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Chapter One


Stan stepped out of the hospital doors with the scrap of paper clutched so hard between his fingers it was starting to disintegrate against his sweaty skin. He forced himself to loosen his grip. Let the wind take the wretched thing – the words wouldn’t change, however high they rose into the stark spring sky.


The lingering March chill stung his eyes, making them water. He rubbed them and glanced to his left. A concrete path led along the front of the hospital to a fenced-off area, optimistically called a ‘Garden’. He could just make out the jaunty blue sign, fixed onto a plastic trellis threaded with shivering rose plants, inviting him to ‘come in and relax’. Fat chance! Bonnie was waiting for him through there, pacing up and down, telling herself over and over that it was going to be good news and he would have to be the one to savage her gorgeous optimism with the sharp cut of his piece of paper.


‘I’m so sorry, Bonnie,’ Stan whispered.


He looked out across the car park to the sprawl of Liverpool beyond. He didn’t come to the city much, but he was strangely glad of it today. It seemed right to get the news that his life was ending here, in the city where he’d first met Bonnie and it had felt as if it was truly starting. He glanced to the garden again and forced himself to move towards it.


Bonnie had not been happy to be sent out, he knew that. He wasn’t even sure why he’d done it. He’d intended her to be with him to see the consultant, but when Dr Mirabi had asked, ‘And will your wife be coming in with you?’ he’d panicked and said that maybe it was best if she waited outside. She’d objected, of course, but his illness – possible illness, as it had still been back then – had given him a strange, calm certainty and he’d insisted.


‘You can wait in the garden if you like,’ Dr Mirabi had said to her kindly, and Stan had been glad the doctor was there to share the force of Bonnie’s glare.


It had been the right decision, though. He wouldn’t have wanted Bonnie in that blank room, wouldn’t have been able to keep calm in the face of her distress. At least this way he could compose himself a little before he broke it to her.


Stan took three more steps towards the garden. A young woman was sitting on a bench ahead of him, wrapped so tightly in a blanket that only her head was visible. Her face, however, was turned up to the thin sun and her eyes were shut in quiet bliss. Stan guessed she hadn’t felt fresh air for some time, and his eyes slid to the tired-looking older lady at the girl’s side. Her mother, it had to be. She was angled towards the girl and watching her with the sort of terrified love that she must have felt since the day she was put in her arms as a newborn. He offered her a smile and she returned it.


‘Spring’s coming,’ she said.


‘I hope so.’


Her eyes pulled back to her daughter and Stan moved on. A sudden wind whipped across the car park, sending a Styrofoam cup scuttling across the pathway like a scared creature and tugging again at the letter in his hand. Once again, he considered letting it go, just sending it up into the clouds and forgetting about it, but Stan wasn’t a man to turn his back on trouble. Forty years as a plumber and builder had taught him that ignoring even the smallest niggle only gave it licence to grow. Issues had to be faced head-on to stand a chance of being dealt with properly. More’s the pity.


‘It’s liver cancer, I’m afraid,’ Dr Mirabi had said as Stan sat there, mute and alone. ‘Stage four.’


‘Stage four?’ Stan had asked blankly, and the doctor had stalled.


‘Would you like to fetch your wife back in before we go through all this?’


‘No! That is, no thank you. I can manage.’


‘You’re very calm.’


A little bit of Stan had been proud at that. Proud! How stupid was he? Look at me, facing the news of my own mortality with a nice stiff upper lip. Idiot! This wasn’t the 1920s. He was allowed to rage and scream and even cry if he wanted – not that he did.


‘Should I not be calm?’ he’d asked instead.


‘Oh no, no. That is, yes. Absolutely. It’s the best way.’


The best way for what? Stan wondered now. He turned his eyes back to the city, letting them drift through the Liverpool bustle, over the Mersey and to the fields of the Wirral beyond. Home. In his mind’s eye he could see the stakes he and Bonnie had planted in the ground two weeks ago, marking out the footprint of their dream house.


It had taken them years to get planning permission. Their twins had been bolshy teenagers when they’d bought up the land on the edge of the village, and now they were approaching middle age. But Bonnie had refused to give up and at last they’d done it. Regulations had changed, she’d said, though he suspected it was more that her name as an award-winning local architect had finally swayed the council.


It didn’t matter. That piece of paper, with permission to build their dream home, had been so very welcome. They’d drunk champagne the day it had arrived – proper stuff they’d been saving from his seventieth – and Bonnie had posted her designs all over Facebook with words as bubbly as their drinks. Dream house on the cards at last! So excited!! Now Stan and I can enjoy our twilight years in style!!! She wasn’t normally one for exclamation marks, his Bonnie, but that day they’d burst from her. And now his stupid slip of paper was going to crush them all into flat little full stops.


He pushed on towards the garden, stepping sideways to let a man on a mobility scooter move past. A tiny terrier sat in the basket at the front wagging its tail and the man’s eyes were fixed upon his pet as he took it for a walk in the only way he was now able. What condition did he have, Stan wondered, and instantly hated the fact that he was now in a world in which everyone had something wrong with them.


He shoved his hands into his pockets as the man sailed round the corner of the hospital, accompanied by the dim whine of an electric engine and a small yap from the dog. Stan had been aware he’d lost weight recently, of course he had, but he’d just been quietly pleased with himself for not getting thickset. Fool. A bit of podge would have been far preferable to what was actually going on in his gut.


His fingers closed around his car keys. He drew them out slowly and looked into the face of Terry, the tiny troll key ring Bonnie had bought him years ago because his screwed-up face had reminded her of Stan on a bad morning. He wasn’t sure when he’d started talking to Terry. On the whole, he was as grumpy as he looked but the chap was a good listener and right now that was exactly what Stan needed.


‘If I hadn’t bothered going to the doctor, Terry, I wouldn’t be here now, would I? That would be better, wouldn’t it?’


Terry shook his little head in the wind.


‘You’re right,’ Stan groaned. ‘I needed to know. At least this way I get to cherish my last, my last …’


The words did dangerous, bubbly things in Stan’s throat and he swallowed madly. This couldn’t be happening. He had things to do, so many things. There was a list. Bonnie had written it and pinned it to the fridge, as she had all the way through their marriage. In the old days it had featured jobs like ‘paint over the damp patch’ and ‘find cheap sofa’ and ‘try not to kill your dad – you know he means well’. Later it had been ‘buy Lisa ballet shoes’ or ‘find Rachael a new piano teacher’ or ‘take the girls to the theatre – they need some sort of culture’.


Now, alongside ‘build dream house’ were a thousand other treats. ‘It’s all fun from here,’ Bonnie had scrawled at the bottom but nowhere on the list did it say ‘fight off terminal disease’. Then again, that wasn’t possible anyway, was it? Stan glanced back to the hospital. The young woman had got up from the bench now and was shuffling towards the doors into Oncology, her mother hovering after. Presumably she’d got cancer too, poor lass. Could Dr Mirabi treat hers? He did hope so.


‘Have you got any questions?’ the doctor had asked Stan.


‘Can I be cured?’


Dr Mirabi had dressed the answer up in several ‘so sorries’ and various ‘there are things we can do to ease matters’, but in essence it had boiled down to one word: ‘No.’ Stan’s illness – an illness he had not known he had until thirty minutes ago – was terminal. Dr Mirabi had been reluctant to give specifics but had eventually conceded that it was unlikely to be more than twelve months, and that had been more than specific enough for Stan.


Barring a miracle, this time next year he would be gone. His life was now finite, not in a ‘we’ll all die one day’ way, or even in a ‘we best enjoy our last years’ way, but with the months and days and even hours nailed to the wall to be used with the utmost care.


Stan was close enough to the garden now to see the start of tiny buds on the thin roses. They were getting ready to burst into life, whereas he …


‘Goodness, Stan,’ he heard Terry admonishing. ‘Get a grip. You’re hardly the first and you certainly won’t be the last. What makes your life so very special?’


There was, of course, only one answer to that: Bonnie. It had always been Bonnie. He’d known from the very first moment he’d seen her, right here in the heart of Liverpool, in a club bursting with music and chatter and exuberant, excitable hope, that he’d been put on this earth to be there for her, and now it seemed that was coming to an end.


‘No!’ he said out loud. ‘No way. I’m not leaving her alone.’


The roses shook and he heard a little gasp in the garden and then footsteps coming towards him.


‘Stan?’


And then there she was, Bonnie, stood beneath the trellis looking even more beautiful than the first day he’d seen her. She laughed at him when he told her how gorgeous she was, pointing into the mirror and scoffing at whatever imperfections she saw there, but for him their fifty-four shared years were written like a poem into the lines of her face, making it even more special with every day.


‘Bonnie,’ he stuttered.


‘Stan, you chump. What on earth are you doing lurking out here?’


He almost smiled. Then he forced himself to draw in a deep breath, stepped up to her and held out the paper bearing his life sentence. She looked down at it and then back to his face and, to his shame, he felt tears well up as she opened her arms and he stepped into them.


‘I’m sorry,’ he gasped out. ‘I’m so, so sorry, Bonnie. I’ve let you down.’


‘Never.’ She pulled him fiercely against her, crushing herself into the folds of his coat so it was almost as if they were both wearing it. ‘You have never once let me down, Stanley Walker, and you aren’t letting me down now. We’ll fight this. We’ll fight it together, and one way or another we’ll win.’


Stan drew in a deep breath and let his tears soak into her white-blonde hair, and when he looked up he could see clearly again. He remembered the love in the eyes of the mother on the bench as her daughter had drawn the sun into her skin, and the joy in the scooter-man’s face as he’d watched his dog wag its tail at the world, and he smiled. The roses were budding and Liverpool was as bright in the spring sunshine as it had been back when he’d first met his wife. And she was right, she must be right because they were Bonnie and Stan and they had to stay that way.




Chapter Two


February 1963


Bonnie Jessop closed the door of her tiny attic room and flung her book-bag into the corner. She was home, thank heavens, or at least what passed for home these days. She’d spent her first term in Liverpool living in university halls but had found them cold and unfriendly and after Christmas she’d snatched at the chance to move in with Susie-Ann, the one girl who’d been truly welcoming.


Bonnie loved it in the rough and tumble of Susie-Ann’s house, and the Cobden family’s warm welcome was a blissful contrast to the snotty reception she’d had from the other students on her architecture course, who treated her with suspicion and disdain because she was the only girl. It was stupid. There were plenty of girls in art and design and interior decoration, but the minute you wanted to draw houses rather than cushions or pretty pictures everything seemed to change.


‘I’ll show them,’ Bonnie muttered, retrieving her book-bag and looking for something to wipe off the muck from where a gaggle of art students had ‘accidentally’ knocked it into a puddle. They’d been girls, all of them; surely they should be on her side? But Bonnie had learned quickly enough that the girls were often the worst. All except Susie-Ann, of course. Susie-Ann was different.


Her friend and new housemate had a broad Scouse accent, eye-catchingly short skirts and an irreverent attitude, and she stuck out even more than Bonnie around campus. It appeared that she was the white sheep of a contentedly black flock – her three older brothers spent their days moving goods off the back of the city’s lorries faster than the police could keep up. As a result they had an endless supply of up-to-date clothes and, most importantly to Bonnie, records hot off the American ships down the docks.


‘Hey there! Bonnie? You up here?’ There was a clatter of high-heeled shoes on the stairs and Susie-Ann burst into the room, her long dark hair in big rollers and a green face pack slathered over her pretty face. ‘You are here! Thought I heard you.’ Susie-Ann took in the sight of Bonnie’s muddy bag and stuck her hands on her miniskirted hips. ‘Those bastards been at your books again? It’s too bad, Bon, really it is. I’ll let our kids loose on them, shall I? They can be dead scary when they want, so they can.’


Bonnie didn’t doubt it. Setting the three Cobden boys on Bonnie’s tormentors would certainly do the trick, but her Aunt Nancy had brought her up to stand on her own two feet and she wasn’t about to stop doing that just because she was miles away from her sleepy Cheshire village.


‘It’s fine, really. I just dropped it.’


Susie-Ann raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow but then shrugged.


‘Have it your own way. Who cares any road – it’s the Jac tonight!’


She grabbed Bonnie’s arm, squealing, and Bonnie couldn’t help but squeal with her. She’d loved music ever since she was tiny and the famous Jacaranda club had the best bands in town. Her earliest – and only – memories of her long-gone parents were of them dancing. They’d been solid, hard-working people, her father an accountant and her mother a maths teacher, and Bonnie remembered her young life as a largely serious business, save in the evenings when they’d let Charlie Parker and Ella Fitzgerald creep up through the needle of the gramophone and spark them into life.


Bonnie remembered waking to the sound of jazz and creeping down to sneak a peek at her parents dancing in each other’s arms just like Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire. She’d got Aunt Nancy to play their favourite records endlessly after their deaths, as if it might make them dance on in her memory, and she still treasured those songs now.


As she’d got older, though, she’d moved on from jazz, discovering Buddy Holly, Eddie Cochran and the heart-melting glory that was Elvis, and her Aunt Nancy had insisted that Liverpool was the place Bonnie had to be. There were musicians doing amazing things there, she’d assured Bonnie, and Bonnie had only been at the university for a week or two when a group of local lads called the Beatles had exploded into the big time with ‘Love Me Do’.


Bonnie had longed for friends to go to the buzzing clubs with, but the girls in her hall had spent all their time in the library and the boys on her course had taken delight in excluding her. Many was the night she’d lurked outside the entrances to the Jacaranda and the Cavern, longing for the courage to go in alone, but it wasn’t until Susie-Ann had swept her under her wing that she’d ever had the chance. But now, tonight, Bonnie was actually going to a gig at the Jacaranda and not just going there, but going there on a blind date with the lead singer of tonight’s band, the Best Boys.


‘Spike,’ Bonnie said out loud, hugging her bag tight, not even noticing the mud as she tried to imagine what on earth it would be like to be that close to a real musician.


He sounded so young and cool and glamorous, a world away from the staid Tonys and Nigels who’d asked her out back home, and she was in equal measures thrilled and terrified about the night ahead.


‘Don’t get too hung up on the wretched boy,’ Susie-Ann said, pulling her from her reverie, ‘or you’ll make him even more big-headed than he is now. But come on – we’ve got to get ready.’


She grabbed the bag from Bonnie and flung it aside, edging her towards the door.


‘Where are we going?’


‘Front room. Iron’s on.’


‘What?’


But Susie-Ann was tugging her down the stairs, and if she didn’t want to tumble down all three flights she had little choice but to acquiesce. They burst into the front room to find the rest of the Cobden family gathered around the little TV set the boys had procured from who-knows-where two weeks ago. The three boys, John, Mark and Kevin, were lounging on the lime-green settee, another new acquisition that sat incongruously in the otherwise beige room. Mr Cobden was in his saggy old armchair, wreathed in smoke, and Mrs Cobden was stood at the ironing board behind him.


‘Mam!’ Susie-Ann said indignantly. ‘Get off – that’s for Bonnie’s hair.’


‘What?!’ Bonnie and Mrs Cobden demanded at the same time, but Susie-Ann just hustled Bonnie forward, sweeping her mother out of the way.


‘It needs to be straight,’ she announced, bending Bonnie over so that her shoulder-length hair was spread out on the board.


‘Straight?’ Bonnie gasped, trying to put a hand to the careful waves she always styled into her blonde hair.


‘Yep. You look very sweet and all, queen, but it’s just not the in thing any more. You ever see Jean Shrimpton with a wave?’


Bonnie shook her head – or as much as she could with her hair pinned to the board.


‘Good. Now, stay still and let me sort you out.’


Susie-Ann lifted the iron like a weapon. The boys all looked curiously over and even Mr Cobden waved smoke away to watch.


‘Susie, no!’ Mrs Cobden gasped as her daughter brought the iron down and ran it smoothly over Bonnie’s blonde hair.


There was a soft crackle and out of the corner of her eye Bonnie saw strands rising on the static as her friend lifted the iron again but her wavy hair, miraculously, was straight. Everyone stared.


‘Well I never,’ Mrs Cobden said. ‘Will you look at that. It’s silky-smooth, lass.’


Bonnie tried to stand but Susie-Ann was already turning her to do the other side and all she could manage was a grateful smile to her host. When she’d first arrived at the Cobdens she’d feared that she’d never fit into their anarchic household, despite their warm welcome to a friend of Susie-Ann’s. She’d noticed Mr and Mrs Cobden peering at her over supper and thought that they were taking in her conventional clothes, middle-class manners and polished speech and wondering if Susie-Ann would end up like her.


She’d liked to think they hoped so, but feared it was actually an outcome they dreaded and had felt awkward around them until she’d found out that every one of the Cobdens loved music. From the moment they’d plugged in the gramophone and pulled out their collection of mostly bootleg singles, Bonnie had slotted right in. After just a few weeks, she felt far more comfortable around the rough-and-tumble family.


Not that she was exactly used to the quiet life, she reflected as Susie-Ann contorted her over the board to do the back of her hair, the boys still watching on. Her father’s younger sister, Nancy, had moved in to care for her when her parents had been killed, but at twenty-two she’d been barely more than a child herself and it had never been a conventional upbringing. Nancy was a tiny woman, barely five foot tall and with rather jumbled features, but she radiated an energy that drew people to her from far and wide and the house had always been full of fun.


She was an inventive cook at best, and apt to forget about eating altogether if she had friends round – which she often did – so Bonnie had learned to put meals together as quickly as she’d learned to mix the perfect vodka martini. Having left the Wrens to care for Bonnie, Nancy had a work ethic every bit as strong as her nose for a party, and had been fiercely adamant that Bonnie do well at school and push herself in life. It was she who had championed Bonnie’s right to study architecture and helped her secure the place at Liverpool.


Bonnie knew Nancy had been disappointed when she’d finally admitted at Christmas that she wasn’t enjoying university life but, being an arch-fixer, she’d soon found the solution. The Cobdens had been delighted to have the extra money for their attic room and if Bonnie had to sometimes share it with cratefuls of unusual goods, it was a small price to pay. The studying was still hard but at least at the end of a day of lectures she could escape and breathe again.


‘Perfect!’ Susie-Ann announced now, finally letting her stand up. ‘Isn’t it perfect, Mam?’


‘Perfect,’ Mrs Cobden agreed dutifully, before adding, ‘Can I iron the kecks now?’


‘Do what you want,’ Susie-Ann laughed. ‘Bonnie and I have got make-up to be getting on with. Come on, Bon.’


And with that she swept Bonnie back up the stairs, pausing only to retrieve a large make-up case from her own room. Bonnie felt as if she were at the centre of a small whirlwind. With her stomach already churning with nerves, she gave herself up to Susie-Ann’s ministrations.


‘Tell me about Spike,’ she said as her friend pushed her down at the little desk beneath the window, sweeping her books to one side to make room.


‘I’ve told you a million times! He’s tall and dark and his hair is all quiffed up, just like Elvis. He’s a plumber down the docks by day, but by night – which is more important, let’s face it – he’s a singer. He’s got a voice like melted chocolate and deep brown eyes and the tightest little arse in Liverpool.’


‘Susie-Ann!’


‘What? It’s important.’ Susie-Ann was fixing big heated rollers around the bottom of Bonnie’s hair and bent down in front of her to add, ‘Don’t let Sticks hear me say that, though. He’s a right jealous one, Lord love him.’


Sticks was the drummer in Spike’s band and Susie-Ann’s boyfriend of almost two years. Bonnie hadn’t actually met him yet but she’d heard him throwing stones at her friend’s window just below her own and then climbing up the drainpipe to join her. She’d heard other noises too but had buried her head beneath her pillow and tried not to listen.


Aunt Nancy had been frighteningly forthright about sex.


‘They’ll all want to do it with you,’ she’d told Bonnie shortly before she’d first left for Liverpool. ‘Boys that age are panting for sex with practically anyone and especially a pretty girl like you, so you’ll need to stand up for yourself.’


‘To stop them?’ Bonnie had asked, terrified.


‘If you want to.’ Nancy had laughed and taken her hands. ‘But if you fancy it, then why not? It’s rather fun, honestly, as long as you’re careful and you only do it if you want to. OK?’


‘OK,’ Bonnie had squeaked, not convinced she’d ever want to.


One or two of the lads down the youth club had let their hands wander when they’d kissed her, but she’d found it more ticklish than sexy. Maybe with Spike it would be different, though. Maybe with Spike she’d feel the tingles that everyone seemed to feel in the films.


‘Do you do it?’ she’d dared to ask Nancy.


‘Me?’ For a moment Bonnie had thought she’d gone too far, but Nancy was almost impossible to offend. ‘Course I do, sometimes – if I want to.’


‘But who with? I’ve never seen a man stay the night.’


At that, though, Nancy had just winked and said, ‘It doesn’t have to be with a man, sweetheart,’ and Bonnie’s head had spun with the sudden realisation of just how much she had to learn about the world.


In the event, though, the boys at university hadn’t seemed to want to do anything but sneer at her, and so she’d been able to avoid the thorny issue of sex all term. Susie-Ann’s world, however, felt like a very much more grown-up place and she was already worried what her gorgeous date might expect of her.


‘Is Spike very cool?’ she asked Susie-Ann as the other girl layered mascara onto her eyelashes with careful concentration.


‘Spike? Don’t make me laugh! He’s just a kid from down the road and don’t you forget that, whatever act he tries to pull on you. He can be bit of a knob if you’re not on to him quick, but he’s a handsome one all right. And a dead good singer. He’s going to be famous – as famous as bloody Paul. They all are.’


‘Paul McCartney?’ Bonnie breathed, though she already knew the answer.


She’d quizzed Susie-Ann endlessly about the Best Boys and knew full well that it was their avowed intent to be the next big Merseybeat band, and she felt her stomach fizzing with joy that she was soon going to meet them.


‘I’ve had my new dress hanging up all day,’ she said, indicating the alcove below the dormer window.


She’d bought it last week with Aunt Nancy’s Christmas money. It had cost more than she’d ever usually spend but Nancy’s new friend Astrid, an Amazonian Swedish woman with a huge laugh and a doting way of looking at Nancy that made Bonnie’s head spin, had added to the pot and with Spike to impress, she’d decided to splash out. It was red and white gingham – just like Brigitte Bardot, or so Susie-Ann said – and it was short, a good inch above the knee. It had a pleated skirt and a bow at the neck and she felt both playground-small and backstreet-grown-up in it. It was quite the most risqué thing she’d ever worn, but she was going to be with the band so she had to fit in, right?


‘Head up, Sweet Bonnie,’ she could imagine Nancy saying in her crisp voice. ‘Wear it like you mean it!’


Automatically she stuck her head up and Susie-Ann squeaked in protest as the super-pale lipstick she was applying smudged with the movement.


‘Hold still, idiot, or we’ll never get you beautiful in time.’ She pulled back and then grinned. ‘What am I banging on about? You’d be beautiful in a bloody coal sack, Bonnie Jessop. Spike is going to do his nut when he sees you.’


‘Really?’


‘You better believe it, queen. Right, dress on and you can have a look at yourself.’


She whipped out the rollers and then stood back to pass Bonnie her dress. Bonnie stepped into it and let her friend zip it up at the back. The nerves were fizzing stronger than a sherbet dib-dab in her stomach and she hardly dared look in the mirror as Susie-Ann held it up. When she finally did open her eyes, she stared in astonishment. Was that really her?


Her fringe was flat against her forehead and the ends of her now straight hair were curled out instead of under. Her super-dark eyes and pale lips made her look like a negative of the girl she’d been before and she stared and stared, wondering how on earth she’d find the nerve to inhabit this glamorous creature.


‘Beautiful,’ Susie-Ann pronounced. ‘You look like something off the cover of Cosmopolitan. Spike will die for you!’


She beamed proudly and Bonnie drew in a deep breath and nodded.


Wear it like you mean it! Nancy’s voice said in her head again, and she was determined to do just that.


‘Bonnie! Charmed to meet you.’


Spike took her hand and planted an extravagant kiss on it before raking his fingers through his dark quiff.


‘You too,’ Bonnie managed.


Spike was every bit as cool as Susie-Ann had described. He was wearing a dark suit with a tight cut that showed his toned legs and a high-collared shirt that framed his handsome face. He was tall but not so tall she had to strain to look up to him, and muscled without being too showy about it. And his eyes! His eyes were the deepest chocolate brown, and Bonnie was sure she could melt right into them. She felt heat radiate out from the spot his lips had touched and put her hand to her burning cheek as he drew her into the Jacaranda coffee house. She’d stood outside so often that it was unbelievable to finally be heading inside, and it was every bit as fantastic as she’d imagined.


The Jacaranda was a tiny little place with a chrome-trimmed bar running the length of the thin room, and people were crammed into every bit of space. In the far corner a jukebox held court, coquettishly flashing its lights and pouring out Elvis’s syrupy voice for a penny. Bonnie could feel the pulse of the music beating time against her skin and the air buzzed with conversation as if someone had wired up all the words to the electricity.


‘I’ve heard so much about the Best Boys,’ she gushed to Spike once he’d wormed them into a space at the bar but it sounded horribly naive, so she quickly added, ‘Are you ready to play?’


‘Born ready, honey!’ Spike gave her a broad wink that seemed to instantly dry her throat and she could do little more than giggle in reply. He leaned in closer. ‘Susie-Ann said you were a stunner, Bonnie, and she was right, too. Let me get you a drink.’


She nodded dumbly and was grateful when Spike turned to the bar. She glanced round for Susie-Ann but her friend had disappeared into the pulsing crowd; it was up to her from here on in.


Head up, Sweet Bonnie, she told herself in Nancy’s voice and looked around the bar as Spike ordered coffee. She almost gave herself away again by gasping in astonishment at the space-age machine behind the counter and had to turn it into a discreet cough. The barman was turning knobs and handles and the machine gurgled and hissed and threw steam over the heads of the staff, wreathing them in bitter-scented magic.


‘Here!’ Spike turned back to her, proffering a tiny cup, like something out of her old doll’s house. Dark liquid steamed within and Bonnie stared at it. ‘Espresso. You like it, right?’


‘Oh. Sorry. Yeah. Course I do. Thanks.’


Nervously she took the cup, trying to hook her fingers securely through the dainty handle. Spike lifted his own.


‘Cheers, hey? Oh, but hold up!’


He held aloft a shiny pair of miniature tongs and something plopped into the drink, sending a hot splash onto Bonnie’s skin. She flinched.


‘What’s that?’ she asked nervously.


Aunt Nancy had told her over and over that drugs were evil and so, more convincingly, had Susie-Ann’s tough brothers. Spike blinked.


‘It’s sugar. You do want sugar?’


‘Oh, yes. Yes, please.’


Did she? Bonnie barely knew more about coffee than she did about drugs. The first she’d heard of the racy new drink was when Astrid had brought a pot of Lyons Instant to the house at Christmas, but she wasn’t about to say that now.


‘Lovely,’ she said, peering up at Spike through her eyelashes and seeing his handsome face between clots of Susie-Ann’s mascara. ‘Thank you.’


Spike beamed, slicked his fingers through his hair and, in one practised motion, threw back half his coffee and rolled his eyes comically at her.


‘That’s cracker!’


She nodded, smiled, brought her own cup to her lips and braced herself. The ‘espresso’ – some sort of coffee concentrate – hit her tongue like a right hook. She reeled but then steadied herself as it swirled across her taste buds, first bitter then sweet. Bonnie took another sip, bigger this time, and felt tendrils of sensation curl around her mouth and straight up into her brain.


‘Nice,’ she breathed, drinking the last of it and putting the little cup down, relieved to have passed this first test.


Glancing surreptitiously around at the other girls, she was pleased to see that Susie-Ann had made her look just the part for this funky bar, but she still had to act it. Thankfully at that moment someone put ‘Please Please Me’ on the jukebox and the place went wild. Bonnie felt the beat of the music pull at her hips and began jumping along with everyone else.


‘I love this!’ she said to Spike, but to her horror he frowned. She stopped jumping instantly. ‘Don’t you?’


‘I do,’ he said, so quietly she had to lean in to hear. ‘It’s nearly as good as it was when I wrote it in school.’


‘What? But surely Paul Mc …’


‘Always had light fingers, did Paul.’ She had no idea what to say and he must have seen it because he dropped a kiss on her cheek. ‘Just messing with you, lass. It’s a boss song. Really. I just need to get downstairs and set up with the rest of the band.’


‘Course. Right.’


Her stomach twisted. Was he going to leave her up here all alone? She’d look like a total wallflower.


‘You wanna meet them?’


Oh, thank the lord!


‘I’d love to, Spike. Is that OK?’


‘Yep. You’re with me, remember?’


He grabbed her hand and she felt the touch of it like the headiest coffee ever. She was with Spike, she was with ‘the band’! She was actually doing this! A tiny part of her couldn’t wait to get down to the phone box tomorrow and tell Nancy all about it but she mustn’t wish the night away, not when she’d been dreaming of this for so long.


Spike pulled her to the back of the bar and through a slim door. A bouncer was keeping punters out but he gave Spike a respectful nod and, with a thrill, Bonnie ducked through in his wake and found herself in a tight stairwell. Instantly the noise was muted, as if someone had thrown a cloth over the place. She could make out random chords and lines of chat drifting from below, but the door at the bottom of the stairs was shut, so, for the moment, they were alone. She followed Spike closely down, keen to see what was beyond the lower door and when he stopped suddenly, just before the bottom, Bonnie tumbled into his back. He turned, his face barely an inch from hers.


‘Did I say you look proper stunning, Bonnie?’ he murmured.


‘You did. Thank you.’


She patted self-consciously at her straight hair. It didn’t feel like hers at all but Spike seemed to like it. He leaned in closer and when she bit at her lip, uncertain what to do next, she heard him groan.


‘You’re doing me head in, Bonnie Jessop.’


Then suddenly his lips were on hers, pressing the crease from them, and she had to grab at his neck to stop herself staggering back. For a moment the length of him was against her and their shared heat seemed to flare in her lungs, robbing her of breath. So this was kissing! She’d tried it before, of course, but that had been with the Tonys and Nigels at the stiff little dances in the youth club in Congleton, and had been nothing like this. She gave herself up to the rush of sensation until, eventually, Spike pulled away.


‘You’re pure hot, Bonnie.’


He put a hand to her knee, his touch soft, almost reverent, and she felt it glow through her thin tights. She was definitely tingling inside and with her make-up and her dress she felt almost like she was in a film, but she had no idea what he was going to do next. Would he want to have sex right here? Right now? She wasn’t ready, no way.


‘Spike,’ she stuttered and he visibly shivered but then, thankfully, stepped back and, with a startled cry, fell down the last three stairs, knocking the basement door wide and tumbling through on his back.


‘Oh my goodness! Are you all right?’


Bonnie scrambled after him but he was up already, twitching at his jacket and raking at his sculpted hair. And there, in a tumble of jeers and laughter, were the band, and the tension of the moment on the stairs dissipated instantly.


‘Fallen for her, hey Spikey lad?’


‘You’ve knocked him off his webs, queen!’


Bonnie looked at the three young men stepping down from a low stage and coming towards them. They were immaculately styled to match Spike in dark, high-collared suits and rock-solid pompadour hairstyles and Bonnie drank in every detail of her first sighting of the Best Boys in case she needed to remember it in years to come.


Sticks she picked out from the fact that he had Susie-Ann wrapped all around him. He was a wiry lad with long limbs, prominent ears and the brightest ginger quiff Bonnie had ever seen. He was far from conventionally handsome, but his grin ran from ear to ear and Bonnie could tell instantly what her friend saw in him.


The other two were both nice-looking boys – though not as heart-meltingly handsome as Spike – and they both had guitars, but there the similarities ended. One was tall and broad with a shock of floppy blond curls fighting the Brylcreem attempting to hold it straight, and the other was thin and dark with aquiline features and almost jet-black hair. They looked intimidatingly cool but then Sticks said, ‘Welcome to the stage, lass,’ and it all felt a lot easier.


‘Thank you,’ Bonnie replied, attempting to pout her no doubt smudged lips and smiling round at them. They all beamed back. These were not like the university lads, demanding to know her A-level results and her aspirations and whether she was entitled to be here in Liverpool. Bonnie felt herself relax just a little. ‘You must be the Best Boys.’


‘That’s us,’ agreed Spike, shaking the last of the stair-dust from his trousers. ‘This here is Danny – bass guitar and manager.’ The tall blond lad stepped forward and shook Bonnie’s hand firmly. ‘Danny’s a posh lad. Went to some poncy school out on the Wirral. He’s meant to be helping his da run his business empire these days, but he prefers hanging around with us lot.’


‘I’m your manager,’ Danny said in a surprisingly cut-glass accent. ‘Who else gets you lot gigs? Being one of the Best Boys is a full-time job.’


‘Wish it were,’ muttered Sticks, unwrapping himself from Susie-Ann to give Bonnie a wave. ‘Hi, I’m Sticks. We’ve not quite met, but you may have heard me once or twice.’ He grinned broadly, clearly untroubled by any noises that might have come up through her floor. Bonnie thought of Spike kissing her in the stairwell and flushed with a dark heat, but Sticks was still chatting away and didn’t notice. ‘I’m the drummer and the one all the girls fancy.’


‘Oi!’ Susie-Ann objected but he silenced her with a hard, deep kiss.


‘Got eyes for no one but you, queen,’ Sticks said when he surfaced. ‘But I can’t stop them looking – they’re only human.’


The others groaned.


‘You’re a tosser, Mickey,’ Susie-Ann told him fondly.


‘Oi! I’ve told you only to call me Sticks.’


‘Except when …’


‘Oh, yeah. Except then.’ He grinned wickedly and turned back to Bonnie. ‘Mickey’s my real name but only my da uses it these days. And even he calls me Micks now.’


‘Why? What’s wrong with Mickey?’


‘You wanna be named after a mouse?’


‘I guess not.’


‘No one uses their real name,’ Danny said, grabbing his guitar and striking a pose. ‘It’s cooler to have a stage name – a persona, if you will.’


‘But Danny’s a real name, isn’t it?’


‘You could say that. It’s my middle name – same as Paul is McCartney’s middle name.’


Bonnie looked at the big lad curiously.


‘What’s your first name?’


Danny, however, just flushed all the way up into his sandy curls and didn’t reply.


‘It’s –’ Spike started, but a glare from Danny silenced him.


‘I wouldn’t start that, “Spike”, mate. I’m sure your fans would love to know your real name.’


‘Wouldn’t put them off. They’d all want to sleep with me anyway.’


Bonnie blinked at her date, then told herself not to be so silly. Of course he slept with people; he was gorgeous. He could have anyone he wanted, and he wanted her! She felt herself grow warm again and turned to see the last of the four band members step forward and nudge Spike.


‘Oh yeah, this here’s Lee. Lead guitarist and techie. Lee’s the auld fella of the group.’


‘Yeah,’ Sticks agreed. ‘Lee’s ancient. He was off at high school when we were still chasing hoops round the playground.’


‘I’m twenty,’ Lee objected.


‘Exactly – ancient.’


Bonnie looked at Lee more closely. He did look a little older, actually, not wrinkled or anything but thinner-faced and more serious. It gave his sharp features definition and she could imagine he would look great in photos. Though not as great as Spike, obviously.


‘I may be old but I’m cooler than the rest of you lot put together,’ Lee said.


‘Think you’ll find that’s me, Lee lad,’ Spike shot back, slicking back his already slicked hair.


Bonnie looked from one to the other, revelling in their easy banter and desperately hoping she could be a part of it.


‘And together you make the Best Boys,’ she said, with a smile.


‘Too right, my sweet Bonnie,’ Spike agreed, pulling her close and kissing her full on the lips so that her head spun. ‘We’re the very best boys. We’re going to be famous, and if you’re lucky we’ll take you along for the ride.’


Bonnie giggled and tried to think of something appropriately grand to say but the boys were already turning to their instruments and muttering important-sounding things about ‘tuning up’. Behind them the bouncer had opened the lower door and people were straining to get in and she was grateful when Susie-Ann linked arms and pulled her over to perch on a table to one side of the room.


The boys were strumming and humming and fiddling with the knobs on the sound system and Bonnie watched, rapt. There was a lot of complaining about how basic it was, but to her it looked like something out of the Americans’ fancy space missile test centre, and she loved it.


‘Earth to Bonnie!’ Spike was back before her, waving his hand in front of her face. ‘You in there, queen? You look miles away.’


‘Oh goodness, Spike, I’m so sorry. I was thinking about space travel.’


Spike looked a little stunned, but rallied.


‘She’s clever, is our Bonnie,’ he told the lads. ‘She’s at the university.’


‘Like Susie-Ann,’ Sticks said, sounding suddenly cross. ‘Dunno what you wanna bother with all that for. Even posh boy here in’t going to university.’


‘That doesn’t mean it’s a bad thing to do,’ Danny said stiffly.


‘What’s the point, though?’ Sticks demanded, jabbing a drumstick in Bonnie’s direction.


She flinched back, horrified. Had she done something wrong already? She looked to Susie-Ann for help, but her friend just scowled.


‘Sticks don’t approve of girls going to uni.’


‘Sticks don’t approve of anyone going to “uni”,’ Sticks corrected her fiercely. ‘Waste of money. What’s wrong with getting a job like everyone else?’


Bonnie swallowed.


‘But I can’t be an architect without a degree.’


‘An architect?!’ Sticks’ eyebrows pinged up into his ginger quiff. ‘Get a load of you, lass.’


Bonnie felt her skin flare beneath Susie-Ann’s careful make-up and fought back tears. She’d known she wouldn’t fit in. Hadn’t she known it? What on earth was she doing in Liverpool? No one at the university thought she was up to it, and it seemed no one here did either. She bit at her pale lips and glanced longingly towards the door, but a huge crowd was straining to get in and there’d be no escape that way. Then Lee stepped forward.


‘Let the girl alone, hey, Sticks. She can do what she wants with her life, it’s none of your business.’ He turned to Bonnie. ‘Don’t worry, lass. Sticks here just isn’t used to people with dreams.’


‘Bollocks, Lee. Shut your grid or I’ll break your guitar.’


‘You will not.’


Lee’s slim hands went protectively around his guitar. Sticks squared up but big Danny inserted his strong shoulders between them.


‘Sticks has dreams, don’t you lad? Dirty ones!’


Danny gave Sticks a nudge. For a moment the red-haired drummer bristled and Bonnie felt a dark tension pulse through the band, but then he looked to the growing crowd on the stairs and gave way.


‘Sure do. And Susie-Ann here is in every single one of them.’


He grabbed his girlfriend, sliding a hand right up her skirt as he kissed her again. Susie-Ann squirmed but didn’t push him off and Bonnie edged away, doing her best to look cool. She turned nervously to Spike, but he just gave her an easy grin and threw an arm around her shoulders.


‘Put her down, hey, Sticks,’ he said. ‘The punters are arriving and we’ve got to get ready. We’re the Best Boys, remember, and we need to play well tonight, all right?’ Bonnie felt Spike’s strong body rippling with a new intensity and it thrilled right through her. ‘Listen, lads – I heard Epstein was on the prowl again, so we nail this and it could be us playing the boss venues – the Tower Pavilion and the Litherland Town Hall and the like. But not if you lot are messing, OK?’


The other three gave a mumbled chorus of agreement. Sticks slid behind his drums and played a riff on his cymbal. Spike sprang onto the stage, Danny and Lee took up positions either side of him and as people began to come clattering down the stairs, Bonnie saw all four boys throw back their shoulders and pull their microphones closer.


They had become, before her eyes, not just four lads from Liverpool, but a band and Bonnie was reminded that, above all else, she’d come here to hear the music. She closed her eyes and for a moment she saw her parents dancing to Ella Fitzgerald in each other’s arms, and instantly she knew she could do this; she could belong here.


She opened her eyes again to see Spike staring straight at her. He winked and, noticing several girls looking enviously her way, Bonnie flicked back her turned-out hair just as Susie-Ann was doing and went to perch on the little stage. Her gingham skirt rode up her thighs and as Spike’s eyes widened appreciatively she fought the urge to tug the fabric down to a more modest level. Tomorrow she would call Aunt Nancy and describe every single little thing about this amazing place, but for now she was here in the Jacaranda Coffee House and she was with the band and she was going to make the most of every crazy minute.




Chapter Three


‘What time are they arriving?’ Stan asked, turning away from the half-hearted rain dribbling down the kitchen windows.


Bonnie looked up from chopping carrots and brushed a curl of white-blonde hair from her eyes.


‘Lisa said she’d be here at one, so any time now.’


Stan glanced at the clock. Gone ten-to – their daughters would soon be upon them.


‘I still don’t see why you invited them,’ he grumbled.


‘I didn’t invite them, Stan. If you remember, they invited themselves. Well, Lisa did. She seemed very keen and she’s bringing Greya. It’ll be nice to see her after her gap year travels, won’t it?’


‘It will,’ Stan agreed reluctantly, ‘we never see enough of her compared to the other grandkids, but it’s not like Chamonix’s in darkest Africa. Next week would have done just as well.’


‘Grumpy,’ she teased, putting down the knife and coming over to kiss him.


‘I’m sorry. I’m just not sure I’m ready.’


‘I should have put them off, I suppose, but Lisa was so insistent and she sounded …’


‘She sounded what, Bonnie?’


‘Nervy. On edge. She said something about work. I hope they’re not pushing her too hard.’


Stan reached out to tuck the stray curl back behind her ear.


‘They’re always pushing her too hard. It’s tough at the coalface of the justice system, you know.’


‘Certainly seems that way. Lord knows why she’s so keen for Greya to do law too. But we’ll find out more when they get here, and we don’t have to tell anyone about … you know … if you don’t want to.’


Stan sighed.


‘That won’t work, Bon. Our daughters can sniff out a secret at a hundred paces.’


‘True.’


She wrapped her arms around his waist and he drew her close, feeling her body slot into place against his as if finding the grooves so many years of marriage had carved into them both. He sighed.


‘It just sort of feels like if it’s only us who know, we can contain it. Once we tell other people, it’ll be out in the world. It’ll be … true. Stupid, hey?’


‘Not stupid,’ she said. ‘But sweetheart, I’m afraid it’s true whoever knows.’


She stood on tiptoe to plant a kiss on his nose, and he tried to smile at her though his gut was still twisting painfully.


‘We’ve just not had much time. We only found out a few days ago and we’ve barely done any research. They’ll all want to know what we can do about it and I’m just not sure what to say.’


Bonnie put her hands either side of his head and looked deep into Stan’s eyes.


‘We say we’re going to find a cure.’


‘But …’


She shushed him.


‘We’ve been round and round this, Stan, and there has to be a way. I know Dr Mirabi doesn’t believe there’s much he can do but although he might understand cancer, he doesn’t understand you. And fair enough, why should he when he sees hundreds of cancer patients a week? It’s up to us to find a miracle cure and we will, Stan. We will. No negativity allowed.’


Her hands tightened against his temples and he placed his own over them.


‘You’re right. We have money, don’t we? And we’re not stupid – well, you’re not.’


‘Or you either, Stanley Walker. You’re not playing the “thickie builder” card on me here, OK?’


Now Stan had to smile. The “thickie builder” card had been his way to avoid all sorts of admin tasks he hated over the years, but this was more than just holiday arrangements and ticket bookings. This was his life.


‘OK, Bon. You’re right, of course you are.’


‘Of course I am. It was in the marriage vows, wasn’t it?’


‘If it wasn’t, it should have been.’


‘Exactly. No negativity. Now, fetch the gravy granules for me, will you?’


She stepped away and Stan felt the cold of her absence, but she’d already turned back to the carrots so he made obediently for the pantry at the rear of the kitchen.


When they’d bought this house, just before the girls were born, it had been a small, if very pretty, cottage. It had not, however, taken Bonnie long to work her architectural magic on it, creating a large timber-clad extension to the rear that had proved the perfect place to bring up the girls – a vast, light space where homework jumbled in with meal preparation, craft projects and work plans.


Stan loved it but he had to admit that the pantry, tucked under the stairs at the back of the kitchen, was still his favourite bit. It had the wonderfully musty smell of past lives lived, and now he stood drawing in the mingled scents of herbs and soily vegetables and the delicious, malty musk of home brew. Automatically, he lifted a bottle to the light to check for clarity.


He’d been attempting to perfect the art of brewing for the last few years, with his best mate and long-standing colleague Dave as a willing taster, and was confident that this latest brew would be the best yet. Now, though, as he watched the light from the tiny window winking through the brown glass, the impossible enormity of his situation seemed to coalesce into a single, horribly easy-to-grasp idea. Dr Mirabi had given him a year at best, so when his beer was ready to drink in three months’ time he might not be here to take the first sip. He staggered and the bottle slipped from his fingers and fell to the ground, smashing on the tiles.


‘Stan? Stan, what is it? What’s wrong?’


Bonnie burst in and he blinked back to reality.


‘Nothing,’ he said hastily. ‘That is, nothing more. Just, you know … It.’


He fumbled for the gravy granules above his head as if normality could somehow be found in the Bisto but his hand was shaking and they too were dropped to the floor where they spread through the brown rivulets of beer like dirt.


Dust to dust, a voice intoned in his head and Stan pressed his hands to his eyes to block the sight of his own grave at his feet. No negativity, he tried to tell himself, but it was so much easier said than done. He heard Bonnie draw a deep breath and knew she would be counting to seven. It’s what she always did when she needed time. Ten was too much, she always said, and five too little and besides, she didn’t like such ‘obvious’ numbers. Seven was apparently underrated – though not by her.


‘Stan …’ Her voice was so, so gentle. She’d reached seven then. He felt her fingers on his and let her draw his hands away. ‘Stan, we’re going to sort this, I know we are.’


‘How do you know?’


‘Because I’m good at sorting things, you always say so. And you don’t have to do it alone, Stan.’


‘No,’ he shot back, ‘but if I die you’ll have to.’


That was it! That was what he’d been trying to explain, that was the picture that had haunted him these last sleepless nights – not death and whatever supposed horrors it might bring, but the stark image of Bonnie sat on her own once the funeral was done and the mourners had gone back to their happy lives. His hell was the thought of Bonnie without him to hold her hand, or bring her a cup of tea, or suggest that they were too tired to cook and would be better popping down the chippie. His grip tightened on her hands, but at that moment a cheery voice echoed out from the hall behind them.


‘Hellooo!’


They both froze.


‘Rachael!’ Bonnie gasped. ‘And the grandkids. They’ll be in here in …’


‘Grandpa! What are you doing?’


Bonnie and Stan turned, still locked together, and saw ten-year-old Jamie standing before them, his brown eyes wide. His little sister, Marleigh, came skittering in behind him, paused a moment and then dipped a toe in one of the brown rivers oozing into the kitchen.


‘You’ve made a bit of a mess,’ she commented, scrunching up her face in disapproval.


‘It stinks!’ Jamie added, holding his nose.


‘It does a bit,’ Stan agreed, reluctantly letting go of his wife. ‘Could you find the brush, mate?’


‘Sure.’


Jamie grabbed the broom and set about chasing the granules down the streams of beer just as Rachael strode into the kitchen.


‘What on earth is going on here?’ she demanded, hands on broad hips.


Their younger twin (by twenty-three minutes) was strongly built and, dressed today in a dark red jumper dress was an assertive presence. Stan avoided her eye as he went forward for a hearty hug.


‘Just your old dad getting clumsy, lass.’


‘You, Dad? You’re Mr Careful. Had your eyes tested recently? You’re meant to, you know, once you’re as ancient as you are.’ She grinned at him but for once he struggled to rise to her teasing and when he made the mistake of meeting her dark eyes, she read him instantly. ‘Dad? What is it? What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing, nothing.’ He ducked away. ‘Come on, let’s get you a drink, shall we? What’ll it be? G and T? Wine, beer? I’ve still got some home brew from …’


‘Dad! Don’t avoid the question. This is me, remember?’


‘I remember – I’m not that old.’


But it was too little, too late. Rachael knew him inside out, having worked with him every day since she was nineteen. Not that she’d wanted to at first. She’d gone off to study geography in Manchester but had hated it.


She’d stuck it out until the middle of the Easter term when she’d turned up at home saying she couldn’t take it any more. She didn’t like city life, she’d sobbed, and she didn’t like the course and she missed home too much. This last had been flung at them as if it was their fault, but they’d both had a suspicion it was more to do with her ‘best friend’ Andrew from down the road, a quiet artist and the only boy in the area with shoulders wider than her own.


Sure enough, barely three weeks had passed before Stan had gone to sort the rubbish one night and found them locked together in a passionate embrace on the doorstep. He’d been very calm about it, as he’d recounted many times since, simply asking them to put the bins out when they were done. It was a good story. In fact, it had been the centrepiece of his speech at their wedding two years later.


Whatever the reason for Rachael’s return, she’d joined Stan and Dave as an apprentice plumber and when they’d branched out into house renovations, she’d proved herself a key part of the team. These days she more or less ran the show, including the building of Bonnie and Stan’s dream house. The one he now might never see. Stan blinked furiously and, as Rachael fixed him with a dark gaze, he crumbled.
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