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PART ONE
Chapter One
The Swinging Sixties. It’s funny people still call them that and like to hang on to the rose-tinted notion that it was the decade to end all decades – the
‘sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll’ one. It was the decade of which it was famously said that if you could remember anything about it, you weren’t really there. But for me,
and many like me, that notion didn’t hold true: I was there, and I remember it all too well.

February 1963

H
is name was Peter and for a time I was captivated by him.

He wasn’t especially tall – around five foot ten, no more than that; not much taller than me, in fact, and I liked to wear high heels – but he was solidly built, powerful. He
looked like he could take care of himself. And I could imagine him taking care of me, too.

‘Susan Maughan,’ he was saying to me now. ‘
That’s
who I’ve just realised you remind me of – Susan Maughan.’

I was bending down, trying to wriggle my feet out of my black patent high heels, while he held my drink for me. ‘Who?’ I said, rising.

‘Susan Maughan,’ he said again. ‘And do you ever last a whole evening without taking off your shoes?’

I considered his question: not very often was the answer. I liked the extra height but I also liked dancing, and you couldn’t dance in winkle-pickers with high stiletto heels – not
without suffering the consequences. I knew that well, because the night I’d met Peter at the Ilford Palais, a favourite haunt of mine, I’d danced the night away and definitely suffered
the next morning.

We were having a terrible, bitter winter in both temperature and duration – it was already being flagged up as the worst since just after the war. The trudge back home through the snow
from Rayleigh station in Essex hadn’t helped my aching feet. Numb with cold in my just-to-the-knee skirt, my legs and feet blue and mottled, I hadn’t realised just how bad my blisters
were. I hobbled around painfully for days afterwards.

It was still freezing a fortnight later. Though much of the snow had gone, there were still dirty piles of it on the pavements. With ice now lying in treacherous sheets everywhere the snow had
been, going out for the evening was something of an endurance test – not that I cared. I was nineteen and having the best time imaginable: I had my job in the City, I’d got a great
bunch of friends and now I had a new boyfriend too.

‘I’m taking them off so we can dance, silly,’ I told him, as he passed me back my drink. I took a sip from it and grimaced. It tasted horrible. It was a snowball, haphazardly
mixed, and much too strong for me. I couldn’t drink it, but I didn’t need it and wouldn’t finish it, I decided. I put it down again, with exaggerated care, on a low corner table.
I had to nudge an overflowing glass ashtray out of the way to make room for it.

‘Susan Maughan?’ I said incredulously. ‘I don’t look anything like Susan Maughan!’ Susan Maughan sang ‘Bobby’s Girl’, and seemed to be everywhere.
She wore her eyeliner a bit like I did, but that, to my mind, was where our similarities ended.

Someone had put ‘Losing You’, by Brenda Lee, on the record player. ‘Anyway,’ I said, looking up at him, if only slightly. ‘Are we dancing or aren’t
we?’

He slipped an arm around my waist and kicked my shoes under the table for me. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said, reeling me in to him. ‘We are.’

The party was at the house of a friend of a friend of Peter’s. I didn’t know which friend or which friend of that friend it was, but it was in Loughton, in Essex,
in an unremarkable suburban semi. As was almost invariably the case with house parties, the parents of the friend of the friend were away. Almost all of us would be staying until the morning. Few
boys had cars back then, girls almost never drove, and there was practically nothing in the way of public transport late at night. So I’d be staying over, even though officially (as far as my
mother was concerned, anyway) I was staying at my friend Sandra’s.

It had been a busy night. After work, we’d gone to another favourite haunt, a new mocha bar in Leicester Square, which Sandra and I loved. It was run by a family of ebullient Italians, who
made amazing cakes and gateaux to go with their frothy coffee. They had a jukebox, too, which made the place something of a draw. We’d stayed for an hour, waiting for Peter and his mates to
arrive, chatting and listening to the music: Cliff Richard and the Shadows, the Beach Boys, Frank Ifield, as well as a brilliant new band everyone was talking about called The Beatles, who’d
just brought out their first record. And then Peter had arrived and told us about the house party. You never turned down a chance to go to a house party.

It had been a good one, too, so far. It was around eleven by now and we were both a bit tipsy. Though I was swaying along with the music, I might have been swaying anyway. I’d barely eaten
since the cake earlier, my stomach too full of impossible-to-quell butterflies to make room for the Scotch eggs and sandwiches and bowls of peanuts that someone had laid out in the kitchen.

I’d been seeing Peter for just over a fortnight. We’d met several times before, but now we were officially a couple, and I was still slightly reeling from the knowledge that someone
I liked so much seemed keen on me too. I’d been in love just once, the previous year, and the boy had been the one to end it. I’d been inconsolable, so broken-hearted that I thought
I’d never get over it. I’d felt unlovable for so long.

But no more, it seemed. Peter and I had been for a drink and to the pictures – to see the recently released and brilliant
Summer Holiday
, starring Cliff Richard
–
and,
last weekend, had gone back together to the Ilford Palais, where hanging off the arm of such a good-looking guy had been the most thrilling thing I’d felt in a long time.

My late father, who was ex-army and a real stickler for detail, would have approved of Peter. He was so smart, such a stylish dresser, and always beautifully turned out. It may be superficial,
but one thing I seemed to have inherited from my father was a sense that such details
did
matter in a man. ‘You can tell a lot about the inside,’ he would say, ‘from
what’s outside.’ I knew Peter would definitely have passed muster.

Even without my father there to approve of him, I really liked him, and felt a delicious shiver run through me every time our eyes met. We’d come to the party as a group, but now the group
had disappeared, and what might happen next, I didn’t know.

‘It’s your hair,’ he whispered as we made repeated slow rotations in time to the music, the view of the wallpaper, violently hued and patterned (presumably to compete with the
carpet), forcing me to close my eyes to escape the glare.

‘What about it?’ I said, opening them again, dimly aware that except for one other smooching couple and Brenda Lee we were alone.

‘You wear yours just like she does. You know – all big and flicky.’

‘Not intentionally,’ I answered. Even though I sort of did sometimes, but not quite: mine was longer and that detail seemed to matter. How had he not noticed?

He must have sensed that there was something a bit indignant in the way I said this, because he pulled back then and pretended to frown. His eyes were dark and mesmerising. They were the most
attractive thing about him – that and his Mediterranean good looks and his smile. ‘Sorry,’ he said, turning the frown into a smile for me now. ‘I’ll rephrase that: I
meant that she tries to wear hers a bit like
yours
. Though she’s
obviously
not as pretty . . .’

He came close again, grinning boyishly at his unsubtle attempt at flattery. Then he kissed me, and kept kissing me till the record ended. No one came and replaced it with Susan Maughan or anyone
else. It just crackled on, round and round the turntable, the stylus quietly talking to itself. More time passed. More revolutions of the little living room. More kissing. Then his mouth was at my
ear again. ‘Shall we go upstairs?’

I wasn’t drunk. I wasn’t gripped by a fierce, irresistible longing, but I did feel attracted to him. I was sweet on him. I enjoyed being his girlfriend. I adored that he seemed to be
so taken with me. He was a ‘catch’, to use the parlance: desirable, charming. He was
extremely
charming, and I knew I was being charmed by him tonight. As a consequence, I was a
little out of my depth, and aware of it – though not in a frightened way – but it didn’t seem to matter. The voice telling me to keep my head was present, but I was comfortable
ignoring it – for the moment, at least. It wasn’t as if I was going to go all the way with him, however hard he might try to charm me, was it? Even though it seemed everyone else did it
these days.

Glancing around the living room, its gloomy lighting making a blur of all the hard edges of my thinking, I realised the other couple, whom I didn’t know, had disappeared. There was a low
throb of voices coming from the kitchen, but they were male. I also realised I hadn’t seen Sandra in a while, but that didn’t surprise me: I vaguely remembered she’d seemed to be
getting on well with a boy she’d confessed to having her eye on for some time.

It was as if the party had ground to a halt without us noticing. Or, rather, it had imperceptibly become another sort of party – one in which everyone seemed to have something other than
dancing on their minds.

‘Hmm?’ said Peter, nuzzling my neck. ‘C’mon. Let’s go up, yeah?’

I left my shoes where they were and let him lead me up the stairs.

Chapter Two
September 1963

‘T
his is your stop, love,’ the woman sitting on the bench seat beside me whispered. ‘And that’s the place,’ she
added, pointing. ‘See it? That’s the convent, that is. That big place over there.’

It was mid-afternoon on a warm autumnal weekday, and I was struggling with two things as I alighted from the bus: the first was my battered suitcase, which resisted me as I struggled to wrench
it from under the stairwell, and the second was the knowledge that my travelling companion was able not only to point out which bus stop I needed, but also knew where I was going and why. I was
seven months pregnant.
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