports inherited a professional football team. When I finally started writing It Had to Be You, I had no idea it would be the first in a series of books. (Please keep this to yourself, but Im not crazy about sports.) The series begins with It Had to Be You and ends with This Heart of Mine, which tells the story of Molly Somerville, whom youll meet for the first time here.

I hope you enjoy this introduction to the Chicago Stars family. Although each of these books stands on its own, some prefer to read them in order. If youd like to learn more about this series and all of my books, visit my web site at www.susanphillips.com or send me a self-addressed stamped business-sized envelope.
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1

Phoebe Somerville outraged everyone by bringing a French poodle and a Hungarian lover to her fathers funeral. She sat at the gravesite like a fifties movie queen with the small white poodle perched in her lap and a pair of rhinestone-studded cats-eye sunglasses shielding her eyes. It was difficult for the mourners to decide who looked more out of placethe perfectly clipped poodle sporting a pair of matching peach satin ear bows, Phoebes unbelievably handsome Hungarian with his long, beaded ponytail, or Phoebe herself.

Phoebes ash blond hair, artfully streaked with platinum, swooped down over one eye like Marilyn Monroes in The SevenYear Itch. Her moist, full lips, painted a delicious shade of peony pink, were slightly parted as she gazed toward the shiny black casket that held what was left of Bert Somerville. She wore an ivory suit with a silky, quilted jacket, but the outrageous gold metallic bustier beneath was more appropriate to a rock concert than a funeral. And the slim skirt, belted with loops of gold chain (one of which sported a dangling fig leaf) was slit at the side to the middle of her shapely thigh.

This was the first time Phoebe had been back in Chicago since shed run away when she was eighteen, so only a few of the mourners present had ever met Bert Somervilles prodigal daughter. From the stories theyd heard, however, none of them were surprised that Bert had disinherited her. What father would want to pass on his estate to a daughter whod been the mistress of a man more than forty years her senior, even if that man had been the noted Spanish painter, Arturo Flores? And then there was the embarrassment of the paintings. To someone like Bert Somerville, naked pictures were naked pictures, and the fact that the dozens of abstract nudes Flores had executed of Phoebe now graced the walls of museums all over the world hadnt softened his judgment.

Phoebe had a slender waist and slim, shapely legs, but her breasts and hips were plump and womanly, a throw-back to an almost forgotten time when women had looked like women. She had a bad girls body, the sort of body that, even at thirty-three, could just as well have been displayed with a staple through the navel as hanging on a museum wall. It was a bimbos bodynever mind that the brain inside was highly intelligent, since Phoebe was the sort of woman who was seldom judged by anything except appearances.

Her face wasnt any more conventional than her body. There was something off-kilter about the arrangement of her features, although it was difficult to say exactly what since her nose was straight, her mouth well formed, and her jaw strong. Perhaps it was the outrageously sexy tiny black mole that sat high on her cheekbone. Or maybe it was her eyes. Those who had seen them before shed slipped on her rhinestone sunglasses had noted the way they tilted upward at the corners, too exotic, somehow, to fit with the rest of her face. Arturo Flores had frequently exaggerated those amber eyes, sometimes painting them larger than her hips, sometimes superimposing them over her wonderful breasts.

Throughout the funeral, Phoebe seemed cool and composed, despite the fact that the July air was heavy with humidity. Even the rushing waters of the nearby DuPage River, which ran through several of Chicagos western suburbs, didnt provide any relief from the heat. A dark green canopy shaded both the gravesite and the rows of chairs set up for the dignitaries in a semicircle around the black ebony casket, but the canopy wasnt large enough to shelter everyone attending, and much of the well-dressed crowd was standing in the sun, where theyd begun to wilt, not only from the humidity but also from the overpowering scent of nearly a hundred floral arrangements. Luckily, the ceremony had been short, and since there was no reception afterward, they could soon head for their favorite watering holes to cool off and secretly rejoice in the fact that Bert Somervilles number had come up instead of their own.

The shiny black casket rested above the ground on a green carpet that had been laid directly in front of the place where Phoebe was sitting between her fifteen-year-old half sister, Molly, and her cousin Reed Chandler. The polished lid held a star-shaped floral spray of white roses embellished with sky blue and gold ribbons, the colors of the Chicago Stars, the National Football League franchise Bert had bought ten years earlier.

When the ceremony ended, Phoebe cradled the white poodle in her arms and rose to her feet, stepping into a shaft of sunlight that sparked the gold metallic threads of her bustier and set the rhinestone frames of her cats-eye sunglasses afire. The effect was unnecessarily dramatic for a woman who was already quite dramatic enough.

Reed Chandler, Berts thirty-five-year-old nephew, got up from his chair next to her and walked over to place a flower on the casket. Phoebes half sister Molly followed self-consciously. Reed gave every appearance of being grief-stricken, although it was an open secret that he would inherit his uncles football team. Phoebe dutifully placed her own flower on her fathers coffin and refused to let the old bitterness return. What was the use? She hadnt been able to win her fathers love while he was alive, and now she could finally give up the effort. She reached out to give a comforting touch to the young half sister who was such a stranger to her, but Molly pulled away, just as she always did whenever Phoebe tried to get close to her.

Reed returned to her side, and Phoebe instinctively recoiled. Despite all the charity boards he now served on, she couldnt forget what a bully he had been as a child. She quickly turned away from him, and in a breathless, slightly husky voice that fit her chicky-boom body almost too perfectly, she addressed those around her.

So nice of you to attend. Especially in this awful heat. Viktor, sweetie, would you take Pooh?

She held out the small white poodle to Viktor Szabo, who was driving the women crazy, not just because of his exotic good looks, but because there was something hauntingly familiar about this gorgeous hunk of a Hungarian. A few of them correctly identified him as the model who posed, hair undone, oiled muscles bulging, and zipper open, in a national advertising campaign for mens jeans.

Viktor took the dog from her. Of course, my darling, he replied in an accent that, although noticeable, was less pronounced than that of any of the Gabor sisters, who had lived in the States many decades longer than he had.

My pet, Phoebe purred, not at Pooh, but at Viktor.

Privately Viktor thought Phoebe was pushing it a bit, but he was Hungarian and inclined to be pessimistic, so he blew a kiss in her direction and regarded her soulfully while he settled the poodle in his arms and arranged his posture best to display his perfectly sculpted body. Occasionally he moved his head so that the light caught the sparkle of silver beads discreetly woven into the dramatic ponytail that fell a quarter of the way down his back.

Phoebe extended a slim-fingered hand whose long, peony-pink nails were tipped with crescents of white toward the portly U.S. Senator who had approached her and regarded him as if he were a particularly delectable piece of beefcake. Senator, thank you so much for coming. I know how busy you must be, and youre a perfect honey.

The senators plump, gray-haired wife shot Phoebe a suspicious look, but when Phoebe turned to greet her, the woman was surprised at the warmth and friendliness in her smile. Later, she would notice that Phoebe Somerville seemed more relaxed with the women than the men. Curious for such an obvious sexpot. But then it was a strange family.

Bert Somerville had a history of marrying Las Vegas showgirls. The first of them, Phoebes mother, had died years before while trying to give birth to the son Bert craved. His third wife, Mollys mother had lost her life in a small plane accident thirteen years earlier on the way to Aspen, where she was planning to celebrate her divorce. Only Berts second wife was still living, and she wouldnt have walked across the street to attend his funeral, let alone fly in from Reno.

Tully Archer, the venerable defensive coordinator of the Chicago Stars, left Reeds side and approached Phoebe. With his white hair, grizzled eyebrows, and red-veined nose, he looked like a beardless Santa Claus.

Terrible thing, Miss Somerville. Terrible. He cleared his throat with a rhythmic hut-hut. Dont believe weve met. Unusual not to have met Berts daughter, all the years weve known each other. Bert and I go way back, and Im going to miss him. Not that the two of us always agreed on things. He could be damned stubborn. But, still, we go way back.

He continued shaking her hand and rambling on without ever making eye contact with her. Anyone who didnt follow football might have wondered how someone who seemed on the verge of senility could possibly coach a professional football team, but those who had seen him work never made the mistake of underestimating his coaching abilities.

He loved to talk, however, and when he showed no intention of running out of words, Phoebe interrupted. And arent you just a dear to say so, Mr. Archer. An absolute sugarplum.

Tully Archer had been called many things in his life, but he had never been called a sugarplum, and the appellation left him temporarily speechless, which might have been what she intended because she immediately turned away only to see a regiment of monster men lined up to offer their condolences.

In shoes the size of tramp steamers, they shifted uneasily from one foot to the other. Thousands of pounds of beef on the hoof with thighs like battering rams, they had thick, monstrous necks rooted in bulging shoulders. Their hands were clasped like grappling hooks in front of them as if they expected the national anthem to begin playing at any moment, and their freakish, oversized bodies were stuffed into sky blue team blazers and gray trousers. Beads of perspiration from the midday heat glimmered on skin that ranged in color from a glistening blue-black to a suntanned white. Like plantation slaves, the National Football Leagues Chicago Stars had come to pay homage to the man who owned them.

A slit-eyed, neckless man who looked as if he should be leading a riot at a maximum security prison stepped up. He kept his eyes so firmly fixed on Phoebes face that it was obvious he was forcing himself not to let his gaze drift lower to her spectacular breasts. Im Elvis Crenshaw, nose guard. Real sorry about Mr. Somerville.

Phoebe accepted his condolences. The nose guard moved on, glancing curiously at Viktor Szabo as he passed.

Viktor, who stood only a few feet from Phoebe, had struck his Rambo pose, a feat not all that easy to carry off considering the fact that he had a small white poodle cradled in his arms instead of an Uzi. Still, he could tell the pose was working because nearly every woman in the crowd was watching him. Now, if he could only catch the attention of that sexy creature with the marvelous derriere, his day would be perfect.

Unfortunately, the sexy creature with the marvelous derriere had stopped in front of Phoebe and had eyes only for her.

Miz Somerville, Im Dan Calebow, head coach of the Stars.

Well, hel-lo, Mr. Calebow, Phoebe crooned in a voice that sounded to Viktor like a peculiar cross between Bette Midler and Bette Davis, but then he was Hungarian, and what did he know.

Phoebe was Viktors best friend in the entire world, and he would have done anything for her, a devotion he was proving by agreeing to act out this macabre charade as her lover. At this moment, however, he wanted nothing more than to whisk her away from harm. She didnt seem to understand that she was playing with fire by toying with that hot-blooded man. Or maybe she did. When Phoebe felt cornered, she could haul an entire army of defensive weapons into action, and seldom were any of them wisely chosen.

Dan Calebow hadnt spared Viktor a glance, so it wasnt difficult for the Hungarian to categorize him as one of those maddening men who was completely close-minded on the subject of an alternative lifestyle. A pity, but an attitude Viktor accepted with his characteristic good nature.

Phoebe might not recognize Dan Calebow, but Viktor followed American football and knew that Calebow had been one of the NFLs most explosive and controversial quarterbacks until he had retired five years ago to take up coaching. In midseason last fall Bert had fired the Stars head coach and hired Dan, who had been working for the rival Chicago Bears organization, to fill the position.

Calebow was a big, blond lion of a man who carried himself with the authority of someone who had no patience for self-doubt. A bit taller than Viktors own six feet, he was more muscular than most professional quarterbacks. He had a high, broad forehead and a strong nose with a small bump at the bridge. His bottom lip was slightly fuller than his top, and a thin white scar marked the point midway between his mouth and chin. But his most fascinating feature wasnt either that interesting mouth, his thick tawny hair, or the macho chin scar. Instead, it was a pair of predatory sea-green eyes, which were, at that moment, surveying his poor Phoebe with such intensity that Viktor half expected her skin to begin steaming.

Im real sorry about Bert, Calebow said, his Alabama boyhood still evident in his speech. We surely are going to miss him.

How kind of you to say so, Mr. Calebow.

A faintly exotic cadence had been added to the husky undertones of Phoebes speech, and Viktor realized she had introduced Kathleen Turner to her repertoire of sexy female voices. She didnt usually shift around so much, so he knew she was rattled. Not that shed let anyone see it. Phoebe had a reputation as a sexpot to uphold.

Viktors attention returned to the Stars head coach. He remembered reading that Dan Calebow had been nicknamed Ice during his playing days because of his chilling lack of compassion for his opponent. He couldnt blame Phoebe for being unsettled in his presence. This man was formidable.

Bert surely did love the game, Calebow continued, and he was a good man to work for.

Im certain he was. Each prolonged syllable she uttered was a breathlessly delivered promise of sexual debauchery, a promise Viktor knew all too well Phoebe had no intention of keeping.

He realized how nervous she was when she turned and held her arms out to him. Guessing correctly that she wanted Pooh as a distraction device, he stepped forward, but just as she took the animal, a maintenance truck that had entered the cemetery backfired, startling the poodle.

Pooh gave a yap and leapt free of her arms. The dog had been restrained too long, and she began a wild dash through the crowd, yapping shrilly, her tail wagging so wildly the pom-pom looked as if it might fly off at any moment and whistle through the air like Oddjobs hat.

Pooh! Phoebe cried, taking off after her just as the small white dog bumped against the slender metal legs that supported a towering arrangement of gladiolus.

Phoebe wasnt the most athletic of creatures under the best of circumstances. Further hampered by her tight skirt, she couldnt reach the dog in time to prevent disaster. The flowers teetered and toppled backward, knocking into the wreath jammed next to them, which, in turn, upset a massive spray of dahlias. The arrangements were packed so closely together that it was impossible for one to fall without knocking into another, and flowers and water began to fly. The mourners who were standing nearby jumped away in an effort to protect their clothing and knocked into more of the floral tributes. Like dominoes, one basket tipped against another, until the ground began to look like Merlin Olsens worst nightmare.

Phoebe whipped off her sunglasses to reveal her exotically tilted amber eyes. Stay, Pooh! Stay, dammit! Viktor!

Viktor had already rushed to the opposite side of the casket in an effort to head off the rampaging poodle, but in his haste he knocked over several chairs, which, in turn, flew into another group of floral arrangements, setting off a separate chain reaction.

A Gold Coast socialite, who fancied herself an expert on small dogs since she owned a shiatsu, made a leap for the frenzied poodle only to draw up short when Pooh dropped her tail, bared her teeth, and snapped at her like a canine Terminator. Although Pooh was generally the most congenial of dogs, the socialite had the misfortune to be wearing Calvin Kleins Eternity, a fragrance Pooh had detested ever since one of Phoebes friends, who had been drenched in it, had called her a mutt and kicked her under the table.

Phoebe, whose side-slit skirt was showing far too much of her thigh for respectability, shot between two defensive linemen. They watched with open amusement as she gestured toward the poodle. Pooh! Here, Pooh!

Molly Somerville, mortified by the spectacle her half sister was making, tried to hide herself in the crowd.

As Phoebe dodged a chair, the heavy gold fig leaf dangling from the links of her belt bumped against the part of her that fig leaves had been designed to shield. She began to grab for it before she was permanently bruised, only to have the slippery leather soles of her pumps hit a batch of wet lilies. Her feet shot out from under her, and, with a whoosh of expelled breath, she fell.

At the sight of her mistress sliding across the ground on her rear, Pooh forgot about the menacingly perfumed socialite. Incorrectly interpreting Phoebes actions as an invitation to play, the dogs yips grew delirious with excitement.

Phoebe tried unsuccessfully to scramble to her feet, giving both the Mayor of Chicago and several members of the rival Bears organization a generous view of the top of her thigh. Pooh dashed between the legs of a pompous network sportscaster and shot under the graveside chairs just as Viktor came toward her from the other side. The dog loved to play with Viktor, and her yips grew more fervent.

Pooh made a quick jog, but braked sharply as she realized she was blocked by overturned flower baskets and a large patch of sodden grassa formidable barrier for an animal who hated getting her paws wet. Cornered, she leapt up onto one of the folding chairs. When it began to teeter, she gave a nervous yip and jumped to another and from there up onto a smooth, hard surface.

The crowd gave a collective gasp as white roses and streamers of sky blue and gold ribbon went flying. Everyone fell silent.

Phoebe, who had just managed to get to her feet, froze. Viktor cursed softly in Hungarian.

Pooh, always sensitive to the humans she loved, cocked her head to the side as if she were trying to understand why everybody was looking at her. Sensing that she had done something very wrong, she began to tremble.

Phoebe caught her breath. It wasnt good for Pooh to get nervous. She remembered the last time it had happened and took a quick step forward. No, Pooh!

But her warning came too late. The trembling dog was already squatting. With an apologetic expression on her small, furry face, she began to pee on the lid of Bert Somervilles casket.



Bert Somervilles estate had been built in the 1950s on ten acres of land in the affluent Chicago suburb of Hinsdale, located in the heart of DuPage County. In the early twentieth century the county had been rural, but as the decades slipped by, its small towns had grown together until they formed a giant bedroom for the executives who boarded the Burlington Northern commuter trains that took them into the Loop each day, and also for the engineers who worked in the high-tech industries that sprang up along the East West Tollway. Gradually, the brick wall that bordered the estate had been enclosed by shady residential streets.

As a child Phoebe had spent little time living in the stately Tudor home that sat among the oaks, maples, and walnut trees of the western suburbs. Bert had kept her in a private Connecticut boarding school until summer, when he sent her to an exclusive girls camp. During her infrequent trips home, she had found the house dark and oppressive, and as she climbed the curving staircase to the second floor two hours after the funeral, she decided that nothing had happened to make her alter her opinion.

The condemning eyes of an elephant illegally bagged during one of Berts African safaris stared down at her from the maroon-flocked wallpaper at the top of the staircase. Her shoulders slumped dispiritedly. Grass stains soiled her ivory suit, and the sheer nylons that sheathed her legs were dirty and torn. Her blond hair stuck out in every direction, and shed long ago eaten off her peony-pink lipstick.

Unbidden, the face of the Stars head coach came back to her. He was the one who had picked Pooh off the casket by the scruff of her neck. Those green eyes of his had been cold and condemning as hed handed the dog over to her. Phoebe sighed. The melee of her fathers funeral was another screwup in a life already full of them. She had wanted everyone to know she didnt care that her father had disinherited her, but as usual, she had gone too far and everything had backfired.

She paused for a moment at the top of the stairs, wondering if her life might have been different if her mother had lived. She no longer thought very much about the showgirl mother she couldnt remember, but as a lonely child she had woven elaborate fantasies about her, trying to conjure up in her imagination a tender, beautiful woman who would have given her all the love her father had withheld.

She wondered if Bert had ever really loved anyone. Hed had little use for women in general, and none at all for an overweight, clumsy little girl who didnt have a high opinion of herself to begin with. For as long as she could remember, he had told her she was useless, and she now suspected that he might have been right.

At the age of thirty-three, she was unemployed and nearly broke. Arturo had died seven years ago. She had spent the first two years after his death administering the touring exhibits of his paintings, but after the collection went on permanent display in Pariss Muse dOrsay, shed moved to Manhattan. The money Arturo had left her when hed died had gradually disappeared, helping to pay the medical expenses of many of her friends who had died from AIDS. She didnt regret a penny. For years shed worked in a small, but exclusive, West Side gallery that specialized in the avant-garde. Just last week, her elderly employer had closed the doors for the last time, leaving her at loose ends while she looked for a new direction in her life.

The thought flickered through her mind that she was getting tired of being outrageous, but she was feeling too fragile to cope with introspection, so she finished making her way to her sisters bedroom and knocked on the door. Molly, its Phoebe. May I come in?

There was no answer.

Molly, may I come in?

More seconds ticked by before Phoebe heard a muted, sullen, I guess.

She mentally braced herself as she turned the knob and stepped inside the bedroom that had been hers as a child. During the few weeks each year when she had lived here, the room had been cluttered with books, food scraps, and tapes of her favorite music. Now it was as pin-neat as its occupant.

Molly Somerville, the fifteen-year-old half sister Phoebe barely knew, sat in a chair by the window, still dressed in the shapeless brown dress shed worn to the funeral. Unlike Phoebe, who had been overweight as a child, Molly was rail thin, and her heavy, jaw-length dark brown hair needed a good trim. She was also plain, with pale, dull skin that looked as if it had never seen the sun and small, unremarkable features.

How are you doing, Molly?

Fine. She didnt look up from the book that lay open in her lap.

Phoebe sighed to herself. Molly made no secret of the fact that she hated her guts, but theyd had so little contact over the years that she wasnt certain why. When Phoebe had returned to the States after Arturos death, shed made several trips to Connecticut to visit Molly at school, but Molly had been so uncommunicative shed eventually given up. Shed continued to send birthday and Christmas presents, however, along with occasional letters, all of which went unacknowledged. It was ironic that Bert had disinherited her from everything except what should have been his most important responsibility.

Can I get you anything? Something to eat?

Molly shook her head and silence fell between them.

I know this has been tough. Im really sorry.

The child shrugged.

Molly, we need to talk, and it would be easier on both of us if youd look at me.

Molly lifted her head from her book and regarded Phoebe with blank, patient eyes, giving Phoebe the uneasy feeling that she was the child and her sister the adult. She wished she still smoked, because she was in desperate need of a cigarette.

You know that Im your legal guardian now.

Mr. Hibbard explained it to me.

I think we need to talk about your future.

Theres nothing to talk about.

She pushed a wayward blond curl behind her ear. Molly, you dont have to go back to camp if you dont want to. Youre more than welcome to fly to New York with me tomorrow for the rest of the summer. Ive subleased an apartment from a friend whos in Europe. It has a great location.

I want to go back.

From the pallor of Mollys skin, Phoebe didnt believe her sister enjoyed camp any more than she had. You can if you really want to, but I know what its like to feel as if you dont have a home. Remember that Bert sent me to school at Crayton, too, and packed me off to camp every summer. I hated it. New York is fun during the summer. We could have a great time and get to know each other better.

I want to go to camp, Molly repeated stubbornly.

Are you absolutely sure about this?

Im sure. You have no right to keep me from going back.

Despite the childs hostility and the headache that was beginning to form at her temples, Phoebe was reluctant to let the issue pass so easily. She decided to try a new tack and nodded toward the book in Mollys lap. What are you reading?

Dostoyevski. Im doing an independent study on him in the fall.

Im impressed. Thats pretty heavy reading for a fifteen-year-old.

Not for me. Im quite bright.

Phoebe wanted to smile, but Molly had delivered the statement so matter-of-factly that she couldnt. Thats right. You do well in school, dont you?

I have an exceptionally high IQ.

Being smarter than everyone else can be as much a curse as a blessing. Phoebe remembered the trauma of her own school days when shed been brighter than so many of her classmates. It had been one more element that had made her feel different from everyone else.

Mollys expression never altered. Im quite grateful for my intelligence. Most of the other girls in my class are dolts.

Despite the fact that Molly was acting like an obnoxious little prig, Phoebe tried not to judge her. She, of all people, knew that Bert Somervilles daughters had to find their own way of coping with life. As an adolescent, she had hidden her insecurities behind fat. Later, she had become outrageous. Molly was hiding behind her brains.

If youll excuse me, Phoebe. Ive reached a particularly interesting section, and Id like to get back to it.

Phoebe ignored the childs obvious dismissal and made another attempt to convince her to come to Manhattan. But Molly refused to change her mind, and Phoebe eventually had to concede defeat.

As she got ready to leave the room, she stopped at the door. Youll call me if you need anything, wont you?

Molly nodded, but Phoebe didnt believe her. The child would eat rat poison before shed come to her disreputable older sister for help.

She tried to shake off her depression as she headed back downstairs. She heard Viktor on the living room telephone with his agent. Needing a moment alone to collect herself, she slipped into her fathers study, where Pooh was asleep in one of the armchairs that sat in front of a glass-fronted gun cabinet. The poodles fluffy white head shot up. She sprang from the chair, her pom-pom tail wagging, and raced across the carpet to her mistress.

Phoebe sank to her knees and gathered the dog to her; Hey, sport, you really did it today, didnt you?

Pooh gave her an apologetic lick. Phoebe began to retie the bows that had come undone at the dogs ears, but her fingers were trembling, so she abandoned the effort. Pooh would just work them loose again anyway.

The dog was a disgrace to the dignity of her breed. She hated bows and rhinestone collars, refused to sleep on her doggy bed, and wasnt the slightest bit picky about food. She detested being clipped, brushed, or bathed and wouldnt wear the monogrammed sweater Viktor had given her. She wasnt even a good guard dog. Last year when Phoebe had been mugged in broad daylight on the Upper West Side, Pooh had spent the whole time rubbing against the muggers legs begging to be petted.

Phoebe buried her hair in the dogs soft topknot. Underneath that fancy pedigree, youre nothing but a mutt, arent you, Pooh?

Abruptly, Phoebe lost the battle she had been fighting all day and gave a choked sob. A mutt. Thats what she was. All dressed up like a French poodle.

Viktor found her in the library. With more tact than he usually displayed, he ignored the fact that shed been crying. Phoebe, pet, he said kindly, your fathers lawyer is here to meet with you.

I dont want to see anyone, she sniffed, searching futilely for a tissue.

Viktor extracted a plum-colored handkerchief from the pocket of his gray silk jacket and handed it to her. Youll have to talk with him sooner or later.

I already did. He called me about Mollys guardianship the day after Bert died.

Maybe this has to do with your fathers estate.

Im not involved with that. She blew noisily into the handkerchief. She had always pretended that being disinherited didnt bother her, but it was painful to have such clear and public proof of her fathers scorn.

Hes quite insistent. Viktor picked up the purse she had left in the chair where Pooh had been sleeping and opened it. It was a gently used Judith Lieber clutch he had found in a consignment shop in the East Village, and he gave Phoebe a disapproving glance as he spotted a Milky Way nestled at the bottom. Pushing it aside, he pulled out her comb and restored her hair to order. With that done, he extracted her compact and lipstick. While she repaired her makeup, he took a moment to admire her.

Viktor found the off-kilter features that had inspired some of Arturo Floress best work far more appealing than the puffy-lipped faces of the anorexic models he posed with. Others had, too, including the famous photographer Asha Belchoir whod recently done a photo session with her.

Take off those torn stockings. You look like you belong in the chorus of Les Mis.

While she reached under her skirt to do as he said, he returned her makeup to her purse. Then he straightened her fig leaf belt and walked her to the door.

I dont want to meet with anybody, Viktor.

Youre not going to back down now.

Panic filled her amber eyes. I cant pull this off much longer.

Then why dont you stop trying? He brushed his thumb over her cheek. People may not be gloating as much as you think.

I cant tolerate the idea of anyone feeling sorry for me.

Youd rather have everyone dislike you?

She forced a cocky smile as she reached for the knob. Im comfortable with contempt. Its pity I cant stand.

Viktor took in the clothes that were so inappropriate to the occasion and shook his head. Poor Phoebe. When are you going to finish inventing yourself?

When I get it right, she said softly.
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Brian Hibbard shuffled the papers in his lap. I apologize for barging in on you so soon after the funeral, Miss Somerville, but the housekeeper informed me that you were planning to fly back to Manhattan tomorrow evening. I hadnt realized youd be returning so soon.

The lawyer was short and plump, in his late forties, with ruddy skin and graying hair. A well-cut charcoal suit didnt quite hide the slight paunch that had formed around his middle. Phoebe sat across from him in one of the wing chairs positioned near the massive stone fireplace that dominated the living room. Shed always hated this dark, paneled room presided over by stuffed birds, mounted animal heads, and an ashtray cruelly made from a giraffes hoof.

As she crossed her legs, the thin gold chain encircling her ankle glimmered in the light. Hibbard noticed, but pretended he hadnt.

Theres no reason for me to stay any longer, Mr. Hibbard. Mollys returning to camp tomorrow afternoon, and my flight leaves a few hours after hers.

Thats going to make this difficult, Im afraid. Your fathers will is a bit complicated.

Her father had kept her well acquainted with the details of his will, even before the final six months of his life, when he had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. She knew he had set up a trust fund for Molly and that Reed was to inherit his beloved Stars.

Are you aware of the fact that your father had some financial setbacks these past few years?

Not the details. We didnt speak very frequently.

They had been completely estranged for almost ten years, from the time she was eighteen until she had returned to the States after Arturos death. After that, theyd met occasionally when he came to Manhattan on business, but she was no longer a timid, overweight child he could bully, and their encounters had been angry ones.

Although her father kept mistresses and married showgirls, his own impoverished childhood had made him crave respectability, and her lifestyle mortified him. He was violently homophobic, as well as being contemptuous of the arts. He hated the newspaper and magazine stories that would occasionally appear about her and declared that her associations with fruits and flakes made him look like a fool in front of his business associates. Again and again he ordered her to return to Chicago and take over as his unpaid housekeeper. If it had been love that had motivated his offer, she would have done as hed asked, but Bert had merely wanted to control her, just as hed controlled everyone else around him.

Hed remained tough and uncompromising to the end, using his terminal illness as a bludgeon to remind her of what a disappointment she had been to him. He hadnt even let her come to visit him in Chicago when he was dying, saying he didnt want any goddamn vigils. In their last telephone conversation, hed told her she was his only failure.

As she blinked her eyes against a fresh surge of tears, she realized that Brian Hibbard was still speaking. ... so your fathers estate is not as large as it was during the eighties. He directed that this house be sold, with the proceeds making up your sisters trust find. His condo isnt to be put on the market for at least a year, however, so you and your sister can have the use of it until then.

A condo? I dont know anything about that.

Its not far from the Stars Complex. Heuhkept it for private use.

For his mistresses, Phoebe said flatly.

Yes, wellIts been vacant for the past six months, ever since his illness. Unfortunately, those are the only properties not connected with the Stars that he held on to. His financial situation isnt entirely bleak, however.

I wouldnt think so. His football team must be worth millions.

Its quite valuable, although it, too, is having financial difficulties. Something in her expression must have given away her feelings because he said, You dont like football?

No, I dont. She had spoken with too much intensity, and he was regarding her curiously. Quickly, she gave an indolent wave of her hand. Im more the uptown-gallery-dinner-at-Le Cirque-before-an-evening-of-experimental-theater type. I eat tofu, Mr. Hibbard.

She thought the remark was pretty darned cute, but he didnt even smile. Its hard to believe that Bert Somervilles daughter doesnt like football.

Scandalous, I know, she said breezily. But there it is. Im allergic to perspirationmine or anyone elses. Luckily, my sainted cousin Reed has always sweated copiously, so now the familys football dynasty can live on.

The lawyer hesitated, looking distinctly unhappy. Im afraid its not quite so straightforward.

What do you mean?

Several months before your fathers death, he executed a new will. For the short term, at least, Reed has been disinherited.

Several seconds ticked by as she absorbed this startling piece of information. She remembered how calm her cousin had seemed at the funeral. Reed obviously doesnt know about this.

I urged Bert to tell him, but he refused. My partner and I have the unenviable task of breaking the news when we meet with him this evening. Hes not going to look kindly on the fact that Bert is temporarily passing the team on to his daughter.

His daughter? And then she thought of the teenager who was reading Dostoyevski upstairs and began to smile. My sisters going to make professional football history.

Im afraid I dont follow you.

How many fifteen-year-old girls own their own NFL team?

Hibbard looked alarmed. Im sorry, Miss Somerville. Its been a long day, and Im not making myself clear. Your father didnt leave your sister the team.

He didnt?

Oh, no. He left it to you.

He did what?

He left the team to you, Miss Somerville. Youre the new owner of the Chicago Stars.



That night as Phoebe wandered through the rooms of her fathers ugly house, she tried to say prayers for the dead animals hanging on the walls. She tried to say them for herself as well because she was afraid she might be turning into one of those cynical people who hug old bitterness like a treasured bone to be gnawed over forever.

Why did you do this to me, Bert? Did you need to control me so much that you even had to bend me to your will from the grave?

When Brian Hibbard had announced that Bert had left her the Stars, shed experienced a moment of such incredible happiness that she couldnt speak. She hadnt thought about the money or the power or even the fact that she hated football. Shed simply rejoiced that after so many years of animosity, her father had proved that he did care about her. She remembered sitting dazed while the lawyer told her the rest.

Quite frankly, Miss Somerville, I dont approve of the terms your father has put on your inheritance of the Stars. Both my partner and I tried to change his mind, but he refused to listen. Im sorry. Since he was definitely of sound mind, neither you nor Reed can successfully challenge the will.

She had stared at him blankly. What do you mean? What terms?

I told you this inheritance was temporary.

How can an inheritance be temporary?

Setting aside the legal language, the concept is quite simple. For you to retain ownership of the team, the Stars have to win the AFC Championship this coming January, something that is highly unlikely. If they dont win, youll get one hundred thousand dollars and the team reverts to Reed.

Even the news that she might receive such an enormous amount of money couldnt keep her joy from fading. With a sinking heart, she realized this was another of her fathers manipulations.

Are you saying that Ill only own the team until January, and then Reed will get it?

Unless the Stars win the AFC Championship, in which case the team would be yours forever.

She pushed her hair back from her face with a trembling hand. II dont know anything about football. This championship game? Is this the Super Bowl?

To his credit, Hibbard launched into a patient explanation. Its one step away. The National Football League is split into two conferences, the American Football Conference, the AFC, and the National Football Conference. The two best teams in each conference play for their conference championship, and the winners of those games meet in the Super Bowl.

She wanted to make certain she understood. For me to retain ownership, the Stars would have to win this AFC championship game?

Thats right. And frankly, Miss Somerville, their chances of even getting close are practically nil. Theyre a good team, but most of the players are still young. Two or three years from now, they may do it, but not this season, Im afraid. Right now, the AFC is dominated by the San Diego Chargers, the Miami Dolphins, and, of course, last years Super Bowl champions, the Portland Sabers.

Bert knew that the Stars wouldnt be able to win this year?

Im afraid he did. His will states that you cannot receive the one hundred thousand dollars unless you show up at the Stars Complex every day for work, for as long as you own the team. You would, of course, have to move to Chicago, but you dont have to be concerned about not being prepared to run a professional football team. Carl Pogue, the Stars general manager, would do the actual work.

A dull ache spread through her chest as her fathers intent became clear. In other words, I wouldnt be anything but a figurehead.

Carl doesnt have the authority to sign legal papers. Thats the owners responsibility.

She couldnt quite keep the misery from her voice. Why would Bert do something like this?

That was when Hibbard had handed her the letter.

Dear Phoebe,

As you know, I regard you as my only failure. For years, youve publicly humiliated me by running around with all those fags and fairies, but Im not going to let you defy me any longer. For once in your life youre going to do what I tell you. Maybe this experience will finally teach you something about responsibility and discipline.

The game of football makes men out of boys. Lets see if it can make a woman out of you.

Dont fuck this up, too.

Bert

She had read the note through three times while the lawyer watched, and each time the lump in her throat had grown larger. Even from the grave, Bert was determined to control her. By removing her from Manhattan, he thought he could reshape her into the person he wanted her to be. Her father had always loved to gamble, and he had apparently decided she couldnt do much damage to his precious team in a few months. Now he would finally have exactly what he wanted. Reed would end up with the Stars, while she danced to her fathers tune.

She wished she could force herself to believe that his motivations were based on love and concern. Then she might have been able to forgive him. But she understood too well that Bert knew nothing of love, only of power.

So she wandered the halls of her fathers house that night saying prayers for the souls of dead animals and unloved little girls, while she counted the hours until she could run away from this place where shed known so much unhappiness.

Peg Kowalski, who had been Berts housekeeper for the last eight years, had left a single light burning in the large family room that stretched across the back of the house. Phoebe walked over to the windows that looked out on the grounds and tried to find the old maple that had been her favorite hiding place when she was a child.

Generally she tried to avoid thinking about her childhood, but tonight, as she stared into the darkness, that time didnt seem so long ago. She could feel herself being pulled back into the past, to that old maple tree and the dreaded sound of a bullys voice... .

There you are, Flea Belly. Come on down. Ive got a present for you.

Phoebes stomach did a flip-flop at the loud intrusion of her cousin Reeds voice. She looked down to see him standing beneath the tree that was her haven during those few times when she was at home. She was supposed to leave for summer camp the next morning, and she had so far managed to avoid being caught alone with him, but today she had let down her guard. Instead of staying in the kitchen with the cook or helping Addie clean the bath-rooms, she had escaped to the solitude of the woods.

1 dont want any present, she said.

Youd better come down here. If you dont, youll be sorry.

Reed didnt make idle threats, and shed learned long ago that she had few defenses against him. Her father got mad at her if she complained that Reed teased her or hit her. Bert said she was spineless and that he wasnt going to fight her battles for her. But at twelve, Reed was two years older than she was and lots stronger, and she couldnt imagine fighting him.

She didnt understand why Reed hated her so much. She might be rich while he was poor, but his mother hadnt died when he was four like hers had, and he didnt get sent away to school. Reed and her Aunt Ruth, who was her fathers sister, had lived in a brick apartment building two miles from the estate ever since Reeds father had run off. Bert paid the rent and gave Aunt Ruth money, even though he didnt like her that much. But he loved Reed because Reed was a boy, and he was good at sports, especially football.

She knew Reed would climb up after her if she defied him, and she decided shed feel safer facing him on solid ground. With a sinking sense of dread, she began descending the maple tree, her plump thighs making an ugly swishing sound as they rubbed together. She hoped he wasnt looking up her shorts. He was always trying to see her there, or touch her, or say nasty things about her bottom, not all of which she understood. She dropped awkwardly to the ground, breathing hard because the descent had been difficult.

Reed wasnt unusually tall for a twelve-year-old, but he was stocky, with short, strong legs, broad shoulders, and a thick chest. His arms and legs were perpetually covered with scabs and bruises from sports activities, bike accidents, and fights. Bert loved to inspect Reeds injuries. He said Reed was all boy.

She, however, was lumpish and shy, more interested in books than in sports. Bert called her Lard Ass and said that all those As she made in school wouldnt get her anywhere in life if she couldnt manage to stand up straight and look people in the eye. Reed wasnt smart in school, but that didnt make any difference to Bert because Reed was the star of his junior high football team.

Her cousin was dressed in a torn orange T-shirt, cutoffs, and battered sneakers, exactly the kind of rumpled play clothes she would have liked to wear, except her fathers housekeeper wouldnt let her. Mrs. Mertz bought all Phoebes clothing in an expensive childrens store, and today she had laid out a pair of white shorts that emphasized Phoebes round stomach and a sleeveless cotton top that had a big strawberry on the front and cut her under the arms.

Dont ever say Ive never done anything nice for you, Flea Belly. Reed held up a piece of heavy white paper just a little larger than a paperback book cover Guess what Ive got?

I dont know. Phoebe spoke cautiously, determined to avoid whatever land mines Reed was laying for her.

Ive got a picture of your mom.

Phoebes heart skipped a beat. I dont believe you.

He turned the paper over, and she saw that it was, indeed, a photograph, although he flashed it too quickly for her to absorb anything more than the vague impression of a beautiful womans face.

I found it stuck in the back of Moms junk drawer, he said taking an impatient swipe at the thick, dark bangs hanging in jags to his eyebrows.

Her legs felt weak, and she knew she had never wanted anything in her life as much as she wanted that photograph. How do you know its her?

I asked my mom. He cupped it in his hand so Phoebe couldnt see it and looked at it. Its a real good picture, Flea Belly.

Phoebes heart was pounding so hard she was afraid he would see it. She wanted to snatch the photograph from his hand but she kept still because she knew from painful experience that he would simply hold it out of her reach if she tried.

She only had one picture of her mother, and it had been taken from so far away that Phoebe couldnt see her face. Her father never said anything much about her except that she was a dumb blonde whod looked great in a G-string, and it was too goddamn bad Phoebe hadnt inherited her body instead of his brains. Phoebes ex-stepmother, Cooki, whom her father had divorced last year after shed had another miscarriage, said that Phoebes mom probably wasnt as bad as Bert made out, but that Bert was a hard man to live with. Phoebe had loved Cooki. She had painted Phoebes toenails Pink Parfait and read her exciting stories about real life out of True Confessions magazine.

Whatll you give me for it, Reed said.

She knew she couldnt let Reed see how precious the photograph was or he would do something awful to keep her from having it. I already have lots of pictures of her, she lied, so why should I give you anything?

He held it up in front of him. All right. Ill just tear it up.

No! She leapt forward, the protest slipping through her lips before she could stop it.

His dark eyes narrowed in sly triumph, and she felt as if the sharp jaws of a steel trap had just closed around her.

How much do you want it?

She had begun to tremble. Just give it to me.

Pull down your pants and I will.

No!

Then Im going to tear it up. He clasped the top between his fingers as if he were getting ready to tear it.

Dont! Her voice was shaking. She bit the inside of her cheek, but she couldnt stop her eyes from filling with tears. You dont want it, Reed. Please give it to me.

I already told you what you have to do, Lard Ass.

No. Ill tell my dad.

And Ill tell him youre a stuck-up little liar. Which one of us do you think hell believe?

Both of them knew the answer to that question. Bert always took Reeds side.

A tear dripped off her jaw onto her cotton top, making an amoeba-shaped smear on the leaf of the strawberry. Please.

Pull down your pants, or Ill tear it up.

No!

He made a small tear at the top, and she couldnt hold back a sob of distress.

Pull em down!

Please, dont! Please!

Are you going to do it, crybaby? He lengthened the tear.

Yes! Stop! Stop and Ill do it.

He lowered the photograph. Through her tears she saw that he had made a jagged rip through the top inch.

His eyes slithered down over her and settled on the point where her legs came together, that mysterious place where a few strands of golden hair had begun to grow. Hurry up before somebody comes.

An awful vomit taste rose in her throat. She worked the button at the side of her shorts. Tears stung her eyes as she struggled with the zipper.

Dont make me do this, she whispered. The words had a wavery sound, as if her throat were full of water. Please. Just give me the picture.

I told you to hurry. He wasnt even looking at her face, just staring at the place between her legs.

The bad taste in her mouth got worse as she slowly worked her shorts down over her tummy and thighs and then let them fall. They circled her ankles in a crooked figure eight. She was cold with shame as she stood in front of him in her blue cotton underpants with tiny yellow roses all over them.

Give it to me now, she begged.

Pull down your panties first.

She tried not to think about it. She tried just to take her panties down so she could have the picture of her mother, but her hands wouldnt move. She stood in front of him with tears running down her cheeks and her shorts snagged around her chubby ankles and she knew she couldnt let him see her there.

I cant, she whispered.

Do it! His small eyes darkened with fury.

Sobbing, she shook her head.

With an ugly twist to his mouth, he ripped the precious photograph in half then in half again before letting the pieces float to the ground. He ground them beneath the sole of his sneaker and ran toward the house.

Tripping on her shorts, she stumbled blindly toward the ruined photograph. As she fell to her knees, she saw a set of widely spaced eyes tilted up at the ends just like her own. She gave a little shuddering gasp and told herself it would be all right. She would smooth everything out and tape it all back together again.

Her hands shook as she arranged the four crumpled pieces in their proper order, the top corners first and then the bottom ones. Only after the photograph was reassembled did she see Reeds final act of malice. A thick, black mustache had been inked in just above her mothers soft upper lip.

That had been twenty-three years ago, but Phoebe could still feel an ache in her chest as she stood at the window staring out over the grounds. All the material luxuries of her childhood had never been able to compensate for growing up under the shadow of Reeds cruel bullying and her fathers scorn.

Something brushed against her leg, and she looked down to see Pooh gazing up at her with adoring eyes. She knelt to pick her up, then gathered her close and carried her over to the sofa, where she sat and stroked her soft white coat. The grandfather clock ticked in the corner. When she was eighteen, that clock had stood in her fathers study. She buried her pink-lacquered fingernails in Poohs topknot and remembered that awful August night when her world had come to an end.

Her stepmother Lara had taken two-month-old Molly to visit her mother in Cleveland. Phoebe, eighteen at the time, was home packing for her freshman year at Mount Holyoke. Normally she wouldnt have been invited to the Northwest Illinois State football team party, but Bert was hosting it at the house so she had been included. At that time Bert hadnt yet bought the Stars franchise, and Northwest football had been his obsession. Reed played on the team, and Berts generous contributions to the athletic fund had made him a highly influential alumnus.

She had spent the day both anticipating and dreading that nights party. Although much of her baby fat had melted away, she was still self-conscious about her figure and wore baggy, shapeless clothing to conceal her full breasts. Her experiences with Reed and her father had left her leery of men, but at the same time, she couldnt help but daydream that one of the popular jocks would notice her.

She had spent the early hours of the party standing on the fringes trying to look inconspicuous. When Craig Jenkins, who was Reeds best friend, had walked over to ask her to dance, she had barely been able to nod. Dark-haired and handsome, Craig was Northeasts star player and not even in her wildest dreams had she imagined that he would notice her, much less put his arm around her shoulders after the music ended. She had begun to relax. They danced again. She flirted a little bit, laughed at his jokes.

And then it had all turned sour. Hed had too much to drink and tried to feel her breasts. Even when shed told him to stop, he hadnt listened. Hed grown more aggressive, and shed run outside in the middle of a thunderstorm to hide in the small metal shed near the pool.

That was where Craig had found her and where, in the thick, hot blackness, he had raped her.

Afterward, shed made the mistake so many rape victims make. Dazed and bleeding, she had dragged herself to the bathroom, where shed thrown up and then scrubbed away the signs of his violation in a tub of scalding-hot water.

An hour later, sobbing and barely coherent, shed cornered Bert in his study, where hed gone to fetch one of his Cuban cigars. She still remembered his disbelief as hed run his fingers through his steel gray crew cut and studied her. She stood before him in the baggy gray sweat suit shed climbed into when she got out of the tub, and she had never felt more vulnerable.

You want me to believe a boy like Craig Jenkins was so hard up for a woman that he had to rape you?

Its true, she whispered, barely able to squeeze the words through her constricted throat.

Cigar smoke had coiled like a soiled ribbon around his head. He drew his shaggy salt-and-pepper eyebrows together. This is another one of your pathetic attempts to get my sympathy, isnt it? Do you really believe Im going to ruin that boys football career just because you want some attention.

Its not like that! He raped me!

Bert had made a sound of disgust and stuck his head out the door to send someone after Craig, who had arrived minutes later accompanied by Reed. Phoebe had begged her father to send Reed away, but he hadnt done it, and her cousin stood at the side of the room sipping from a bottle of beer and listening as she haltingly repeated her story.

Craig had hotly denied Phoebes accusations, speaking so convincingly that she would have believed him herself if she hadnt known differently. Even without looking at her father, she realized that she had lost, and when he ordered her not ever to repeat the story again, some part of her had died.

Shed run away the next day, trying to flee from what had become her shame. Her college checking account contained enough money for her to get to Paris, the place where shed met Arturo Flores, and her life had been changed forever.

Her fathers flunkies had visited her several times during her years with Arturo to deliver Berts threats and order her home. She had been disinherited when the first of the nude portraits had gone on display.

She rested her head against the back of the couch and drew Pooh closer. Bert had finally bent her to his will. If she didnt do as he had dictated, she wouldnt receive the one hundred thousand dollars, money that would let her open a small art gallery of her own.

Youre my only failure, Phoebe. My only goddamn failure.

Right then, she set her jaw in a stubborn line. Her father, his one hundred thousand dollars, and the Chicago Stars could go to hell. Just because Bert had set up the game didnt mean she had to play. Shed find another way to raise the money to open her gallery. She decided to take Viktor up on his offer to spend some time at his vacation cottage near Montauk. There, next to the ocean, she would finally put the ghosts of her past to rest.
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