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​Flip Flops
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1975. The Wirral, England.

After my O-Level exams at sixteen, I planned to return to school. But not before I enjoyed carefree days in the sun and evenings flirting with boys, along with my best mate.

Sadly, Mum had other plans for me...

––––––––
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In late July, five more glorious weeks before returning to Stalag School, I languished on a striped deckchair in our small, rose-scented garden as I ate a strawberry ice lolly and read Wuthering Heights. I’ve always been good at multitasking. 

Upset that Heathcliff had stomped away in a temper after hearing Cathy say it would degrade her to marry him and thus failing to hear how much she loved him, I shouted at the book, ‘Come back, you silly man. Don't spoil your life over a daft misunderstanding.'

Wuthering Heights had been part of my exam curriculum, and I hadn’t read it but watched the movie instead. But today, I’d absent-mindedly picked up the Penguin paperback and loved it after the first few pages.

Funny how stuff we’re supposed to do often seems boring while the same stuff is fun when approached of our own accord.

In the movie, I fell in love with Laurence Olivier’s Heathcliff. A week later, I watched the comedy thriller Sleuth, starring Michael Caine and Olivier. I didn’t realise that thirty-three years separated the two movies, so I said to Dad, ‘I thought Laurence Olivier was in this.’

‘What are you on about?’ He pointed at the screen. ‘There he is now.’

‘Gosh,’ I said with teenage naivete about the fast passage of time, ‘How is that grey old man the gorgeous Heathcliff?’ 

Dad sniggered. ‘You’ll see. I was once devastatingly handsome.’

Pulling me from my thoughts, Mum now appeared in the sunny garden and said, ‘Put that book down, Mary. I need help with the shopping.’

‘Do I have to?’ Being dragged away from a novel is awful when you’re at a good bit.

‘Yes. I can’t manage by myself.’

Odd, as my mother, who weighed only eight stones, was as strong as Popeye, and she didn’t even like spinach. Her strength resulted from years of lugging heavy baskets filled with a few days’ provisions, including staples like bread, meat, veg, canned goods and packets of biscuits.

I sighed as she said, ‘You needn’t think of lazing about all summer, Mary.’

Exactly what I’d planned, but Mum could win a sulk marathon (sulkathon?), so I forced fake enthusiasm into my tone and said, ‘Okay. I’ll pop some proper shoes on instead of these silly flip-flops.’

I only wore my blue rubber flip-flops for short journeys, as I didn’t relish the idea of cuts and blisters between my toes. Luxury ‘Fitflops’ didn’t exist back then, and the 1970s versions were available in blue, yellow or pink. Their torturous toe thongs doubled as cheese wire. 

In tiny lilac shorts, tinier orange t-shirt and purple plimsolls, I reluctantly accompanied Mum up the road, doing a long-stride silly walk to keep up while she marched with warlike intention.

When I was little, she became a dot on the horizon as she weaved in and out of pedestrians, as if on a downhill slalom course. ‘Hold my hand, so I don’t fall behind,’ I would say.

‘Don’t be silly, just walk faster and keep up. You’re not a toddler,’ she’d reply.

Once, when I failed to keep track of her in Henderson’s department store in Liverpool, a staff member found me sobbing and announced my plight over the tannoy system. ‘A little girl in a blue dress patterned with daisies is lost in the store. Will her mother please make her way to the lingerie department immediately.’

I’d last seen Mum as she deliberated between a pink or white bra, but I turned my head for a moment, and she was gone faster than Billy Whizz from The Beano comic.

She even ate fast, and Dad, my two brothers, and I raced to keep up. Often, we were halfway through our main course when she’d say, ‘Ready for pudding?’

Now, at the top of our road, Apple Avenue, I was surprised when she turned left rather than right toward the nearest parade of shops.

‘Why are we going this way?’ I said.

‘We’re off to Bromborough.’

Damn – three times the distance from our local shops in Eastham, and I was desperate to return to Wuthering Heights and handsome Heathcliff. Someone had to rescue him from his folly.

‘Why are we going to Bromborough?’ I said.

Mum tutted. ‘I need something from a particular chemist.’

‘What?’ I said in a careful tone, worried she was ill.

‘Ayds. The nearest chemist doesn't sell them.’

Why did my slim mum want those tiny, expensive appetite-suppressant toffees? According to the TV ads, they satisfied cravings for sweet treats and prevented people from eating cakes and other yummy things.

Who’d want that?

Mum’s natural dietary discipline was impressive, and she needed no gimmicks. She often ate half a Milk Tray chocolate or half a digestive biscuit and saved the other half for later, even the next day. I considered it a superpower.

––––––––
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I studied the Ayds display in Church’s Chemist and asked, ‘What flavour, Mum – chocolate or butterscotch?’

‘None,’ she hissed from the side of her mouth. 

‘But you said...’

She gave her death-ray glare, which demanded immediate silence, as a slim and dark-haired man, about thirty-five, in black-framed glasses and a starched white coat, appeared from the dispensary. ‘Ah, Mrs Lane, this must be your daughter.’

Mum pushed me forward as if I were a life-size doll. ‘Yes, this is Mary.’

‘Hello,’ I said, confused.

‘You want a holiday job, Mary?’ said Mr Church.

Er, no, I didn’t. I wanted to read novels and party all summer before returning to the workhouse, AKA school.

‘Mary, please answer Mr Church,’ said Mum.

If I didn’t answer in the affirmative, Mum would be angry and might (would) make my life miserable.

‘Er, yes. I want a job.’

‘When can you start?’ he said.

The Twelfth of Never.

‘Tomorrow,’ Mum answered for me.

Drat. There goes my perfect summer. My heart contracted with disappointment as Mr Church rubbed his hands together. ‘Excellent – be here at nine sharp tomorrow, Mary.’

There goes my lie-in with tea, toast and Heathcliff. ‘Okay.’

He turned to Mum and said, ‘I’m pleased you persuaded Mary to work here.’

Persuaded me? It was an alternative universe. I’d hardly said a word, yet Mr Church seemed eager to employ me.

I was desperate to say something on the long walk home, but I often (usually) trod on eggshells around Mum. Even if I thought it perfectly innocent, one ‘wrong’ word might send her into a rage, followed by a sulk.

Not daring to mention my new job, I said, ‘Why were you interested in Ayds, Mum? You’ve got a lovely figure.’ She did – it wasn’t flattery.

‘It was just a ruse. I wouldn’t waste my money on those silly things,’ she replied as she strode ahead at sixty miles an hour.

––––––––
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After I put away the shopping and we enjoyed cups of tea and yummy custard tarts from our favourite bakers, Sayers, I nervously said, ‘Mum, why didn’t you tell me about the job?’

‘It was a surprise.’

An unwanted one. ‘But I’m not shy and would happily have gone alone.’

‘Aren’t you pleased?’ she snapped. ‘Mr Church will pay you ten pounds a week, and I won’t ask you for housekeeping money.’

Upset about my unwelcome job, I stupidly hadn’t considered the money. What a bonus. ‘Er, yes, of course I’m pleased.’ 

The future looked bright and fashionable as I imagined the fab clothes I’d buy from my favourite boutiques. I saw myself strutting from Chelsea Girl in Liverpool, laden with carrier bags full of fabulous togs.

‘Well then,’ she said, in a tone that brooked no argument. 

Mum wasn’t always volatile, but whenever I sensed an explosion, I handled her as carefully as someone defusing a bomb.

That evening, I kept a wide berth and stayed in my room and listened to Rolling Stones and Nazareth albums while I decided what to wear for work. 

Work! Me!

After I played my favourite Nazareth track, ‘Broken Down Angel’ for about the fifth time, Dad knocked on my door. When I opened it, he said, ‘For God’s sake, play a different track and turn down the volume, or we’ll all have breakdowns. We’re watching Porridge downstairs and can hardly hear Ronnie Barker and Richard Beckinsale above the din.’

––––––––
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The following morning, I donned a black knee-length needlecord skirt and a pink cheesecloth shirt, pulled my long dark brown hair into a ponytail, applied emerald-green eyeshadow, lashings of mascara, frosted pink lipstick and after a spray of Revlon’s Charlie, I was ready.

‘You’re not wearing those clodhoppers are you?’ Mum said of my pink leather clogs with wooden platform soles.

‘Yes – they match my shirt.’ And they were super-hip – I’d splashed out four-pounds-fifty on them from Silly Billies of Birkenhead. Anne (my best friend) and I loved the tiny place run by a long-haired ageing hippie who reeked of patchouli oil.

‘Don’t come running to me if you get blisters,’ Mum said of my ‘clodhoppers’.

‘No – I’ll limp to you.’

‘Don’t be cheeky.’

‘What will you do today, Mum?’

‘I have an appointment with a deckchair, a Catherine Cookson novel and several cups of tea.’

No wonder Mum wanted me out of the house. With my brothers out for the day and Dad at work, this would be her first free time in ages.

‘Have a lovely day, Mum,’ I said, meaning it.

‘Thanks, Mary.’ She kissed my cheek, and I set off for my first day at the coal face.

Not wishing to tire before standing all day in platform clogs, I caught the bus into Bromborough and arrived at my new job before 9 am with no idea it would change my life.
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​Tongue Tied 
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‘Ah, hello, Mary,’ said Mr Church. Dean will be here soon, and he’ll show you the ropes, so pay attention.’ 

‘Who’s Dean?’ 

‘My wife’s little brother from Texas. He’s staying with us and sometimes helps in the shop.’

I almost melted with desire when a tall, dark-haired boy, about nineteen, appeared in a periwinkle-blue shirt which matched his divine black-lashed eyes. He was David Essex, crossed with Clint Eastwood but with a crooked and cheeky smile, and I fell in lust.

‘Hello, Mary,’ he said in a slow accent rich with honey, as a gorgeous lemony scent wafted into my appreciative nostrils.

‘How do you know my name?’

‘Mr Church told me.’

Of course he had. I slapped a metaphorical hand to my brow as my tummy clenched with embarrassment.

‘What’s your name?’ I said. Everything I said sounded stupid; Mr Church had already told me.

‘Dean.’

Tongue-tied with adoration, I merely nodded.

The small chemist shop was busy that morning, and I enjoyed it once I learned to use the cash register. 

As I served a pleasant elderly lady with 4711 eau de cologne and Yardley English Rose talcum powder, she said, ‘You have a nice way with you – the usual assistant is snappy.’

Mum eventually told me she’d been in the shop when Mr Church sacked an assistant for being grumpy with customers. After the woman fled in tears, Mr Church turned to Mum and whispered, ‘That was hasty – now I’m short-staffed, but she was also stealing from me. I don’t suppose you’re free to help for a few weeks?’

‘No, but my daughter is free for the summer. Shall I send her in?’

‘If she has your smile, she’ll brighten the place up,’ he’d said.

Mum was so worried I’d refuse the job and leave Mr Church in the lurch that she didn’t give me any wiggle room. Like many of her age group, authority awed her, and Mr Church seemed doctor-like in his white coat. 

As a young kid, I’d enjoyed playing shop with teddies and dolls as customers, and my new job seemed exciting in comparison.

Happily, I served real customers with toiletries and over-the-counter medicines and popped prescriptions through the dispensary hatch for Mr Church to organise. 

‘Will you wait or pop back in ten minutes?’ I said when a puffy-eyed woman handed me a prescription. She looked like she’d been crying for days. 

‘I’ll pop back, thanks. But it’s a pity I can’t get a prescription for love. My boyfriend and I broke up last night,’ she said shakily.

‘Oh, I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be – he was a two-timing toad.’

After she’d left, a stern-looking man approached me and barked, ‘A box of Gossamer Lights.’ 

Thinking he’d said, ‘Gossamer tights,’ I rushed towards the hosiery section. ‘What shade and denier?’ I said.

‘Condoms, not tights, you stupid girl!’

A red-haired young woman studying lipsticks at the nearby Rimmel stand snorted. Mortified with embarrassment, my face burned – you could have fried an egg on it.

But Dean rescued me. ‘Mary, it’s time for your break. Grab some fresh air, and I’ll serve this gentleman. Turning to Mr Stroppy, he said, ‘What size condoms, sir, small or large? I’m guessing small.’

The red-haired young woman guffawed as I bid a hasty retreat. 

To cool off, I walked around the busy pavements, enjoying the warm but cloudy day. I nipped into Sayers, bought a sausage roll, a fresh-cream chocolate eclair and an orange Fanta, then sat on a log in the nearby woods, wondering how I could return to work without dying from humiliation. Perhaps a spaceship would land and take me to Planet Shame.

I’d have fled home and never returned if it weren’t for worrying about Mum’s wrath.

Actually, I wouldn’t because I already loved Dean, the most beautiful boy in the world.

‘Where in Texas do you live, Dean?’ I said in an afternoon lull after I helped a lady choose a gift for her best friend. We’d settled on a floral makeup bag with a Maybelline Great Lash Mascara and a Rimmel plum-toned lipstick.

‘If you’re free tonight, I’ll take you out and tell you.’

‘Oh, that would be lovely,’ I enthused, forgetting to play it cool.

‘Give me your address, and I’ll pick you up at eight.’

‘You’ve got a car?’ No flies on me. 

‘My big sis will lend me her wheels.’

As I served more customers, I planned my date outfit – a black maxi skirt patterned with ditsy, colourful flowers, a long-sleeve lilac scoop-neck T-shirt and a few dabs of my almost-empty but coveted Miss Dior perfume from Christmas.

Around 8 pm, after I applied the fourth layer of mascara, I ventured downstairs and into the living room when a bright yellow Lotus Esprit – wow – pulled up outside.

‘That’s a fast car,’ said Dad. ‘I hope it’s not driven by a fast man.’

I prayed Dean would come to the door, not just beep the horn, which Mum would doubtless find impolite. 

The doorbell rang, and I was about to dash into the hall when Mum said, ‘No – I will answer it.’

I heard a mumble of voices before she shouted enthusiastically, ‘A young man for you, Mary – don’t keep him waiting.’

‘God, she’s so embarrassing,’ I mumbled to Dad.

‘Don’t speak about your mother like that,’ he replied with a wink.

Dean looked smart in beautifully ironed blue jeans, a white linen shirt, and slicked-back hair.

He resembled one of the two Mormons who had visited recently. Mum invited them in, and they showed us slides of Joseph Smith’s testimony. Trying to schmooze me, one said, ‘So, I bet you like Donny Osmond, Mary.’

Bare-chested guitar strummers were more my bag, so I said, ‘No – he’s a drip.’ 

Dad and my brothers laughed, but Mum glared at me and then asked if they wanted coffee.

Big mistake – they reacted with horror as if she’d offered heroin, so they ended up with Rise and Shine orange juice, sold in packets – just add water.

After the slide show, they made us all read passages from the Bible in turn. Rebellious, I read as quickly as I could to wind them up, and afterwards, the more handsome of the pair said, ‘Gee, Mary, that sure was fast.’

After they left, Dad said to Mum. ‘If you invite Mormons to the house again, I’ll go to the pub.’

This was quite a threat as he rarely went to the pub as Mum hated ‘the evils of drink’. Perhaps that’s why she invited the Mormons in – they were of one accord and, I have to admit, quite dishy in a Donny Osmond sort of way. But she’d have drawn the line at being one of several wives. 

My usually calm dad was still annoyed hours after our visitors left. ‘That was not a relaxing evening. Fancy knocking on people’s doors with the sole purpose of plying religion on unsuspecting householders. I’m happy they have their beliefs, but leave me with mine in peace.’

If I had to apply any religion to Dad, it would be Buddhism, as he was usually calm and peaceful, the perfect antidote to my volatile and easily riled mother. But after being brought up by strict Catholics, he became sick of people forcing religion on him.

Anyhoo, Dean looked Mormon-like that evening until we turned the corner of Apple Avenue, and he pulled his tie off, and with one hand on the steering wheel, undid the top buttons of his shirt, rumpled his hair and said, ‘I hope I passed muster with your mum.’

I laughed. ‘Yes – unlike Robbie. And you smell better too – lemony and woody – Robbie reeked of stale sweat.’

‘Robbie? Do I have competition?’

‘Definitely not. What is that heavenly aftershave?’

‘Acqua di Parma Colonia.’

‘Oh, snazzy – sounds Italian.’

‘It is.’

After a Hawkwind concert at Liverpool Stadium, I’d taken the long-haired, scruffy Robbie home to stay the night as I’d promised to show him Chester the next day. He lived in Liverpool, and my house was the halfway point between the two. ‘What do you do?’ Mum asked him as she ostentatiously wrinkled her nose.

‘I’m a model.’

My little brother sniggered into his Beano comic.

Dad raised his eyebrows, harrumphed and then hid behind The Liverpool Echo.

When I got home from Chester without Robbie my older brother said, ‘He must do “before and after” ads, and he’s the before.’

‘Is he on drugs?’ said Mum.

‘Of course not,’ I replied hastily. 

Robbie and his mates weren’t on drugs, just barley wine, but pretended they were to shock people.

When my best mate Anne and I were on a Liverpool bus with them one evening, we were mortified when they broke into song, causing a middle-aged woman in a twin set and pearls to flee downstairs...

We are the Liverpool acid heads

We come from far away

And we do all out tripping

While the coppers get their pay

The coppers say we’re junkies

So, junkies, we will be

If it wasn’t for the acid heads

Where would the coppers be?

On the dole, on the dole...

After that, I didn’t want to see Robbie again.

The next time he phoned and asked me out, I said, ‘Sorry, I’m back with my old boyfriend, but it’s been fun.’

A pause as my tummy clenched.

‘It’s mind over matter,’ he began...

‘I don’t mind, and you don’t matter.’

Then he put the phone down.

The relief was immense. Truthfully, I’d felt sorry for Robbie after he took me to his family home. The place was filthy; his mother had missing teeth, matted, greasy hair, a grey complexion and was obviously an alcoholic, confirmed by the several empty bottles I found when I put our empty fish and chip wrappers into the overflowing and smelly kitchen bin.

It didn’t take much intuition to know that if I didn’t escape Robbie soon, I could be on a slippery slope to misery.

And Mum, Dad and my brothers found the ‘I don’t mind, and you don’t matter’ comment hilarious. 

For ages, I agonised about bumping into Robbie in Liverpool.

But it never happened. For the record, I have spent too much time worrying about things which never happened. 

Anyway, back to the point – Dean drove me to the Happy Harp pub near Chester. Underage drinking in certain venues was quite common back then – either us girls piled on so much makeup that we looked eighteen or over, or landlords turned a blind eye. 

As I sipped my shandy, Dean told me he lived in San Antonio and was desperate to attend art school, but his dad wanted him to be a lawyer. ‘So, it’s Harvard for me in the fall.’ 

‘Can’t you go to art school instead?’

‘It would cause a family war. I’ll become a corporate lawyer, make a fortune, then move to Italy and paint. How about you?’

‘No plans beyond Church’s Chemist, then school for my A-Levels at the moment.’ And marriage to you, Dean.

‘Fancy another drink, Mary?’

‘Yes, Dubonnet and lemonade, please. I’ll get them. What are you having?’ I pulled my beaded purse from my brown suede handbag.

Dean waved a dismissive hand. ‘Put that away. So, a Dubonnet and lemonade?’

‘Yes, please.’ I’d never sampled the stuff (Dubonnet, not lemonade), but was keen to try it.

I shuddered at its bittersweet taste but enjoyed the alcohol buzz and heady grown-up feeling. However, when Dean said, ‘Could you introduce me to your gorgeous friend?’ my confidence crumbled to dust.

‘What friend?’ I said, shocked, as if a thousand hands had slapped my face.

‘Don’t know her name, but I saw you with her outside Chelsea Girl in Liverpool last week. I couldn’t believe it when you were in Church’s Chemist this morning.’

‘She’s called Anne.’ This unwitting traitor was my blue-eyed, blonde and pretty best friend.

Young and naïve, I didn’t know how to react, wanted to say, ‘What a cheek,’ and grab a bus home. But my traitorous mouth said, ‘We’ll be at Cool Cats on Saturday night. Do you know it?’ 

Battling tears, I wanted to play it cool so Dean didn’t realise how much he’d hurt me.

‘Yes. Shall I collect you and Anne in the car?’ 

‘Will we both fit in the Lotus?’ 

‘I’ll borrow Mr Church’s Rover.’

‘Don’t worry – I’m going to Anne’s on Saturday afternoon, and she lives near Cool Cats, so her dad will drop us off and we’ll see you there.’

‘Great.’

‘Shall I tell Anne you fancy her?’ Perish the thought.

‘Leave that to me – just make sure she’s there.’

Bossy, or what?

As my heart shattered into tiny pieces, I managed to mutter, ‘I’m tired – please take me home.’

‘Of course.’

Outside my house, Dean leaned over, kissed me lightly, and said, ‘Thanks for a lovely evening, Mary.’

I sobbed myself to sleep because I’d fallen even more in love when his lips touched mine. 
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​Cool Cats
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Cool Cats was a small but sultry nightclub in Bebington that mainly played soul music. Anne and I preferred rock, but most of those venues were out of bounds to two sixteen-year-old girls no matter how much makeup we slapped onto our young faces.

Therefore, we had two wardrobes and different types of fragrances depending on the sounds. 

Flared trousers, cheesecloth shirts, love beads and patchouli oil for rock music. Or Oxford bag trousers, formal blouses and Aqua Manda eau de toilette for the soul music.

After a Saturday lunch of corned beef hash and peas followed by tinned peaches and evaporated milk, Dad drove me to Anne’s in his red Renault Four.

‘Will you have a sneaky half-pint on the way home?’ I asked him.

‘Yes – but don’t tell your mother.’

‘As if.’

Dad, me, and my two brothers rarely told Mum anything that might upset her, lest she sulked and we all suffered. 

I rang the doorbell at my friend’s home, hoping Anne’s mum had made her delicious chocolate cake. The best ever, although, of course, I never told Mum that. ‘What’s wrong with my chocolate cake?’ she’d have said, a hurt expression on her face.

Anne’s dad, Mr Harrop, answered my ring with a cheeky grin. ‘Welcome to Harrop Hotel.’ 

He was probably making amends for when I’d made an impromptu visit with Anne after we’d bought our thirty-two-inch flared jeans from a hippy-ish boutique called Cape in Liverpool. We adored that place. The amazing jeans had cost five pounds a pair, a fortune, but the manager threw in a scoop-hem t-shirt apiece. 
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