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CHAPTER ONE
PICKFORD, CHESHIRE: JULY 1961
Eddie beat the hell out of his drums in a final energetic crescendo, tossed the sticks into the air and jumped to his feet. He caught Roy’s eye and grinned. Roy grinned back and swaggered to the edge of the stage. The audience went wild, screaming for more. But that was it, the final encore. They’d had four and Eddie’s arms felt like they were about to drop off. He swiped his hand across his sweaty forehead and joined Roy, Tim and Phil to take a bow.
Pony-tailed girls in brightly coloured, full-skirted dancing dresses were reaching out to touch them, to shake their hands, waving their pens and autograph books. Eddie grabbed the nearest book and scribbled his mark. He looked up; eyes searching the crowded, smoky club for that one special girl who’d been on his mind all night. She was sitting with Sammy and Pat, Roy and Tim’s birds. She waved and blew him a kiss. He blew one back, mouthed “See you later”, and filed off stage with the rest of The Raiders.
'That was fantastic.’ Eddie peeled off his black satin shirt and flung it in a heap on the dressing room floor with Roy’s. ‘Best night this week.’ He grabbed a towel and rubbed himself down, stripped off his leather pants, pulled on jeans and a black T-shirt and dragged a comb through his damp brown hair. ‘Was Frank in tonight?’ He gathered up his stage clothes and shoved them into a holdall.
'Yeah,’ Roy said, standing in front of the cracked mirror. He smiled at his reflection and combed his black hair, arranging it into a neat quiff. Someone hammered on the door. ‘Get that, Ed. Fingers crossed it’s Frank.’
Eddie opened the door and let in club proprietor Mario, and Frank James of the Frank James Organisation.
‘Mr James wants a word,’ Mario said and left the room with a click of his Cuban heels.
Frank James’s smartly-suited presence squeezed into the small, overcrowded room, where the dingy yellow walls were plastered with black and white pin-ups of Eddie Cochran, Elvis, Little Richard and other stars who had never been within a mile of Mario’s club. The scent of woody after-shave filled Eddie’s nostrils. He pushed the only chair towards Frank as though he were royalty. Frank inspected the chair, brushed crumbs off the shabby upholstery and sat down. He fished a packet of Benson and Hedges and an embossed gold lighter from his pocket and handed them round.
‘Posh fags,’ Eddie whispered to Roy as Frank contentedly puffed a cloud of smoke into the air.
‘Well, boys, as you know, I’ve been following you around for a few weeks. You need a manager - I’m looking for a new group. I think The Raiders fit the bill. Come to my office at two on Wednesday and sign a contract.’ He sat back, a benevolent smile on his clean-shaven face and waited for a response.
They didn’t disappoint him. Eddie flung his arms around Roy. Phil almost knocked Tim flying as he leapt around the room and they were all yelling at once as they shook Frank’s hand.
‘I’ll take it that’s a yes then?’ Frank said, laughing as he stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to celebrate. See you Wednesday.’
Eddie saw him out and turned to the others whose grins were splitting their faces. ‘Fucking hell! I can’t believe it. Best agent in town and he wants us.’
‘Bout time though,’ Roy said. ‘He’s kept us dangling for weeks. That’s it, lads, we’ve made it, well - almost.’
‘We should do what Frankie Boy says and celebrate,’ Phil said. ‘Your folks are away, Ed. We could go back to your place. I got some sweet dope off Mac, earlier, and there’s a bottle of whisky in the van.’
‘Not tonight, Phil,’ Eddie said. ‘I’ve got a date with Jane and I want her all to myself. We’ll celebrate after we’ve signed up.’
‘You’re a lucky sod, Mellor. I wouldn’t mind giving Jane one myself.’
‘Piss off, Phil!’
‘Touchy bugger,’ Phil smirked. ‘Go flash your big blue eyes at her. She’ll be putty in your hands. Right, let’s get the gear loaded. I’ve had my eye on the little blonde dancing near the stage. Hope she’s not cleared off.’
‘Be out soon,' Eddie said as the others left the room. He needed a minute to himself. Phil’s flippant comments about Jane had annoyed him, but he didn’t want to get into an argument. It would upset her if she thought she’d been the cause of a fight. She was a couple of years younger than him, only sixteen and she didn’t sleep around like the birds Phil picked up after every gig. As he ground out the end of his cigarette on the worn lino there was a tentative knock on the door and Jane popped her head round, an anxious look in her soulful brown eyes.
Eddie pulled her inside. ‘What’s wrong? Did Phil say something?’
‘No. Why?’
‘Oh, nothing.’
‘Angie Turner’s in the club with her mates. They were looking daggers, so I thought I’d meet you in here rather than outside.’
He nodded. ‘I spotted them dancing. Ignore them. Angie’s jealous 'cos we’re back together.’ He kissed her again. ‘Can’t wait for later,’ he whispered into her long, dark hair, loving the way it smelt of lemons. ‘You still sure?'
She nodded. ‘Did you remember to get some…?’
‘Yeah. They’re in my pocket. Let’s get my stuff packed away then we can go.’ He grabbed her hand and pulled her with him onto the stage where the others were taking their gear out to the van. Dismantling his kit he lovingly stroked the bass drum and looked up to see Jane grinning at him. ‘You might well laugh. This kit means everything to me, well - almost everything,’ he added when she raised an eyebrow. ‘Not only that, my old man’s still paying for it. Least I can do is look after it properly. Here, you carry this.’ He handed her the cymbal case and Roy came back to help him with the drums.
‘I’ll take everything back to my place and leave it in the van,’ Roy said. ‘Save us re-loading. You two get going if you want. See you tomorrow. Manor Lounge, half six. Don’t be late.’
‘I’ll be there,’ Eddie called. He slung an arm around Jane’s shoulders and led her away. ‘We’ll jump in a taxi. It’ll only cost a couple of bob.’ On the walk to the taxi rank he told her about Frank James’s visit. ‘It’s gonna be brilliant. He’s the best agent in Manchester. We might make a record soon. It’s all happening at once. We’re back together, new manager for the band, Mum and Dad away and the house to ourselves.’
They took their place in the queue and leant against the wall. He unbuttoned her jacket, slid his hands inside and kissed her. He was so happy; he felt he’d been walking on clouds all week. He couldn’t believe they’d made up. It was Angie Turner’s fault they’d fallen out. He’d dated her regularly until he met Jane. He told Angie it was over, but one night he saw her out with a guy called Richard Price and, for a reason he couldn’t fathom, felt jealous.
The next week Angie had come to Mario’s club alone. The group was playing but Jane wasn’t there. He walked Angie home after the gig. She invited him in; they shared a joint and finished off a bottle of her Dad’s rum. Fuelled by lust and alcohol he’d hurriedly shagged her on the rug in front of the fire and regretted it immediately. He made his escape and spent all week trying to avoid her.
She followed him home one night and threatened to tell Jane. Guilt got the better of him and he told Jane. She cried, said she never wanted to see him again. Now, after weeks of begging her to forgive him, she’d taken him back. He'd never make that mistake again. This time they were together for good. The taxi queue grew shorter and then it was their turn and they clambered into a black cab.
***
‘Like a drink?’ Eddie held up a bottle.
Jane nodded and threw her jacket over the back of the parlour sofa.
He stared at her and felt his stomach lurch. She was beautiful. Her cream shift clung to her gentle curves and her glossy, dark hair swung down past her shoulders. He felt a twitch just thinking about taking her clothes off and hoped she wouldn’t suddenly decide she wanted to wait. He’d tried many times before they’d split up, but she'd never go all the way.
He wondered why she’d changed her mind, but he wasn’t going to ask her in case she changed it back. She’d been adamant when he’d met her at lunchtime and told him that tonight was the night. Maybe it had something to do with him shagging Angie. Not that it had been all that good with Angie. With her Mum and Dad in bed in the room above he’d been glad to make his escape, before her witch of a mother caught them at it.
‘You’re in a trance, Ed. You okay?’ Jane’s voice broke into his thoughts. ‘I asked if your dad will mind you nicking his whisky.’
I’m fine,’ he said. ‘Dad won’t know. I’ll top the bottle up with water.’ He half-filled two tumblers handed her one and knocked his back. He felt nervous now and wondered if she was feeling the same. Everything had to be just right for her first time and he hoped he wouldn’t balls it up.
She took a sip and grimaced. ‘Ugh! It’s burning the back of my throat. You have it.’
He knocked that back as well and she laughed as his eyes opened wide. ‘That’s hit the spot.’ He put both glasses on the coffee table, pulled her into his arms and kissed her. They dropped to the floor on the rug, rolling together, their kisses becoming more demanding.
He caressed her breasts through the silkiness of her dress, undid the back zip and slid the dress over her shoulders. She reached out, pulled off his T-shirt and snuggled into his chest.
‘Let’s go to my room,’ he said after a while and pulled her to her feet. He led her upstairs. By the time they tumbled onto his single bed they were naked and there was a trail of clothes across the landing and on the bedroom floor. He pushed the box of Durex under the pillow and leant across her to switch on the Dansette, already stacked with singles. The harmonious Everly Brothers filled the room and Eddie sang along to All I Have to Do Is Dream, looking deep into her eyes.
‘That’s our song from now on,’ Jane whispered as he circled her nipples with his fingertips. He kissed each breast in turn and explored her, gasping as she reached to touch and stroke him. He felt ready to explode but fought the urge by thinking about the ugly bird that lived next door.
‘You’re still sure?’ He reached under the pillow.
She nodded, took the box from him, pulled out a packet and tore off the top. He held his breath as she carefully rolled a Durex onto his erection.
‘Where did you learn to do that?’
She grinned sheepishly and whispered that Sammy had shown her how with a carrot.
He kissed her again and she groaned as he slid inside her. He looked down. ‘You okay? Did I hurt you?’
‘I’m fine.’ She pulled him closer.
She moved in rhythm, seeming as desperate as he. It was over quicker than he would have liked, but she looked happy enough. He collapsed on top, buried his face in her neck and whispered, ‘I love you, Jane. I’ll make it better for you later, I promise.’
‘Ed, it was wonderful. How on earth can it be better?’
‘It can.’ He stroked her cheek. ‘I love you,’ he repeated.
‘I love you, too.’
He looked at her, cheeks aglow, hair in a tangle across the pillow and her smile a mile wide. He sat up and took her hand. She was his now and he wasn’t about to let her go. ‘Marry me!’
'Marry you?’ She stared at him. ‘Don’t be daft, Ed. We’re far too young.’
‘I don’t mean right away. Maybe in a couple of years when you’re eighteen. We could get engaged now.’
She looked at the ceiling for a long moment. The Dansette clicked and whirred as another record dropped onto the turntable and Buddy Holly warbled True Love Ways.
‘Jane,’ he said, hardly daring to breathe. What if she said no? He didn’t think he could bear it. Then she was smiling and she pulled his face to hers and kissed him. ‘Okay, Ed. I’ll marry you in two years.’
He crushed her to him. His eyes felt suddenly moist and he blinked hard. ‘You won’t regret it.’ He rained kisses on her face. ‘I’ll make you the happiest girl in Pickford, no - make that the world. When Frank signs The Raiders, we’ll be famous. I’ll buy you everything. We’ll have a posh house in Westlow. That’ll show your mother there’s money in Rock’n’Roll and that I’m not a total waste of time.’
She laughed and rolled her eyes. ‘Well you know what Mum’s like. She says drumming’s not a proper job. But I’m sure you’ll prove her wrong one day.’
‘I will, believe me. We’re gonna have the most fantastic life.’
A loud bang from downstairs made them jump.
‘What if it’s your Mum and Dad come back early.’ Jane clutched the bedspread around her. ‘They’ll go mad if they catch us.’
‘They’re away all weekend. Maybe the door’s blown open.’
‘But there’s no wind,’ she began as footsteps thundered on the stairs.
A female voice called out, 'Ed, we need to talk. You in your room?’
‘Fuck, it’s Angie,’ he said as the door flew in and hit the wall.
He slung his arm around Jane and stared at Angie, whose face looked pale, eyes red-rimmed from crying and her hair an untidy mass of curls.
‘The door was unlocked,’ she said, glaring at them. ‘I thought you’d be up here.’
He pulled Jane closer. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing, barging into my room? It’s over. Jane and I are back together. She’s just agreed to marry me.’
‘Is that a fact?’ Angie moved towards the bed. ‘Well here’s another one for you.’ She yanked up the welt of her Sloppy Joe sweater, revealing a slightly swollen belly. ‘I’m pregnant. You’re the father. So what you gonna do about it?’
***
CHAPTER TWO
AMBLESIDE: THE LAKE DISTRICT: FEBRUARY 1964.
Jane gazed out of the hotel window. Lake Windermere sparkled in the mid-afternoon sun and the far reaching views of snow-capped hills took her breath away. She gave an involuntary shiver that had nothing to do with the cold, crisp weather, nor was it one of joyful anticipation.
Mark had his back to her and was busy unpacking his case. He’d barely spoken all morning.
‘Beautiful scenery,’ she volunteered.
He turned to stare at her, lips curling in a smile that didn’t quite reach his cool grey eyes. ‘That all you can say?’
‘Err, well, the room is nice, too.’ She walked across to the four-poster bed. The room was actually very nice, with thick pile carpet, antique furniture, and pink and cream drapes with a matching bedspread. It was very posh and they had their own bathroom. Not what she was used to at all. ‘I wasn’t expecting this.’ She tried what she hoped was an enthusiastic smile and felt her stomach do a loop. ‘When you said to take Friday off work and pack a small case, I thought we were just having a day out in The Lakes and then staying at your mum’s house tonight, or - well, I don’t know what I thought.’
‘It’s Valentine’s Day. I wanted us to do something special.’ He sat down on the bed and took her hand. 'I thought a night away somewhere nice might help. I know we haven’t been getting on well lately. We never seem to have any fun these days.'
Not getting on well lately was an understatement, Jane thought. She and Mark were engaged, reluctantly now on her part. She didn’t want to be, not anymore and agreeing to marry him was the most stupid thing she’d ever done. Mark had picked up the pieces after Eddie. It was a rebound thing and now she wanted out. Since he’d slipped the ring on her finger last year he’d changed, become possessive, and she feared his reaction to her dumping him. Valentine’s Day and her heart was elsewhere. She’d rather be home alone, staring at a photo of Eddie.
But it was too late. Eddie was married to Angie Turner and they had a two-year old son. Things had been okay with Mark at first. She’d met him at Mario’s a few weeks after splitting up with Eddie. He was the bass player in The Scorpions, a rival band to The Raiders. He also had a respectable day-job at Lloyds bank. Her mother thought the sun shone out of his backside because he wore smart suits and shirts and ties. She was forever going on about how lucky Jane was to have found such a nice boy after that Mellor lad and all his black leather.
There was a knock at the door. Mark got to his feet. ‘Another little surprise for you.’ He crossed the room and let in Jane’s best friend Sammy and Sammy’s boyfriend Roy, both wearing anxious expressions.
Jane could see the pair looked uncomfortable and had no doubt they’d been coerced into joining them, probably against their better judgement.
‘Hi, you two.’ She rushed across the room and hugged them. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’
‘Mark invited us,’ Roy said. ‘He thought it would be nice for us all to spend some time together. We couldn’t share the journey. Sammy had college this morning. We got the train to Kendal and a bus up here, but we’ll have a lift home on Sunday.’
‘Sunday?’ Jane echoed. ‘I thought we were only here for the night?’
‘I booked the whole weekend,’ Mark said. ‘We’ll see how it goes. We can always go back early.’
‘Right, we’ll leave you to it and go and unpack our bags,’ Roy said. ‘What time’s dinner?’
‘Eight,' Mark replied.
‘Great, we’ll give you a knock,’ Roy said, pushing Sammy towards the door.
‘Why didn’t you tell me they were coming?’ Jane asked as her friends left the room.
‘Didn’t want to spoil the surprise.’ Mark shrugged. ‘Roy told me The Raiders weren’t playing this weekend so I thought a foursome might be good, seeing as you can’t stand being alone with me at the moment.’
Jane ignored the jibe. ‘I’ve only brought enough clothes for one day. You should have said something before we left.’
Mark dug in his case and handed her a large, flat box. ‘Happy Valentine’s Day. You can wear this when we go down to dinner.’
She stared at the box with dismay. Across the front was the legend, Estelle Modes - Fashions of Distinction. Estelle Modes was the most old fashioned dress shop in Pickford. Even her mum wouldn’t be seen dead wearing anything from there and that was saying something. Last month Mark had bought her a black wool skirt that came below her knee, knowing full well she favoured the new-style mini. The black skirt now resided at the back of her wardrobe. She was forever making excuses as to why she never wore it.
She placed the box on the bed and gingerly lifted the lid. She removed layers of white tissue paper and lifted out a high-necked, long-sleeved, shapeless dress in thick blue crepe. Her heart sank. It wasn’t even her colour. Mark was watching her, smiling, head on one side. She forced a smile back.
‘What do you think?’ he said. ‘Mum helped me choose it.’
Jane swallowed hard. Now why didn’t that surprise her? ‘Erm, it looks a bit big,’ she mumbled. ‘I’m only a size ten.’
‘It is a size ten.’ The smile left his face.
‘I’ll try it on later.’ She pecked him on the cheek. ‘Thanks. It’s very kind of you to bother.’ She put the dress on a hanger, hung it in the wardrobe and began to unpack her case.
***
In the bathroom, Jane pushed her finger nail through the flimsy nylon and stared at the ladder running up her slender leg. ‘Whoops!’ She smiled as it ran over her knee. She’d have to wear her black velvet flares and red silk shirt now instead of the new dress. Mark wouldn’t be very pleased. He’d say she should have brought an extra pair of stockings. Well it was too bad. He was lucky she was here at all.
She knew exactly why he’d chosen the dress. It covered almost every inch of her. For crying out loud, he was trying to turn her into his bloody mother. Well enough was enough. She picked up her lipstick, slicked her lips and smiled. He’d be pacing the room now, looking at his watch every few seconds, getting more agitated as time ticked by. She slipped on her silk robe and walked back into the bedroom. There he was, pacing the floor, doing his watch checking thing. He stopped pacing and his jaw tightened.
‘Why aren’t you dressed?’
‘Laddered my stockings,’ she said. ‘Only pair I brought with me, too. I won’t be able to wear the dress now. Don’t want bare legs this time of year. I’ll put my other outfit on.’
'For God’s sake, Jane, you’re so careless. We’re due downstairs in ten minutes.’
‘Won’t be long,’ she said, reaching into the wardrobe. ‘I’ve done my makeup and nails. I’ve only got to brush my hair and get dressed. If you’re that bothered, go down and tell them we’ll be a bit late.’
‘Well hurry up. Sammy and Roy will be knocking any minute.’
Jane stomped back into the bathroom. She stared at her reflection in the mirrored walls and wished she were anywhere but here. She pulled on her trousers and buttoned her shirt, leaving the top three open. That would annoy him. Mark hated her showing flesh when other men were around. But it was only Roy for goodness sake and she’d known him since she was fourteen. Anyway, Roy never looked at other girls. He was devoted to Sammy and the pair were engaged.
She couldn’t understand why Sammy hadn’t said anything to her about this trip. She saw her every day and they usually told each other everything. She must have been sworn to secrecy and she’d looked very worried when Mark let her and Roy in. Sammy knew she wanted to leave Mark and had urged her to tell him it was over.
Mark had no idea that she’d lost her virginity to Eddie Mellor. Although they’d been going steady for two years, Jane told him she wanted to wait until their wedding day. It hadn’t been easy, but so far he’d respected her wishes.
There was no doubt in her mind that tonight he was hoping to make love to her. Why else book a room as Mr and Mrs Fisher? She dragged the brush though her hair and sprayed herself with In Love perfume. The very thought of going all the way with him made her want to puke.
She heard a knock at the door, and Mark letting in Roy and Sammy. She gritted her teeth, walked into the bedroom and caught Sammy’s raised eyebrow.
By the look of amusement on her face, Jane guessed that her friend had also been in on the dress surprise. She gave a wry smile.
‘Right, I’m ready,’ she said and picked up her handbag.
‘About bloody time,’ Mark grunted. ‘Fasten your shirt properly.’
Jane looked down and smiled sweetly. ‘It is fastened.’
‘You look lovely, Jane,’ Sammy said as they left the room. ‘That red really suits your colouring.’
‘Thanks. I got it in the sale at C&A’s last month. It’s nice to get a compliment from someone.’
Sammy grabbed her arm and let Roy and Mark walk on in front.
‘I’ve forgotten my lippy,’ she called. ‘You two go ahead and we’ll nip back to get it.’
Mark turned and frowned. ‘Don’t be long. We’re already late.’
Sammy unlocked the bedroom door and Jane followed her inside. The room was a twin of hers and Mark’s.
‘Jane, I’m so sorry,’ Sammy began. ‘We didn’t want to come. When Mark called Roy and invited us, we were going to refuse, but I realised you’d be all alone with him up here and you’d hate it.’
‘Thank God you changed your mind.’ Jane hugged her. ‘I guess you knew about the dress he bought me to wear tonight?’
‘Yeah! It’s hideous. How did you get out of it?’
‘Laddered my only pair of stockings, accidentally-on-purpose.’
‘What are you going to do about later? Mark’s pinning everything on tonight to bring you closer.’
‘I can’t sleep with him. I just want to go home. Why has he done this, Sam? We’ve hardly been speaking, never mind anything else. And how the heck did he clear it with Mum? I told her I’d be home tomorrow.’
‘He told Roy he's done it to try and save your relationship. And he hasn’t cleared it with your mum. She thinks you're staying the weekend at his place with his mother. He says you’ve been acting weird since New Year and he doesn’t know what he’s done wrong. He’s trying to put things right.’
‘Shit!’ Jane sighed. ‘He hasn’t done anything wrong, well – except for being a possessive so and so, always telling me what to wear, and his mother being a pain in the arse.’
‘Bloody hell, Jane, that’s enough to put any girl off.’
‘It’s not just that - getting that lovely card from Ed at Christmas really unsettled me.’ Jane sniffed, tears springing to her eyes. ‘Now I can’t stop thinking about him.’
‘I’m not surprised,’ Sammy said softly. ‘But Ed shouldn’t have sent it. He’s so fed up with Angie, he’s not thinking straight.’
‘He’s as unhappy as I am.’ Jane ran her hand across her face. ‘We’re both trapped. But it’s worse for Ed because of little Jonny.’ She thought back to the morning, just before Christmas, when Eddie’s card was delivered to the record shop where she worked. Satin-covered, with a picture of a robin, the words, To Someone Special printed across the front. Inside, he’d written that he missed her, still loved her and would never forget their last night together. She didn’t respond to the card, but from that day her feelings for Mark changed. Now she was desperate to speak to Eddie, to tell him that she still loved him, too.
‘Come on,’ Sammy said. ‘Let’s go downstairs. Throw a couple of glasses of wine down your neck and you might relax a bit. Roy will moan if I leave him alone with Mark for too long.’
Jane nodded, crossed to the mirror and dabbed at her mascara smudges. She linked arms with Sammy as they strolled down the thickly carpeted corridor.
‘It’s a beautiful hotel,’ Sammy said. ‘Very generous of Mark to treat us.’
‘It is lovely,’ Jane agreed. ‘If you’re with the right man, that is.’
‘Ah, at last,’ Mark said as they took their seats at the table. ‘You’ve been ages. How long does it take to find a bloody lipstick?’
‘We were having a chat,’ Jane said. ‘You’re always clock-watching. Why can’t you relax? What’s the hurry anyway? The waiters look rushed off their feet.’ She glanced around the busy dining room that was decorated with Valentine’s hearts and balloons; each table lit with red candles in silver holders, encircled with red roses.
‘Choose something to eat,’ Roy said, passing around menus. ‘I’m starving.’ He caught the eye of a waiter who hurried over. ‘Another bottle of House-Red, please.’
‘Another?’ Jane said as the man dashed away.
‘There’s not much left.’ Roy split the remains of the bottle between Sammy and Jane. ‘We had to do something to pass the time while we waited for you.’
The waiter brought more wine and took their food orders. Roy topped up his and Mark’s glasses and smiled.
‘Happy Valentine’s Day,’ Mark said. He clinked glasses with Jane.
‘Same to you.’
‘You okay?’
She nodded. ‘Bit tired.’
‘Maybe we should have an early night.’ He leered at her cleavage.
She realised he was drunk and looked at Roy. ‘Have you two had something to drink as well as the wine?’
‘A whisky, while we were waiting to be seated,’ Roy said.
‘A double,’ Mark slurred as the waiter brought the food to the table.
Jane frowned and toyed with her meal. Mark was always argumentative when he’d been drinking. Great. That was all she needed. She stared at him, as he tucked into his prawn cocktail, and wanted to cry.
***
They said goodnight to Roy and Sammy outside their room and carried on down the corridor. Jane unlocked the door and Mark pulled her inside. She shook his arm off, made for the bathroom and sat on the side of the bath, tears running down her cheeks, wondering what sort of a Valentine’s Day Eddie and Angie were having. She thought back to the night Angie had presented them with her news and replayed the scene in her head, as she’d done so many times. She’d leapt out of bed, pushed Eddie out of the way and ran into the bathroom, retching. He’d knocked on the door with her clothes in his hand, white faced, telling her it couldn’t be his kid. He told her he loved her, would sort it out and not to worry, they would soon be married. But it was Angie he married a month later.
Mark knocked on the door, startling her from her thoughts. ‘Be out in a minute,’ she called. She slipped out of her clothes and into her silk robe, tying it tightly round her middle. He was sitting on the bed, naked to his waist and held out his hand. He ran his finger over the Woolies fake wedding ring he’d made her wear. She stared into his eyes, her stomach flipping over at the unfathomable look he was giving her. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her long and hard. She wriggled away but his grip tightened and he pushed her backwards and lay on top of her. He tried to force her legs apart as she struggled against his weight.
‘Stop it, Mark. Get off me.’ She pushed against his chest with all her might. He flopped onto his back and she leapt off the bed.
‘What’s wrong with you?’ he shouted. ‘For fuck’s sake, you’re supposed to love me. Why else did you agree to bloody marry me? Come on, stop playing hard to get.’ He jumped up and glared at her. ‘This should be a special night for us, first time and all that.’
She backed up to the door as he came towards her. She should tell him now, get it over with. ‘It’s not,’ she said, ‘my first time, I mean.’
‘What?’ He stared at her, his eyes cold. ‘What the fuck are you saying?’
‘I slept with Ed.’
He grabbed her shoulders. ‘You’ve been shagging Mellor behind my back?’
‘Of course not. It was before we got together.’
He shook her roughly. ‘So why have you been acting the innocent with me? Saving it for our wedding day? You’re a fucking joke!’
‘I’m sorry,’ she cried. ‘I just can't. I loved Ed. I don’t love you. I should have told you before, but I didn’t know how.’ She pulled off her rings and threw them at him. ‘It’s over.’ She shot out of the room, down the corridor and hammered on Roy and Sammy’s door.
Roy, a towel wrapped around his middle, opened the door and Jane ran in, startling him.
‘Shut the door, Roy, quick.’
Sammy came out of the bathroom, also wrapped in a towel. ‘What’s going on?’ she said as Jane collapsed on the bed, sobbing. There was a loud knock and Roy let in Mark.
‘Jane, get back to our room at once,’ Mark demanded, face like thunder as he went to grab her arm.
‘Hang on a minute, mate.’ Roy pulled him back. ‘What the fuck’s going on? Why’s Jane in this state?’
‘I told him I don’t love him,’ Jane cried. ‘And I’ve told him about Ed. I’ve given him back his ring. It’s over, Mark. Go away.’
‘Pu-please come and talk to me,’ Mark stuttered, his face twisted. ‘You owe me that at least. You’ve led me on all this time and lied to me. You little slut.’ He lunged for her again and Roy thumped him squarely on the jaw.
‘Leave it,’ he said as Mark reeled backwards. ‘Get back to your own room. I’ll be with you when I’ve put some clothes on. Jane, stay here with Sam. I’ll stay with him.’
‘You sure?’ Jane sniffed. ‘I’ve spoiled your night.’
Don’t worry, Jane.’ Sammy put her arms around her. ‘I’d rather you were safe in here with me.' She glared at Mark. 'I knew this would happen. You shouldn’t have booked this weekend. If you’d any sense you’d have seen signs that it was over weeks ago.’
Mark frowned and rubbed his chin. ‘I was trying to put things right. How was I to know she’d shagged Mellor?’ He turned to Jane. ‘I might be able to forgive you for that in time. Have your ring back. Come and talk to me.’
‘No!’ Jane shook her head. ‘It’s finished. Just leave me alone.’
Mark clenched his fists. ‘Well if I can’t have, you, I’ll make sure nobody else can!’
‘Right, that’s enough.’ Roy pushed Mark towards the door. ‘Get out. I’ll be with you in a minute.’
Mark left, after giving Jane a final cold stare.
She shook her head. ‘I honestly thought he was going to rape me. He had such a weird look in his eyes.’
Roy poured the girls a brandy from the drinks tray. ‘Get that down you and try to sleep. We’ll take a train home first thing tomorrow. I don’t fancy travelling back in the car with him. Not after that bloody threat. I wouldn’t trust him not to wrap it round a tree and kill us all.’
***
Left alone with Sammy, Jane stretched out on the bed.
‘I’m really sorry, I spoiled your night,’ she said again.
‘It’s okay. We had a good time before we went down to dinner. It’ll keep us going for a while.’
‘You are lucky, Sam, being with the boy you love. I so wish I was with Ed. If only we could turn the clock back.’
‘Ed feels the same,’ Sammy said. ‘Roy will tell him what’s happened this weekend. I’m sure he’ll want to get in touch. He asks us every week if you’re still with Mark and he always looks sad when we say you are.’
‘Does he?’ Jane’s face lit up, followed by a frown. ‘What about Angie?’
‘Ed’s ready to walk. He only stays with her for Jonny.’
‘So you think there’s a chance he might leave her?’
‘I think there’s every chance, Jane. Especially when he knows you’re free.’
***
CHAPTER THREE
PICKFORD, CHESHIRE:
‘For Christ’s sake, not again!’ Eddie leapt backwards as the tin of paint hit the factory floor with a resounding thud. The lid flew off, spun like a two bob bit and ended paint-side down by his feet.
He slammed a fist on the packing bench, face and overalls spattered in sticky red gloss. 'That does it, Jack,’ he bellowed to his workmate above the noise of the six o’clock hooters. ‘I’ve had enough of this bloody place to last me a lifetime.’
As Eddie’s co-workers downed cans and gathered round the viscous pool on the workshop floor, he continued, ‘If that arsehole of a foreman thinks I’m staying behind to clean up this mess he can think again.’
‘That “arsehole of a foreman” says clean it up now, Mellor, or collect your cards! And you lot can keep your beaks out,’ he added as two men moved forward to help. ‘Or you can all collect your cards.’
Eddie spun round as the group quickly dispersed. So much for support, he thought as George Hill towered over him. Bunch of fucking arse lickers. Didn’t they realise they were worth more than this?
'Clean it up yourself,’ Eddie said, squaring up to the foreman. ‘If the bloody handles were fixed on properly in the first place it wouldn’t have happened.’
George bristled and leant in close. Eddie could smell his sour breath and took a step backwards. ‘Either clean it up, or sod off and don’t come back!’ George said.
'Fuck you and fuck your job!’ Eddie yelled. ‘When I leave here tonight, I won’t be coming back.’
George snorted and stormed off.
‘You shouldn’t argue with Hill like that,’ Jack said. ‘You do yourself no favours.’ He threw a turpentine soaked rag in Eddie’s direction. ‘Get yourself cleaned up in the bogs then we can go.’
***
Jenkins paint factory was housed in the ground floor of a redundant cotton mill and the gents' toilet block stank of decades of stale piss. Eddie stared at his face in the cracked mirror. The dim light and peeling yellow paint did nothing to enhance his pale complexion. He looked weary and older than his twenty years.
Hardly surprising, the lifestyle he’d been forced into. His carefree Jack the Lad days were long gone. His blue eyes had lost their sparkle; his brown hair was in need of a bloody good wash and the frown lines and two-day stubble made him look like his dad. He sighed. Some days he felt life wasn’t worth living. He’d let everybody he cared about down; his mates in the band, his parents, but most of all, Jane.
He swallowed hard and rubbed at the paint splashes, bringing a glow to his cheeks. He wiped his boots, chucked the rag on the floor and turned to the chipped and stained urinal. ‘I could murder a pint,’ he muttered, as he unzipped and peed.
‘Them can handles are useless,’ Jack began when Eddie rejoined him in the packing department. ‘They couldn’t hold water, never mind five gallon of gloss. And now look. You’ve gone and lost your bloody job.’
‘Never mind that, look at the fucking state of my new boots!’ Eddie stripped off his overalls and tossed them onto the bench. ‘They’re ruined.’
‘Shouldn’t wear decent boots to work,’ Jack said.
‘I’ve bugger all else. My only other pair’s full of holes. But that’s it; I’m not staying here to be treated like shit by George Hill. He’s had it in for me since the day I started. I hate the job anyway. I’ll have to find something else.’
'But there’s not many jobs out there that don’t need qualifications,’ Jack said, dragging an almost toothless comb through his greasy quiff. ‘Angie will go bloody mad when you tell her what’s happened. How will you pay your way with no wages coming in?’
‘She’ll have to keep me for a week or two while I find another job. But I don’t fancy telling her that.’
‘God help you.’ Jack smirked and shrugged into a threadbare donkey jacket. ‘And you don’t half stink of turps. Angie will be welcoming you home with open arms, I don’t think.’
‘I’d rather she welcomed me with open legs,’ Eddie muttered. ‘No chance of that. The only thing I’ll get my leg over tonight is my motorbike. I fancy a pint before I go home. The smell should have faded by then. Fancy a quick one in the Black Lion?’
‘Dutch courage, eh?’ Jack said, ‘Not like you to go boozing on a Monday. What about the book-keeping class?’
‘Can’t be bothered tonight.’ Eddie pulled on his leather biking jacket. ‘I’d rather go out with my mates, but Angie’s got big ideas. Wants a new house with all the trimmings. Reckons the book-keeping course will get me a better job.’
Being stuck in a bloody office all day would be as soul destroying as the factory though. He wanted to join a band again, make some serious money; see a bit of the world. But every time he brought the subject up it caused a row.
‘Should have kept it zipped up, Ed. Then you wouldn’t be in this mess. Don’t end up like me, with a grasping missus, a houseful of kids and more regrets than I’ve had hot dinners.’
Eddie raised his eyebrows. ‘Should have told me that three years ago. The way things are with me and Angie, there’ll be no more kids, unless it’s an immaculate conception.’
Jack smiled and slung his bag over his shoulder. George Hill appeared in front of them. He glared at Eddie and pointed at the paint-stained floor.
‘Thought you might have seen sense, Mellor and cleaned that mess up. You can collect your cards and any wages owing tomorrow at four.' He swaggered away. Eddie stuck two fingers up behind his back and he and Jack clocked out.
‘Well, that’s that.’ Eddie blew out his cheeks. ‘As if my life’s not bad enough. Mind you, he’s probably done me a favour. I’ll have to find a job I really like now.’
‘Want a fag?’ Jack pulled a crumpled packet of Woodbines from his pocket.
Eddie flicked up his collar, shivering. ‘Ta!’ He lit up and blew a smoke ring into the cold air. He pointed his cigarette in Jack’s direction. ‘Know what I need, apart from a new job that is? A bit on the side! I’m gonna get back on stage as soon as I can. A twirl of my drumsticks, a flash of my big blue eyes and the birds will be queuing up and begging for it.’
‘That’s the spirit. A bit on the side’s not a bad idea either,’ Jack said ‘It’s summat I’ve often thought about myself.’
‘You need to find the right kind of bird,’ Eddie said as they walked across the market square towards the Black Lion. ‘One who’ll oblige but keep her gob shut. Hey look, there’s little Brenda Stone and her mate Julie from the typing pool. Let’s see if we can persuade ’em to join us for a drink.’ He wolf whistled at the teenagers, who, arms linked and giggling, slipped and slithered on the icy cobbles.
Jack cupped his hands to his mouth and yelled, ‘Brenda, my mate fancies your friend. How about joining us for a drink?’
Eddie smirked as Brenda shouted back, ‘Sod off, Jack Fiddler! You’re married and so is your mate. I’m not going out with you and that’s final.’
‘What about next week then?’
‘No, I don’t go out with married men.’
‘Well I heard differently, love.’ Jack took a lengthy drag on his cigarette.
‘Oh, you did, did you?’ Brenda picked her way carefully across the square. Hands on hips she pulled herself up to her five-feet-nothing.
‘What have you heard?’ she demanded as Julie crossed the street and took up position behind.
Eddie winked at the girl and she smiled uncertainly back, pushing a mousy brown strand of hair behind her ear. Julie was a skinny bird, definitely not a looker and he wasn’t that bloody desperate. He preferred a girl with a bit of meat on her bones, something to get his hands on.
‘Come on, who’s told you I go out with married men?’ Brenda was saying, breaking his thoughts. ‘Because they’re bloody liars, whoever they are.’ She folded her arms under her huge breasts and her beehive quivered alarmingly, reminding Eddie of a long ago romp in a haystack with Angie.
‘Now wouldn’t you like to know?’ Jack teased. ‘Anyway, how about it? A date with me and Ed. A foursome like. He needs someone to put a smile on his face.’
‘Piss off, Jack!’ Brenda whipped around and faced Eddie who took a step backwards. She wagged a finger in his face. ‘I’m surprised at you, Eddie Mellor. You’ve a lovely wife and little lad. You shouldn’t be looking elsewhere for fun. I’ve heard tell you had plenty of that when you were in Roy Cantello’s group.’
‘Hey, you’re gonna have my eye out with that finger, and I’m not looking for fun. Telling your friend I fancy her is Jack’s daft idea of a joke. Sorry to disappoint you, Julie, but you’re not really my type.’
Julie gasped and tugged at Brenda’s coat. ‘Let’s go, Bren. I’m not staying here to be made a fool of by the likes of him. He thinks he’s God’s gift!’ She looked daggers at Eddie who shrugged his shoulders as the girls turned, linked arms again and slithered across the square towards Pickford High Street.
‘Anymore bright ideas?’ Eddie said.
‘Too sensitive by half that Julie,’ Jack said. ‘Anyway, it was you that upset her, telling her she’s not your type.’
‘Too scrawny!’ Eddie tossed his cigarette end down and ground it out with the heel of his boot. ‘So, is that right, Brenda’s doing a turn with a married bloke?’
‘Aye, so they say,’ Jack said as they walked into the pub. The smell of tobacco and beer perked him up. He headed for a space at the bar and waved to catch the bar-maid’s attention. ‘Lucky bastard, whoever he is! Let’s have that pint then before I have to get back to the ball and chain, or she’ll be thinking I’ve left home. How’s your boy doing by the way?’
‘He’s a little devil, but Jonny’s the best thing to come out of the last three years.’
‘Two pints of mild, Mary and have one for yourself.’ Jack turned back to Eddie after staring at Mary’s cleavage. ‘Put your cash away, lad, it’s my treat tonight.’
Eddie led the way to a vacant table at the back of the crowded pub. He looked around to see if there was anyone he knew, but the pub was full of old men playing dominoes and shove-ha'penny. He shook his head. This bloody pub was like an old folks’ home. It was time the landlord got with it and installed a jukebox and put some decent birds behind the bar. The flaking walls, brown from years of fag smoke, needed a lick of paint, and the stone flag floor was chipped and worn.
The only noise was the low murmur of masculine voices and the odd outburst of laughter. The only woman brave enough to venture in here was good old Mary, who, rumour had it, had worked in the pub since the war, serving the troops with more than a pint and a smile. Eddie and Jack sat in companionable silence, supping their beer. They looked up as a bunch of morose looking men strolled in and stood by the bar.
‘See that lot.’ Jack pointed with his glass. ‘They’re from Jackson’s brickworks down the road. Married fellows for the most, and I bet you a penny to a pound that none of 'em wants to go home before downing a pint of Dutch courage. I don’t know what the hell happens to women after you marry ’em, but they all turn into their mothers eventually.’
‘Angie couldn’t be more like her mother if she tried.’ Eddie knocked back his drink. ‘The interfering old bat does my bloody head in.’ He belched loudly and banged his empty pot down on the table. ‘Fancy another?’
‘No ta, mate, this is enough for me.’ Jack swallowed the remainder of his pint.
‘I’ll get off home then.’ Eddie stood up, stretched his arms above his head and yawned. ‘I’ll call at my mum’s first, see if there's any messages from my friends. Want a lift?’
‘It’s out of your way, Ed. I’ll get the bus. Good luck telling Angie your news.’
‘Thanks, I’ll need it. See you tomorrow when I collect my cards.’
‘Not if I see you first, sunshine!’
***
Eddie strolled back across the square to the factory car park. He nodded to two men who were erecting stalls for Tuesday’s market and looked up at the clear, starlit sky, his breath making clouds in the freezing night air. Too cold for snow, as his mum would say. He could smell the hops from Robinson’s Brewery and wondered how something that stank so foul could taste so wonderful when finished. He climbed aboard his old Triumph motorbike and shot off in the direction of his parents’ home, loving the way the wind whipped his hair around his face. He pulled up outside the neat semi-detached house that had been his childhood home and switched off the engine.
‘Hi, Mum,’ he called out as Lillian Mellor opened the front door, a welcoming smile lighting up her lined face
‘I thought I heard the bike. Come on in and get warm, love. You look perished. I was hoping you’d call in tonight. Roy rang earlier and said if I saw you I was to tell you he’s some news for you. He’s helping his dad in the fruit shop, so you can phone him there.’
Eddie kissed his mother’s cheek and followed her down the hallway into the warm parlour. The house smelled clean and fresh, of Dettol, bleach and lavender furniture polish. It felt homely and familiar and he swallowed the lump that rose in his throat, wishing he still lived here. His mum was wearing her old checked cleaning skirt, her feet encased in blue fluffy slippers and her grey curls tucked inside a neatly tied turban.
‘Did Roy say it was good news or bad?’ Eddie smoothed down his windswept hair and removed his jacket. He dropped it on the floor and held out his cold hands in front of the blazing fire.
‘He didn’t say one-way or the other. Go and call him while I pour you a mug of tea. You should wear your gloves on that bike, it’s bitter out there.’
Eddie grabbed the phone from the hallstand, sat down on the bottom stair, and dialled Cantello’s Fruit Shop.
Roy’s Italian father answered. ‘Eddie! How’s the bambino?’
‘Jonny’s fine thanks. How’s things with you, Bob? Anymore thoughts on going back to Italy?’
‘When Roy’s famous and earning a packet I might retire to Italy,’ Bob replied, his tone wistful. He lowered his voice. ‘Between me, you and the gate post, if Irene refuses to come with me, I’ll find myself a nice little signorina to serve my needs.’
Eddie smiled into the receiver. ‘While you’re about it, find one for me, too.’
He heard Bob chuckle and then reply, ‘You’ve only been married five minutes. Wait until you’ve done twenty-five years, then you’ll know what I mean. Right, I’d better get back to the counter before Irene comes cracking the whip. Roy’s here now so I’ll say arrivederci.’
‘Arrivederci to you too, Bob, and thanks.’
‘Hi, mate. How you doin’?’ Roy said.
‘Could be better, Roy. And you?’
‘Pretty good, thanks.’
‘Mum said you had news for me?’
‘I do, and boy, will it put a smile on your face.’
‘Great! I could do with some good news for a change. Well, come on then, what is it?’
‘Meet me at seven-thirty tonight in The Royal Oak and all will be revealed.’
‘Sounds mysterious. Can’t you tell me now?’
‘No, Ed. This news is far too important to tell you in a hurry. Anyway, I want to see your face when you hear what I have to say. So does Sammy and she’ll lynch me if I tell you when she’s not there.’
Eddie laughed.
‘A word of warning,’ Roy continued. ‘Don’t bring Angie. This news is not for her ears.’
‘I won’t. She’ll think I’m going to night school anyway.’
‘Right then. See you later.’
‘Bye.’ Eddie hung up and re-joined his mother in the parlour.
‘Well?’ She handed him a mug of tea as he sank down into the comfort of his dad’s fireside chair. She adjusted the antimacassar behind his head and smoothed his fringe from his eyes.
He smiled. She treated him like a little boy sometimes, but he didn’t mind.
‘He wouldn’t say. I’ve got to meet him and Sammy later in the pub.’
‘Thought you had night-school on Mondays?’
‘I’m giving it a miss tonight. Roy’s news is more important, apparently.’
‘Well have your cuppa and then you can get off home. You look tired. Are you sleeping properly?’
‘So, so.’ He took a sip of tea and stared thoughtfully into the fire, wondering if he should tell her about losing his job. He decided against it. Angie should be told first.
‘Are things no better between you and Angie?’ Mum interrupted his thoughts.
He shrugged. ‘Much the same. I’m still sleeping on the sofa.’
‘If only things could have been different,’ she said. ‘You might have been wed to young Jane Wilson now. That girl thought the world of you.’ She took a sip of tea and continued. ‘It’s a shame you didn’t take the engineering apprenticeship your dad had lined up for you at Bennett’s. You’d have had a good job for the future there. You’ll never make anything of yourself at that paint factory.’
He raised an ironical eyebrow and nodded. ‘You’re right. But there you go, I didn’t and I’m too old to start an apprenticeship at nearly twenty-one. Anyway, if I had my time again I’d still be with The Raiders. They’re making decent money now. But what choice was I given? You got the girl into trouble; do the right thing and marry her. Give up the group. Get yourself a proper job. Does it all sound familiar, Mum?’
‘Ed, there’s no need to take it out on me. Your dad and I helped you as much as we could. We thought you’d be better off working properly, not swanning around the country with the group. It seemed the best thing all round at the time. Angie’s parents thought so, too. You can’t just blame us.’
‘I’ve never blamed you and Dad. Old Mother Turner would have had me hung drawn and quartered if I hadn’t done the right thing by her bloody daughter.’ He grinned wickedly, adding, ‘It was my fault. Like Roy says, I should have worn wellies when I took a bath.’
‘Eddie!’
‘Sorry, Mum.’ He finished his tea and placed his mug on the coffee table. ‘Right, I’m going.’ He leapt to his feet. ‘Angie should be home from work by now and her mother will have dropped Jonny off. I like to get back after the old witch has gone. She can’t stand to be in the same room as me and the feeling’s mutual.’
‘Well you can’t avoid the woman forever. She’s Jonny’s granny at the end of the day.’
‘She’s also my worst nightmare.’ He shrugged into his jacket. ‘With a bit of luck I might get a decent meal tonight. Last night it was beans on toast, again! I get better fed here and at Roy’s place than I do at home. Still, like you’re always telling me, you make your bed, etcetera.’
‘Get off with you.’ She handed him a small paper bag. ‘Take these jelly babies for Jonny and don’t you be stealing all the black ones.’
‘Thanks Mum. Might see you tomorrow.’
***
Eddie climbed the stairs two at a time to his second floor flat. He put his foot up the backside of his neighbour’s mangy tom and wrinkled his nose at the dingy, peeling paintwork and the permanent smell of boiled cabbage and cat pee in the communal hallway.
‘Daddy’s home,’ he called.
Jonny hurtled down the hall into his outstretched arms. Eddie swung him up into the air and twirled him round and round. Jonny shrieked for more, big green eyes sparkling with excitement.
‘No more, you’ll be dizzy when I put you down. You might fall over and hurt yourself. Let’s go and find Mummy.’
‘She in da kitchen,’ Jonny said, beaming. ‘You got sweeties?’
‘Yes, jelly babies from Nana. But you have to eat all your tea up first.’
‘Had tea at Granny’s.’
‘Did you now? Well here you are then.’ Eddie handed over the bag. ‘Go and sit on your little chair in the living room while you eat them.’
Jonny chuckled and toddled off down the hall, clutching his jelly babies.
Eddie gritted his teeth before popping his head around the kitchen door, wondering what sort of mood Angie would be in tonight. She hadn’t called out a greeting as he’d come in, but he’d rather the cold shoulder than have her pick a fight for no good reason. There’d be enough for her to complain about when she found out he’d lost his job.
She was standing at the cooker, frying sausages and onions. In stark contrast to the shabby kitchen with its old-fashioned cupboards hanging off the walls and the cracked tiles and torn lino, Angie was, as always, dressed in the latest style.
Her white sweater clung to her curves and her short black skirt showed off her long legs. She’d tied a frilly apron around her waist and her light brown hair tumbled in a mass of soft curls onto her shoulders.
‘Sausage and mash?’ he ventured, mouth watering at the aroma. He strolled across the kitchen, put his arms around her waist and pecked her on the cheek. ‘Smells really good.’
She turned to him with a half-smile that failed to reach her green eyes. But in spite of her indifference he leant in to kiss her and felt a twitch as he cupped her breasts. She pushed him away and his heart sank.
‘Well it’s more than I can say for you.’ She screwed up her face. 'You stink of paint and booze and you’re late.’
‘I had a quick pint with Jack and then called in to see my mum. Can’t help the paint smell. I’ll get a bath in a minute.’
‘Right!’ She turned back to the sausages.
‘Any objections?’
‘No, but you’ve got night school. You’re usually in a rush to have your tea and go. Not only that, you shouldn’t be spending money on drinking. We’re supposed to be saving up to get out of this shit hole!’
‘Jack treated me. He’s a good mate.’ Eddie folded his arms across his chest. ‘Anyway, one pint’s hardly going to break the bank compared to what you spend on bloody clothes and makeup.’ He should do it now. Tell her she had to quit spending because he’d been sacked. He opened his mouth to continue as she muttered something under her breath. ‘What was that?’
‘I said Jack’s common, the way he speaks. He drops his H’s and wears scruffy clothes. Hanging around with him is not going to help your image when you finish your course and start looking for a new job.’
‘He’s not common. And you’ve only seen him in his work clothes. The trouble with you is your head's so far up your own arse, you think anyone with a local accent’s common. Jack’s a proud man and a bloody hard worker. I won’t be taking him with me when I go for interviews. So what’s your problem?’
‘Nothing,’ she spat, turning back to the cooker. ‘You’d better get ready. Tea won’t be long.’
‘I will in a minute.’
‘Can you try and switch the sitting room fire on, please. The knob’s sticking again and I couldn’t turn it. It’s freezing in there and Jonny’s starting with a cold. You’ll need to put the heater on in the bathroom, too. There was ice on the window when I came in from work.’
‘Is there money in the meters?’
‘Of course there is. I wouldn’t be able to cook if there wasn’t.’
‘Just asking. No need to snap.’ He reached under the sink for his pliers and shook his head at the chaos in the cupboard. For a girl so fussy in her appearance, she was such an untidy bugger around the house. Soap powder spilled out as he rooted. He scooped it up, spotted mouse droppings, sat back on his heels and scratched his chin. Sod it, he wasn’t mentioning mice now or she’d be up on a chair shrieking and he’d get no tea, again.
In the sitting room, where Jonny was playing with his cars on the faded, threadbare carpet, Eddie removed the fireguard and turned the knob of the old gas fire with the pliers. He lit a match, the fire spluttered to life and he put the fireguard back, smiling at Jonny who wiped his little red nose on his sleeve, leaving snail trails on his blue sweater.
He flopped onto the shabby sofa, pulled Jonny onto his knee and rubbed his cold hands. In spite of his best efforts in painting the mouldy walls magnolia and buying a new red hearth rug, the place still looked squalid. Angie’s sister had given them her old curtains and cushions, but he hated the gaudy red and orange pattern and it did nothing to set off the room.
‘One day, son, I’ll get us out of this dump. We’ll have somewhere with your own bedroom and a nice garden for you to play in.’ He tickled Jonny who giggled and rolled off his knee. ‘I’d better go and see if Mummy needs any help.’ Remembering, as he passed, he switched on the bathroom heater and went back into the kitchen.
‘Cathy’s coming round later and Alison and Carol from the salon said they might pop in, too,’ Angie said.
Eddie couldn’t hide his smirk. ‘Shall I get the cauldron out?’
‘Don’t be so nasty about my friends.’
‘Why not? You’re always nasty about mine.’ He lounged against the kitchen door, grinning.
‘Only because they make it so obvious they don’t like me.’
‘That’s rubbish.’
‘No, it’s not. When we went to Talk of the North last month they all ignored me.’
He rolled his eyes. ‘Roy and Tim tried their best to include you in the conversation, and Sammy and Pat asked you to dance. But you sat there all night wearing your I’m sucking a lemon face! Roy said later that you take after your mother in more ways than one.’
‘There’s nothing wrong with my mother.’ Angie drained boiled potatoes over the sink, steam engulfing her face. She slammed the pan down on the draining board and reached for the masher.
‘Nothing that a personality transplant wouldn’t cure.’ Eddie ducked as she grabbed a plate off the rack and hurled it across the kitchen in his direction. It smashed off the door and broke into jagged pieces.
‘You nearly hit me, you stupid cow!’
‘God I hate you, Eddie Mellor.’ She burst into tears. ‘I don’t know why I married you.’
‘You were pregnant.’ he said. ‘Or has that fact conveniently slipped your mind?’
‘I could have managed well enough on my own,’ she cried. ‘Other women do.’
‘Oh, is that right? Well that’s fucking great! Now she tells me. Do you think I want this crap every night when I come home from work? I didn’t want to marry you. I gave up The Raiders and Jane for you. It sickened me when I had to sell my drum kit so you could buy the most expensive cot and pram.’
‘You’ll never let that one go, and how dare you mention that bitch in my home,’ Angie sobbed. ‘I don’t know why you don’t just leave us. Go back to your bloody mother, if she’ll have you.’
‘Here we go again,’ he said. ‘Tell you what I might just do that this time.’
‘Well you won’t see Jonny. I’ll make sure of it.’
‘You can’t stop me seeing him; he’s my son, too.’
‘Huh, is he yours though?’ she muttered, turning her back on him.
He grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her round to face him. ‘What the fuck do you mean by that?’
‘I didn’t mean anything. Of course he’s your son. I was just getting at you. You only stay because of Jonny.’
He let her go and turned at the sound of whimpering by the kitchen door. Jonny was standing on pieces of broken china. His face crumpled as he burst into tears and ran to his mother, clutching her legs.
‘No shout,’ he sobbed.
‘Get your sticky hands off my new stockings,’ she shrieked, frightening Jonny further. ‘You’ll bloody ruin them.’
Jonny bawled as she pushed him away.
‘Come here, son.’ Eddie swept him up. ‘It’s nearly bedtime. Mummy says I stink. You can share a bath with me and we’ll sail your boat.’ He turned to Angie who was wiping her eyes on the tea towel. ‘This has to stop happening in front of Jonny. He’s shaking, poor kid.’
‘Well you started it by implying my friends are witches.’
‘For God’s sake, Angie it was a bloody joke. Can I help it that you don’t have a sense of humour?’ Sighing, he carried Jonny off to the bathroom and yelled over his shoulder, ‘Stick my tea in the oven, please.’
The mood she was in tonight there was no way he was telling her he’d lost his job until he’d thrown a few more pints down his neck. She’d be chucking more than plates at him later.
***
Eddie walked into the kitchen, a towel wrapped around his middle, carrying a freshly-bathed and pyjama-clad Jonny. He watched Angie tip the sausages into the bin. ‘Why have you chucked them away?’
‘They were burnt. I went into the bedroom and forgot all about them.’
‘So, no tea again?’ He shook his head and put Jonny down. ‘It would be nice to come home to a hot meal occasionally. I suppose it’ll have to be fish and chips on my way home from night-school.’
‘I can do you some baked beans and there are still the potatoes,’ she offered.
‘Forget it. They’ll be cold by now.' He looked closely at her tearstained face. ‘This can’t go on. We need to talk. I mean seriously, without the bawling and shouting.’
‘I know we do. Maybe later? I’ll warm Jonny’s milk and then sort my face out before Cathy arrives.’
‘Shall I expect some pain around my nether regions tonight?’ he said as she poured milk into a saucepan.
‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean, when Cathy gets out the effigy of me that she’s made. She’ll probably stick a big pin right where it’ll hurt most.’
‘Don’t start again about witches.’
‘I’m trying to lighten the bloody mood here, that’s all!’ He stomped off in the direction of the bedroom.
‘Oh, Jonny, what will we do with your Daddy?’ Angie picked him up and cuddled him. ‘Let’s make your milk and get you to bed.’
‘No cry, Mamma.’ Jonny stroked her wet cheeks as she ran her hands through his dark curls. ‘Dadda sorry.’
‘Is he? I don’t think so somehow. But that’s not your problem, little man.’
***
CHAPTER FOUR
Eddie drummed his fingers on the table as The Rolling Stones I Wanna Be Your Man blasted from the jukebox. He felt relaxed and almost sleepy, sitting by the roaring log fire, in the Royal Oak’s smoky lounge. He swallowed the last of his pint and waved at Sammy and Roy who had just strolled in. ‘Over here!’ he shouted, above the noise of the music.
Eddie thought the tall, slender pair made a great looking couple with their matching black leather coats, red and white striped scarves flung casually around their necks. His mate bore more than a passing resemblance to Elvis, with thick black hair and smouldering brown eyes while Sammy could pass for a brunette Bardot any day.
‘Your usual, Ed?’ Roy called from the bar as Sammy made her way over.
‘Please, Roy.’ He stood up to greet Sammy and kissed her on the cheek. She sat down opposite, flicked her long hair over her shoulders, and removed her scarf and gloves.
‘It’s bloody freezing out there, but that’s a nice cosy fire.’ She rubbed her hands together. ‘It’s busy in here tonight.’
‘Most of them will be off to the flicks shortly,’ Eddie said. ‘Dr Strangelove’s on at the Plaza this week.’
‘We’re going to see it on Friday,’ Sammy said. ‘You look a bit brassed off, Ed. Another row with the lovely Angie, perhaps?’
‘Is it that obvious?’
‘Why do you put up with her moods? Leave her. It’s not working. Don’t you think you’ve given it long enough?’
He shrugged. ‘I stay because of Jonny. She won’t let me see him if I walk out.’
‘She can’t stop you. You’re Jonny’s father.’
Roy made his way over with a tray of drinks.
‘Here you go. Get that down you.’ He slapped Eddie on the back. ‘You look like you need it.’
‘He’s had another row with Angie,’ Sammy said. ‘She won’t let him see Jonny if he leaves her.’
‘She can’t stop you seeing him,’ Roy said and sat down.
‘That’s what I told him.’ Sammy picked up her drink and took a sip.
‘See a solicitor,’ Roy advised. ‘Find out how you’d be fixed if you did a bunk. You were bloody daft to marry her. Other blokes clear off. Phil Jackson’s put two birds in the club since he joined The Raiders. He denies responsibility. Tells them he’s sterile due to mumps as a kid.’
‘And the crafty sod backs it up with a forged doctor’s letter,’ Sammy chipped in.
‘If he can get away with it, good luck to him,’ Eddie said. ‘Anyway, what’s this news guaranteed to put a smile on my face? Because believe me, I could do with something good happening in my life.’
‘All in good time,’ Roy said, taking a lengthy swig of beer. He offered Eddie a cigarette and lit up himself. He took a long drag and blew a circle of smoke. ‘My halo! Remember the last year at school when we failed our O levels? But we learnt to blow perfect smoke rings, formed The Raiders and knew all the words to Johnny B. Goode. That’s what I call education.’ He took another swig of beer and smiled. ‘There’s a couple of things I want to talk about, but first things first. Me and Sam went to The Lakes last weekend. Posh hotel, four-poster, the works. We planned a perfect night of pure lust but spent it in separate rooms.’
‘Why would you do that?’ Eddie frowned.
‘Because a certain young lady of our mutual acquaintance dumped her fiancé on Saturday night. I ended up looking after her ex to make sure he didn’t top himself, and my lovely, sexy Sammy here spent the night looking after Jane.’
‘Jane? My Jane!’ Eddie exclaimed. ‘She’s finished with Fisher? I don’t understand. I thought she was dead happy with him.’
‘Well.’ Roy took another drag. ‘The reason she dumped him is because she’s still in love with you, Ed.’
‘No! She hates me for putting Angie in the club.’
Roy related the happenings of the weekend and finished, ‘Jane asked if you’d call her tomorrow. Get together and talk. You could meet up occasionally for a bit on the side.’
Eddie shook his head slowly. ‘Jane’s worth more than that. Leave it with me. I’ll work something out. I can’t believe she’s got rid of Fisher.’
‘She’s been fed up for a while,’ Sammy said. ‘But you sending her that card at Christmas started the real rot setting in.’
Eddie felt his cheeks warm and he grinned. ‘I had to let her know I still cared.’
‘Well, it worked. Here’s Tim and Pat.’ Sammy waved to a tall, blonde-haired, leather-clad couple that had strolled in and were standing by the bar. ‘They look a bit windswept.’
‘They’ll have come on the bike.’ Roy held up his glass. ‘Two pints of mild and a ’Cardi and Coke please, Tim.’ He tossed a coin in Pat’s direction. ‘Stick some Cochran on the jukebox. It’s too quiet in here.’
‘Yes, your Lordship!’ Pat’s blue eyes twinkled as she caught the shilling piece, dropped a mock curtsey and chose a selection. She bent to kiss Eddie and Roy as the jukebox burst back into life and Eddie Cochran belted out Summertime Blues. ‘It’s really nice to see you again, Ed. We miss you.’
‘Not half as much as I miss you lot.’
It was good to be surrounded by his mates. It didn’t happen often enough. Angie preferred the company of her own friends. She expected him to spend time with them. Not that he had much in common with a bunch of posey hairdressers, but it kept the peace.
Tim carried the tray of drinks over. ‘Good to see you, Ed.’
‘And you, mate.’
Tim turned to Roy. ‘You told him the good news?’
‘Yeah! He’s gonna give Jane a call. I wanted to wait until you got here before I dropped the next bit on his toes.’
‘Great,’ Tim and Pat chorused and flopped down next to Eddie.
‘Right,’ Tim said. ‘We’re here now, so get on with it. He’s looking puzzled.’
‘We’ve got a proposition for you, Ed,’ Roy began. ‘We’re not happy with Kris on drums. I know you can’t afford another kit at the moment, but we wondered if you’d consider re-joining The Raiders as a singer alongside me. Our duets always went down a bomb. We miss having you on stage with us.’
‘We’ve a gig at Mario’s this Saturday,’ Tim said. ‘He’s extended into the premises next door. It’s the re-opening night.’
‘It’s called The Roulette Club now,' Roy added, as Eddie’s face lit up. 'It’s really smart with proper dressing rooms for the artistes. Much better than that stinky old room we used to get changed in. So, what do you think? I’ll pay you a fair share of our wages of course. Perhaps you could save up for another kit or get one on the drip and pay for it with your gig money. Tim’s just got a new bass and it’s only a couple of quid a month.’
‘Fuck! Shit!’ Eddie almost dropped his pint. ‘Are you taking the piss? Of course I want to get back with the group. To be honest I could use the money. I got sacked today.’
‘What did Angie say about you losing your job?’ Sammy asked.
‘Haven’t told her yet. I’m feeling overwhelmed with all this news, not to mention pissed. I’m drinking on an empty stomach. I’ll get something to eat on the way home.’
‘Finish your drink. We’ll take you for a curry, our treat,’ Roy offered. ‘You need feeding up a bit. You’re far too skinny these days.’
‘You have lost loads of weight,’ Sammy said. She leant across and pushed his floppy fringe off his face. ‘Mind you, the lean look suits you. You’ve still got that lovely dimple in your chin and your eyes look bluer than Paul Newman’s.’
‘So, Sam, you reckon Jane will fancy this leaner me?’ Eddie teased. ‘I mean, I’m half the man she used to love.’
‘Most definitely,’ she replied. ‘Give her a call tomorrow and arrange to meet her.’
‘Oh fuck the consequences! I’ll do it.’
Roy raised his glass in a toast. ‘Here’s to the future! Come on, sup up. Let’s go and get that curry. Leave your bikes in the car park. You can collect them tomorrow and we’ll take a taxi home.’
‘Thanks for a great evening.’ Eddie swayed as he stood up.
Tim caught his arm. ‘It’s not over yet, mate.’
***
‘You been crying?’ Cathy peered closely at Angie who dropped an armful of ironing on the kitchen table.
‘Yes,’ she sniffed and ran a hand over her eyes. ‘I had a row with Ed.’
‘Another?’ Cathy said, helping her sort the clothes into a tidy pile. ‘You shouldn’t have married him. You can’t go on like this.’
‘I know. But what can I do? He just blames me all the time for the mess we’re in. He knows I have to look nice for work, yet he begrudges every penny I spend on clothes.’
‘He does have a point. You spend a fortune. Look at this lot. I’ve never seen you wear half of these.’ Cathy shook her head. ‘If you spent less on clothes and shoved some money in the bank, you and Ed could soon be moving from this awful flat and things might improve between you. He shouldn’t blame you though,’ she added, in a kinder tone as Angie’s eyes filled with tears again. ‘If he’d taken precautions you wouldn’t be in this mess.’
‘Yeah, then I’d have been free to see Richard again,’ Angie said quietly, chewing her lip.
‘Richard? Richard Price?’ Cathy’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Is he back on the scene? I thought he was living in Wales?’
‘He was, but his marriage didn’t work out. He’s back at the salon as our head stylist.’ Angie wound a curl around a finger and lowered her eyes. ‘I had lunch with him today.’
'Hope lunch was all you had?’
‘Cathy.’ Angie blushed. ‘I’m a married woman.’
‘You had a fling with Richard before you married Eddie. You weren’t even sure that Jonny was Ed’s.’
‘Of course he’s Ed’s. It was only the once with Richard. Ed doesn’t know and he mustn’t find out. He’d go bloody mad.’
‘Well he’s had his share of flings.’
‘No, he hasn’t. There was only Jane and me.’
‘Huh, and the rest,’ Cathy snorted.
‘That’s just not true,’ Angie said. ‘He wouldn’t.’
‘He would, but let’s not argue about him. He’s not worth it. Dry your eyes while I stick these clothes in the airing cupboard and we’ll open that bottle of Blue Nun I brought and you can tell me all about your lunch date with the handsome Richard before the others arrive.’
***
Eddie clambered out of the taxi and shouted goodbye as it sped off into the night. He looked up and waved at Angie and Cathy who were glaring at him from the kitchen window. ‘Fucking hell,’ he muttered. ‘What’s up with her face now?’ He fumbled in his jeans pocket for his key and climbed the stairs to the flat. He dropped the key and was on his knees, scrabbling around, when the door opened and Angie appeared, arms folded a peeved expression on her face. He could see Cathy hovering behind as he struggled to his feet, swaying slightly. ‘Evening, ladies.’ He pushed his way past them into the hall, kicked off his shoes and flung his jacket on the floor.
‘You’re pissed,’ Angie snapped. ‘Why were you in a taxi? Where’s your bike and where have you been?’
‘I’m not pissed and which bloody question would you like me to answer first?’ he slurred, wobbling into the kitchen. ‘Coffee?’ He waved the kettle in their direction. ‘Bike’s in the pub car park and I’ve been for a curry with Roy, Sammy, Tim and Pat.’
‘What about night school?’ Angie shouted.
‘Yeah!’ Cathy folded her arms.
‘Christ, have I got two fucking wives now?’ He placed the kettle on the stove and belched loudly. ‘Couldn’t be bothered going to night school. And don’t shriek like a banshee, you’ll wake Jonny.’ He turned his back on them.
‘Well, I’m waiting,’ Angie said. ‘Why didn’t you go to night school?’
‘Had something more important to do.’ He lurched towards a chair. ‘Make me a black coffee, Cath, I need to sit down.’
‘Before you fall down, you mean,’ Angie said. ‘You’ll never get a decent job if you fail your exams. How can getting drunk be more important than that?’
‘I’m re-joining The Raiders,’ he announced. ‘Singing for now until I can afford a new drum-kit. That’s more important to me than a so-called decent job. Fag, Cath?’ He waved the packet in her direction.
‘I don’t smoke,’ she replied, banging a mug down on the table and slopping coffee over the sides. ‘Make your own bloody coffee next time.’
‘Whoops, temper, temper. I forgot you don’t smoke, Little Miss, I’ve No Vices!’ He tried to light his cigarette but dropped the lighter.
‘Don’t you be so rude to Cathy.’ Angie picked up the lighter and threw it at him. It hit the side of his head and bounced onto his knee. He tried again to light up and succeeded while she ranted on. ‘And you can forget about re-joining The Raiders, or buying another drum kit.’
He slammed his fist on the table. ‘Don’t you fucking tell me what I can and cannot do! Who the hell do you think you are?’
‘Your wife, in case you’d forgotten.’
‘Wife! Wife? Where did you get that notion? You can’t cook. The flat’s a pigsty, and when was the last time you let me into our bed?’ He turned to Cathy with a smirk. ‘We haven’t had a shag for bloody months. But I expect you know that, seeing as she tells you everything.’ He ignored her blushes and Angie’s embarrassed gasp and continued.
‘She couldn’t get enough of me in the early days. Wasn’t fussy where I screwed her. But now, well, she’s just a frigid cow who makes me sleep on the sofa!’ He stood up, grabbed Angie by the shoulders and backed her against the wall. He tried to kiss her and forced his leg between her thighs. She screamed and pushed him away. ‘See what I mean? Frigid!’
‘Leave her alone, you animal.’ Cathy shoved him back onto the chair. ‘You’re disgusting, Eddie Mellor. I don’t know how Angie puts up with you. I would divorce you if I was her.’
‘Well thank Christ you’re not!’ He turned on Cathy with a growl. ‘I wouldn’t touch you with somebody else’s never mind my own. Ever wondered why it was always Angie got the lads when you were out together? Why no one looked twice at you? Shall I tell you why? You’re chalk and cheese. She’s a moody bitch, but she’s got style. But you, with your greasy hair, no tits to speak of and your fat arse, you’re hardly the belle of the ball!’
Angie raised her hand and smacked him soundly across the face. ‘How dare you speak to Cathy like that? You’re a complete bastard.’
Without stopping to think he slapped her back, knocking her into the door. ‘At least I’m fucking honest!’
‘Right, that does it, I’m leaving you,’ she yelled as Cathy stepped between the pair, tears streaming down her face.
‘Good! I was gonna tell you I want a divorce anyway. Oh, and by the way, I got the sack today, and we’ve got mice!’
***
Angie stared open mouthed as the reality of Eddie’s announcement sank in. Cathy shot him a venomous look, put her arms around her shoulders and led her away to the bedroom, where, in spite of all the noise, Jonny still slept soundly.
‘What will we do?’ Angie choked on a sob. ‘We won’t have the money to pay the rent or put food on the table. And mice! Oh God, I hate this dump.’
‘Calm down and get ready for bed,’ Cathy said. ‘I’ll stay with you tonight. Tomorrow you can pack some things and I’ll drive you and Jonny to your mother’s. I can’t leave you here with Eddie after all that.’
‘I don’t want to go back to my mother’s. It’s worse than prison. I want a new house. Jonny deserves somewhere nicer than this bloody dump to grow up in.’
‘For crying out loud, Angie, Eddie told you he's lost his job. You just announced you’re leaving him. A new house is out of the question. Anyway, how can you stay with a bloke who slaps you?’
‘He’s never raised a finger to me before. I’m sorry he said all those awful things. I feel so embarrassed. Wedge a chair behind the door in case he tries to come in.’
***
Eddie sat down on the kitchen chair and put his head in his hands. What the hell had he been thinking? He’d hit a woman, his wife. No matter how much she’d provoked him he shouldn’t have done that. How the hell had she managed to turn him into a wife beater? And he’d insulted Cathy something terrible. Then to announce his job loss like that had been uncalled for, too. He should have told Angie in private. He walked to the bedroom door and tapped lightly. ‘Angie, I’m sorry. Can we talk on our own?’
‘Get lost, Eddie. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’
‘No, we need to sort this out now.’
‘I’ve nothing to say to you. Leave it until the morning when you’re sober.’
‘I’m sober now. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m sorry I insulted Cathy.’
‘Go away, Ed, please.’
He stumbled into the sitting room and flopped down on the shabby sofa. He choked back tears of anger and frustration mixed with sorrow and wondered how the hell he’d managed to make such a mess of his life. He curled himself into a tight ball and slipped into a drunken stupor.
***
CHAPTER FIVE
Jane picked her way carefully across the icy cobbles of Pickford High Street, shivering against the biting wind. Flanagan and Grey’s Record Emporium came into view and junior assistant, Carl was already there, sheltering in the doorway. If she looked as miserable as she felt, there would be a million questions from him. She broke a big smile.
‘Morning, Carl.’ She fished in her bag for the keys.
‘Hurry up and open the door, I’m frozen.’ Carl stamped his feet as she fumbled with the lock.
‘Put the kettle on for coffee while I get the shop warmed up,’ she said and switched on the lights.
‘I’ll pop across the road and get some milk while the kettle boils. Fancy a Mars bar, my treat?’
‘I’d love one. It might buck me up a bit.’
‘John Grey said you weren’t too well yesterday when you didn’t come in to work. You’ve got dark circles under your eyes.’
Here come the questions, she thought. Smile mustn’t have been big enough. ‘I didn’t sleep much last night.’
‘How did the weekend in The Lakes go?’
‘Get the Mars bars, make the coffee and I’ll tell you later.’
***
Jane went downstairs into the cellar-like record department. The cream painted walls, plastered with music posters and album sleeves, the subdued lighting and the permanently smoky atmosphere, implied the feeling of being in a small club. She sat on a stool behind the counter, took off her boots, placed her feet on top of the nearest fan heater, flicked the switch, and wriggled her frozen toes, sighing blissfully.
A record sat on the nearby turntable and she placed the needle on it. The harmonious voices of The Ronettes spilled from one of the wall-mounted listening booths. She smiled as they serenaded her with Baby I Love You. A quick root in her handbag for her compact and a cursory glance in the mirror told her Carl was right; she had eyes like a bloody panda. ‘Nothing that a good night’s sleep won’t put right,’ she muttered and touched up her lipstick.
She dragged a brush through her hair, flinching as it caught in the tangles. The bell rang out and someone entered the shop. She threw her beauty aids back into her bag and looked up to see the deliveryman from EMI struggling down the stairs with a large carton.
‘Morning, Jane.’ He placed the carton on the floor and handed her an invoice. ‘Sign that, my love. It’s bloody brass monkeys out there today. You look as beautiful as ever though, even with your little red nose.’
‘Flattery will get you everywhere, Paddy.’ She signed the invoice. ‘Fancy a coffee?’
‘Thanks all the same, but I’ll be on my way. Everyone’s sold out of With the Beatles. The van’s full. They’ll all be waiting for me.’
Jane glanced behind her at the nearly empty shelf. ‘We’re almost out, too. Hardly surprising, it’s a brilliant LP.’
‘You’ve fifty in that carton. Should keep you going until Friday.’
‘No doubt. Bye, Paddy,’ she called as he left.
Carl carried two mugs of steaming coffee downstairs and placed them on the counter with the Mars bars. 'So come on, tell me about your weekend then.’
Jane sipped at the coffee and sighed. ‘Not much to tell really.’ She explained what had happened. ‘Mark’s devastated. Keeps phoning to try and persuade me to change my mind.’
‘Blimey! I wasn’t expecting that. I thought you and Mark were dead happy?’
She nibbled the corner off her Mars bar. ‘So did I, once. Let’s just say he’s the wrong man. I’m still in love with my ex, Eddie Mellor.’
‘But Eddie’s married.’
‘I know.' She wrapped her hands around her mug. 'He’s not happy.’
‘What you gonna do then?’
‘Not much I can do where Eddie’s concerned. I intend to enjoy my freedom and have some fun. That’ll do for starters.’
‘If you ever fancy going to the flicks or dancing, erm, I’d be happy to take you,’ Carl stammered.
‘Carl, you’re a sweetie. I don’t think your mum would approve of you asking me out. I’m older than you.’
‘Only three years.’ He blushed and changed the subject. ‘John Grey told me yesterday that his dad’s opening another shop in Westlow this spring. He said he might transfer me there, make me up to Junior Manager.’
‘Blimey! Well I’m pleased you’ll be getting a well-earned promotion. On the other hand - you make the best coffee in the world and I’ll really miss you.’
‘Thanks, Jane. I’ll miss you too.’
‘By the way, if Mark phones tell him I’m busy. I don’t want to talk to him.’ She drained her mug and shrugged out of her coat. ‘Right, when you’ve finished, take the mugs and my coat up to the staffroom while I make a start on unpacking this order before the Decca and Philips deliveries arrive.’
***
Jane knelt on the floor and tore the sticky tape from the carton. As she unpacked the stock, her mind went back to the weekend. She felt bad for hurting Mark, but also a huge sense of relief that the relationship was over.
‘He was a controlling weirdo,’ she muttered. ‘I’ve definitely done the right thing. And I couldn’t have stood Maude Fisher as my mother-in-law, interfering old bag!’
The ringing phone disturbed her thoughts and she went to answer it, hoping it wasn’t Mark. It was John Grey, Area Manager, and only son of one of Flanagan and Grey’s founders. He was calling to say he would be at the shop later and to send Carl out for chocolate éclairs to have with their coffees. She smiled as she hung up. It was a wonder she wasn’t the size of an elephant, the amount of cakes and chocolate she consumed in this job.
***
When John Grey ran down the stairs mid-afternoon he found the shop quiet and his staff singing along to With the Beatles.
‘Hi, kids, how’s it going?’ He rubbed his hands together and manoeuvred Jane off the stool closest to the heater. ‘Bit too cold for customers today. Come on, shove over and make room. You’re warm as toast, and I’m bloody freezing!’
His Buddy Holly-style glasses misted over. He wiped them on a hanky as Jane stood up and stretched her arms above her head, yawning loudly. ‘You look knackered, Jane. Try getting some sleep when you go to bed.’
She blushed at the implication and sent Carl off to brew up while John chattered excitedly about his plans to employ more staff for the proposed new store.
‘I need a junior to replace Carl and a manager and junior for the new place. I’ll advertise this week. Anybody suitable can train here until the new shop opens. I want a manager who knows his stuff. I might ask Roy and Tim if any of their musical acquaintances are looking for work. Unless…’ he paused, ‘I don’t suppose Mark would be interested, would he?’
Jane held up her ring-less left hand. ‘We’ve split up. I couldn’t work alongside him. Anyway, he’ll never leave the bank in a month of Sundays. He’s too fond of his security.’
‘Just a thought. I had a feeling there was something more when you called in sick yesterday. What went wrong?'
‘Poor lad,’ John said as she told him the events of the weekend. ‘But you know your own mind. Would you give it another try with Ed if he were free?’
‘Maybe. I’ll see how things go.’
‘Play the field a bit,’ John advised. ‘You were far too young to be settling down.’
‘I was,’ she agreed as Carl came downstairs with a tray of coffee and cakes.
John picked up an éclair and sank his teeth into it, a look of bliss on his face as the cream oozed out. ‘Oh, yum! By the way, talking of settling down, Margaret and I are getting engaged in April. We’re throwing a party to celebrate,’ he added, sucking the sticky chocolate icing from his fingers.
‘John, that’s wonderful.’ Jane hugged him.
‘We’ve been together since college, so it’s high time I made an honest woman of her. I suppose I’d better be on my way,’ he said as the doorbell rang. ‘I want to catch the barber before he closes. I’ve had some stick from Dad about the length of my hair.’
‘I’m not surprised,’ Sammy said, strolling down the stairs, portfolio tucked under her arm. ‘Roy and I were saying we’ll have to start calling you Shirley Temple with those curls.’
‘That’s what Margaret said. How’s the course going, Sam?’
‘Great. I love it. They say I’ve got a natural flair for dress design.’
‘Mary Quant eat your heart out,’ John said. ‘Thanks for the coffee and cake and I’ll see you all later in the week. Good luck, Jane, if and when you meet up with Ed.’
‘Thanks,’ Jane said as he shot off up the stairs.
***
‘Wash the mugs please, Carl,’ Jane said as Sammy took a pew on the coveted stool by the heater. ‘Fancy a coffee, Sam?’
‘No thanks. It’s just a flying visit to see how you’re feeling today.’
‘I’m okay. I felt really churned up yesterday. I couldn’t think straight. I’d have been better off in work mind. Mum bent my ear about Mark all day.’
‘She liked him a lot,’ Sammy said. ‘But then again, surely she wouldn't expect you to spend the rest of your life with someone you didn’t love. Not to mention his mother.’
‘Please, don’t.’ Jane rolled her eyes. ‘Argumentative old cow! Anyway, there’s plenty going on here to take my mind off things. John was in to discuss the new store his dad’s opening in Westlow. Don’t suppose you know of anyone who might be interested in the job of manager? They’ll need to know their musical instruments.’
‘Not off hand,’ Sammy replied. ‘But Roy might. I’ll ask him later. The Raiders don’t have a gig tonight. He and Tim are coming over to our place. Join us if you want. By the way, has Eddie phoned you?’
‘No. Did you and Roy get a chance to speak to him?'
‘We did,’ Sammy nodded. ‘We told him about the weekend. He said he’d be in touch with you today. Ah, I’ve just had a thought,’ she continued as Jane’s face lit up. ‘Ed got the sack from the paint factory yesterday. He’s collecting his cards at four. Maybe he'll call in to see you after that. He’ll be looking for work. You could tell him about the job.’
‘I will,’ Jane said. ‘It'd be right up his street.’
‘Roy’s asked him to re-join The Raiders. He’s singing with the group on Saturday at The Roulette Club’s opening night.’
‘Really? Oh that’s brilliant, Sam. I bet he’s dead pleased.’
‘He’s over the moon. But you be careful, Jane. Angie will be gunning for the pair of you if she finds out he’s been in touch with you again.’
Jane nodded.
‘I’d better go,’ Sammy said. ‘Mum asked me to pick up some baking stuff from Redman’s. I’ll see you at the bus stop in Marston Square at six.’
***
Mark sighed as he looked at his watch for the umpteenth time in as many minutes. Almost five-thirty, thank God. It had been a long day. He’d been unable to concentrate on his job. He couldn’t get Jane out of his mind. If she would give him the chance to apologise face to face, he was sure they’d be able to sort things out.
He shouldn’t have called her a slut. She’d only slept with that bastard once, or so she said. He’d do anything to get her back, promise her anything at all. He said goodnight to his colleagues, turned up his collar, and stepped out onto the icy street.
‘Hey, Mark, fancy a pint later?’ His colleague and fellow band member, Tony Collins followed him out.
‘Not tonight, Tony thanks all the same.’
‘Still thinking about Jane?’ Tony patted his shoulder.
The gesture brought a lump to Mark’s throat and he swallowed hard. ‘Can’t think about anything else.’
‘What was the falling out over? Thought you two had it made. How long was it, three years?’
‘Near enough. Turns out I didn’t know her at all. She lied to me all that time.’
‘What about?’ Tony offered him an Embassy and lit one himself.
‘Thanks.’ Mark took a long drag, his hand shaking. ‘She slept with someone. But cracked on she was a virgin.’
‘You mean you and she never had a shag?’ Tony exclaimed. ‘Christ, Mark! You a saint or something? She’s very tasty is your Jane. I’m surprised you could keep your hands off her.’
‘Wasn’t easy. Said she was waiting for the right time. I booked the bloody trip to get us back on track. We had a fight then she drops it on my toes that she slept with Eddie fucking Mellor.’
‘Oh, mate, I’m really sorry. I remember her dating Mellor. But he’s married now anyway. Knocked up that hairdresser bird.’
‘Exactly. So what the hell she thinks is gonna happen there, I don't know.'
‘Listen, I’m gonna have to go,’ Tony said. ‘I’m meeting Sarah. Why don’t you wait for Jane finishing work? See if she’ll talk to you. I mean, three years, it’s a lot to give up on.’
‘Suppose so, but I don’t think Jane would see it that way.’
Tony said goodbye. Mark watched him stride off down the road and considered his suggestion. Jane would be cashing up about now. Then she would be coming up the steps that led onto Broadgate to deposit in the bank’s night safe. He decided to hang around; see if she'd allow him to walk her to the bus stop. His mind made up he stepped into the darkened doorway of Estelle Modes and waited.
***
Jane cashed up as Carl swept the shop floor. Eddie hadn’t phoned and she felt really disappointed. Maybe he’d changed his mind; after all, it was a big risk to take.
There were plenty of decent lads who constantly asked her out. She wouldn’t be short of a date or a dancing partner. The Raiders Phil Jackson had made it clear that he fancied her, but she’d always turned him down. Any other girl would give her right arm for a date with a sexy, blonde guitarist.
She smiled at Carl as he emptied the dustpan into the bin. ‘Lock the front door and turn off the main lights when you take the brush back upstairs.’
Someone hammered loudly on the door as Carl sauntered back to the record department. He peered up the stairs and tutted. ‘It’s a man. Shall I tell him we’re closed?’
‘Please,’ Jane said absent-mindedly. She filled in the bank slip and popped the cash into the leather pouch. ‘Tell him to come back tomorrow.’
‘Jane, he won’t go away. Says he wants to speak to you.’
She frowned and looked up at the young man who was smiling and waving at her through the glass door. Her stomach lurched.
‘It’s Eddie. Let him in please.’
Carl unlocked the door and Eddie stepped into the darkened shop.
‘Hello,’ he greeted Carl who was eyeing him curiously.
‘Hi. Jane’s downstairs.’
‘Thanks, mate.’ Eddie squeezed past Carl and ran down the stairs.
Sensing that Eddie wanted to be alone with her, Jane told Carl to go home.
‘I’ll finish off here. Go and find Sammy. Tell her to go home without me. She’ll be at my bus stop in Marston Square.’
‘Will you be okay?’ Carl asked.
‘I’ll be fine. Off you go and I’ll see you tomorrow.’ She handed him his jacket and pushed him up the stairs. She turned to Eddie who smiled and held out his hands. Aware of enough electricity in the air to light up Blackpool illuminations, Jane shivered.
‘Hi, you,’ he said, melting her with his blue-eyed gaze.
‘Hi, yourself.’ She moved towards him.
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