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      Chapter One

      
      Hampstead, North London, 1971

      
      ‘Eleanor!’ The deep voice bellowed full power through the closed bedroom door, making her jump despite the fact that she had
         known it would only be a matter of time before he crept up and listened at her door, the way he always did whenever she was
         in there.
      

      
      ‘Change that station now or turn that wireless off. You know I won’t have that sort of so-called music in my house.’

      
      With a heavy sigh Eleanor Rivington stretched out her hand and turned off Radio Caroline; the transistor radio was the only
         mod con she had in her room; she had bought it herself when she had first started work. Although she knew her father wouldn’t
         enter her bedroom if she was in there, she nonetheless did as he demanded or he would just keep on and on from the other side
         of the door until she gave in.
      

      
      He never allowed his adult daughter a single moment of privacy, even to the extent of going in there while she was at work
         to seek out anything that he deemed unsuitable for her to own, and then confiscating it. Modern magazines were his pet hate and he would ceremoniously shred her precious copies
         and then burn them in the kitchen boiler in front of her.
      

      
      After one very brief and unsuccessful attempt at assertiveness several years before, Eleanor had decided that it was better
         to go along with his demands while at the same time making sure that anything he would disapprove of, however innocent, was
         stowed instead in her locker at work.
      

      
      Smiling wryly as she heard the familiar heavy sighs that always accompanied his receding footsteps, she stretched out on the
         lumpy mattress that had seen many better days and, with her hands clasped under the back of her head, she wondered, not for
         the first time, what it would be like to live somewhere other than the old-fashioned, poorly maintained mausoleum of a house
         that was, and always had been, her home.
      

      
      Eleanor’s favourite way of going to sleep was to close her mind to the dingy bedroom that she was actually in and picture
         herself somewhere normal; somewhere away from her elderly and controlling father with his Victorian ideas of how a young single
         girl should live her life.
      

      
      Especially she loved her fantasy of being in a bedroom that was pretty and feminine, that didn’t smell musty and didn’t resemble
         a prison cell; somewhere she could listen to any radio station she wanted, watch the programmes on TV that she chose, not
         the ones dictated by her father, and play records. But more than anything, she wanted to make friends and bring them home for coffee and chats, and go shopping for clothes that reflected her age.
      

      
      In fact, she wanted to be able to do what the other girls she worked with seemed to do as a matter of course – to just be
         normal instead of the constant outsider.
      

      
      Because he was her father, she loved Harold Rivington – and he certainly cared for her in his own way – but most of the time
         she didn’t like him. He had always scared and intimidated her, and she hated his overbearing regime as much as she hated the
         guilt that he laid on her every single time she stepped outside the front door leaving him behind.
      

      
      Eleanor had known for a long time that their way of life was stuck very firmly around forty years in the past instead of in
         the 1970s, but it wasn’t until she had finally been allowed to leave her cloistered school at eighteen and had started working,
         that Eleanor Rivington had seen just what life could be like in the real world. Now, at twenty-one, she was starting to rebel
         in her mind if not in her body. She wanted to be a part of that world and have some fun.
      

      
      Her friend from work, Marty Cornish – her only friend, in fact – would constantly make her laugh with his tales of the disasters
         of flat-sharing, and Eleanor would fantasise about it being her in the leaky, decrepit hovel with drunken visitors and the
         aroma of tobacco smoke and marijuana drifting down the stairs.
      

      
      But her father had other ideas and she could see no way of breaking free without mortally wounding him and exacerbating her own feelings of guilt; however much of a bully he was, there was simply no way of getting round the fact
         that she was all he had.
      

      
      Out of loyalty to her father she always pretended to Marty that she was perfectly happy living at home, but she knew he could
         see through this. In fact, she was as unhappy and restless at that moment as she could possibly be, but as she drifted off
         she tried to keep happy and positive thoughts in her head. Falling asleep happy was the only way she could keep the nightmares
         at bay …
      

      
      As she began to relax, the footsteps came back. ‘Eleanor! I’ve made us some cocoa – it’s on the table in the kitchen.’

      
      ‘I’m too tired, Dad. I just want to go straight to sleep,’ she replied without moving.

      
      ‘Eleanor, it’s ready for you. Now come down and drink it; it will help you sleep better. Those silly nightmares are going
         to make you ill.’
      

      
      Eleanor sat up. She knew he meant well. ‘Okay, I’ll be down in a few minutes.’

      
      ‘Good, because I want to talk to you.’

      
      I want to talk to you used to mean that she was in big trouble and was about to be punished, but now it meant that he intended to warn her about
         something or other that was immoral and unseemly, some perceived failing in the wicked world from which he had to protect
         her.
      

      
      Snatching her dressing-gown from the hook on the back of the door, she wrapped it around herself tightly and at the same time
         pushed her feet into her slippers. Trying to feel enthusiastic about a hot cup of cocoa and two digestives, she made her way down to the chilly kitchen.
      

      
      Harold Rivington always said he only had her best interests at heart, and his daughter Eleanor believed him.

      
      Several weeks later, at the Regency Hotel in Bayswater where she and Marty both worked, it was Eleanor’s tea break and, rather
         than go all the way up to the staff room, she walked over to the hotel bar and watched surreptitiously from the doorway as
         Marty, the resident barman, did what he did best and put on a show. She loved watching him at work and had been standing there
         for several minutes before he glanced across and saw her.
      

      
      ‘Lennie,’ he called out, ‘come into my inner sanctum and paste a happy smile across your pretty little face for my revered
         customers. They like that, and the wider the smile, the bigger the tip – well, that’s what I reckon. Look at my teeth, everyone
         – ear to ear great big gnashers flashing at you!’ Marty grinned happily and bared his very white but slightly uneven teeth
         from behind the bar where he was putting on his usual show of juggling bottles and cocktail shakers with the easy grace of
         a circus performer.
      

      
      ‘Stop calling me Lennie,’ Eleanor hissed at him, coming over to the bar – but she was used to being his foil and didn’t mind
         playing the game. ‘My name is Eleanor and, as you very well know, I don’t get tipped, I get a salary. Sort of.’
      

      
      ‘Well, my little honey-bee, smile wider and learn to juggle as per moi and you might pull in a few extra quid to top up your takings!’ Marty turned to his audience and theatrically reached
         for another bottle. ‘Am I right, folks? Or am I right? How would you all like to see the lovely Eleanor up here on the bar-top
         beside me, doing this with that happy smile on her face …’
      

      
      As they laughed appreciatively, the handsome young man threw the bottle high into the air and in one agile move, vaulted up
         onto the bar to catch it behind his back. As everyone clapped, Eleanor shook her head affectionately. Folding her arms across
         her chest, she leaned back against the wall and continued to watch Marty, wishing she had just a portion of the self-confidence
         that he displayed, dancing around his territory night after night.
      

      
      She loved the flamboyant Liverpudlian showman who was as extrovert as she was painfully shy. He knew he was attractive and
         he also knew exactly how to make sure he was the centre of attraction. His trademark work outfit of tight black shirt and
         matching flared trousers complemented his shoulder-length blond hair that was carefully tended and trimmed to look unkempt.
         He had befriended Eleanor on her first terrifying day at the hotel and she adored him. He was the first real friend and confidant
         she had ever had.
      

      
      Marty Cornish was a very personable young man who always had a semicircle of admirers grouped around the sweeping bar in front
         of him, many of whom, both male and female, passed him their phone numbers along with the tips. But beneath the display of
         supreme confidence there was a secret insecurity and a strong desire to be both liked and loved by everyone.
      

      
      As Marty juggled, Eleanor glanced around at the public areas of the Regency Hotel. It had obviously once been quite luxurious
         but now the building was rundown, with peeling paint and tired coving, bits of which regularly dropped off. The whole place
         would benefit from a complete refit, but as long as the tourists continued to enjoy the old-fashioned ambience and kept on
         coming to stay and spend their cash, the new corporate owners could see no reason to spend any money on it. If the guests
         thought the thread-bare carpets and faded gold leaf were all part of the history of the place, then that was just fine with
         them.
      

      
      When Marty had first attempted to enliven and modernise the ground-floor bar, resistance had been fierce, but once the profits
         started improving he had been allowed almost free rein, and the Crystal Chandelier Bar had been invented. It was still a tacky
         old bar underneath the glitz, and there was neither crystal nor chandeliers in sight, but Marty knew that if he could get
         the punters in and then amuse them, they would keep coming back.
      

      
      While Marty put on his own show in the bar night after night and enjoyed himself, Eleanor worked sedately behind the antiquated
         reception desk, dealing with every problem that the clientèle of mostly foreign guests could throw at her. She liked her job
         and enjoyed the constant flow of different nationalities that passed through the hotel daily, but she had little ambition
         or motivation. It was just a job to her, a stop-gap, nothing more. Eleanor had been trained by her father to accept that she would possibly work for a few years
         and then marry someone of his choosing.
      

      
      And, of course, she would continue to live at home and look after him.

      
      It was what all the women in her father’s family had done and, because of the sheltered way she had been brought up, it had
         never occurred to her to question it until recently. Throughout her life she had been brow-beaten to such an extent that she
         automatically fell straight into the role of submissive daughter when she walked through the doors of the family home. It
         was second nature.
      

      
      ‘Venita!’

      
      Deep in thought, Eleanor physically jumped as Marty shouted the name and looked out past her into the lobby.

      
      ‘This way, gorgeous,’ he continued, still playing to his audience. ‘Come on through and meet my best friend, Lennie – she’s
         tucked away over there in the corner trying to be inconspicuous though I doubt you know the meaning of that particular word,
         do you, Ven?’ He winked mischievously at the group of both regular barflies and hotel guests who were perched on the chrome
         and faux-leather barstools in front of his territory watching the show.
      

      
      ‘Not that the lovely Lennie deserves to be in the corner, of course. Only naughty girls get sent to the corner and our Lennie
         is a good girl. A very good girl, in fact, so apologies to all you red-hot males lusting in her direction.’
      

      
      Again the laughter rippled, and although Eleanor smiled along with it she also reddened as she always did when Marty focused the spotlight on her, but as she spun round to hide her
         embarrassment, she walked straight into the young blonde woman who had crossed the lobby.
      

      
      ‘Oh excuse me,’ she murmured, sidling past with her eyes down. ‘I wasn’t looking where I was going.’

      
      ‘Nah, it was my fault but don’t rush off. I’m sure you know Marty just can’t help showing off, as long as there is an audience
         of at least one or probably even none. This is a man who has been known to entertain himself in front of the mirror for hours.
         I’m Venita.’ She held her hand out. ‘And I know you’re Lennie – Marty’s talked a lot about you. I don’t understand how we’ve
         not met before, although Marty don’t half like to be secretive and mysterious and keep his mates apart. Divide and conquer,
         that’s his game, I reckon.’ Her smile was open and generous as she shook Eleanor’s hand.
      

      
      ‘He’s spoken a lot about you too.’ Eleanor’s eyes moved around, searching for an escape route. ‘Look, I’m really pleased to
         meet you but I do have to get back to work. I only came over to the bar to deliver a message, and I can sense the bad vibes
         winging over from my boss, Mr Reception, already. He really hates seeing staff hanging around the public areas.’
      

      
      ‘What time does your shift finish? I’m meeting up with Mart as well as my mate Megan later tonight. Are you joining us? Marty
         said he was going to ask you.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt it, I really have to get home—’

      
      ‘Oh come on, we can get to know each other. Any friend of Marty is a friend of ours and he said he had something to tell us. God knows what it might be, but he seemed over the moon
         about it!’
      

      
      Eleanor smiled nervously; she could handle difficult guests but she found social conversations and occasions a trial.

      
      ‘Okay, I’ll see what I can do. I’m off at eight tonight if all goes to plan.’ As Eleanor spoke she knew there was no way she
         would really go to meet them, but it just seemed easier to go along with it than have to deal with friendly persuasion.
      

      
      ‘Oh, that’ll be great. See you in here just after eight then?’ Venita’s South London accent grated on Eleanor but still she
         smiled.
      

      
      ‘Fine, but as I said, if I can get away on time,’ Eleanor murmured and lowered her eyes. ‘Now I really must go, it was nice
         to meet you.’
      

      
      Putting her favourite polite, almost subservient, expression on her face Eleanor again took up her post behind the dark solid
         wood reception desk and wondered why on earth someone like Venita would want to socialise with her. Leaning forward surreptitiously, she looked through the doorway to the bar and observed Venita, whose loud throaty laugh
         was turning all heads in her direction.
      

      
      The young woman, probably about the same age as Eleanor herself, was wearing a canary-yellow shift dress that was scooped
         dangerously low across her breasts and barely reached the top of her thighs at the hem, along with a pair of chunky knee-high
         black suede boots. A matching wide black belt with laces instead of a buckle was slung low around her shapely hips and her false, over-blacked eyelashes fluttered
         furiously at Marty and his customers.
      

      
      To Eleanor’s critical eye, subconsciously influenced by her father, the whole look was tarty, especially combined with the
         long platinum-blond hair that fanned out over her shoulders framing a pushed-up cleavage of near mammoth proportions. Venita!
         she thought to herself with a slight mental sneer. What sort of a stupid name is that? Definitely made up by someone whose
         real name is probably something like Edna, who wants attention from anyone and everyone, and well suited to someone who happily
         takes their clothes off in public! And no doubt Megan is the same. On that ungracious thought, she turned back to the impatiently
         rustling queue that was building in front of her.
      

      
      But well after her shift had ended, Eleanor found herself nervously pacing the empty staff room drinking a cup of muddy coffee
         instead of just grabbing her coat and bag from her locker and heading for the underground station as usual. Lighting a cigarette,
         she drew on it fiercely. Pacing and smoking, she thought long and hard and tried to figure out why she hadn’t just said no.
         Maybe it was because, deep down, she wanted to go with them and have some fun with people her own age. They seemed to love
         their lives. Maybe she was secretly envious of them …
      

      
      Just then, the door swung open and Marty bounded in.

      
      ‘Jeez, Lennie, five floors. Five fucking floors! Why we can’t use the lifts is beyond me; all that wasted energy is going to be the death of me. I’ll drop down dead one day, I swear it.’ He struggled to get his breath back. ‘I wondered if
         you’d shot off home already and forgotten about us. What’s keeping you? The girls are dying to meet you properly, we’re going
         to hit a club but I still have to hand over to that twat Olivier who seems to think I’m trying to screw his tips. Just because
         he couldn’t juggle an empty tin can and gets a couple of bob short of fuck all because of it …’
      

      
      ‘I can’t go to a club, Marty, you know I can’t.’ Eleanor stared at him in horror and then looked down at the clothes she had
         changed into – neatly pressed pale blue slacks and a prissy white blouse with a bow at the neck. ‘I’ve got to get home. I
         don’t mind a quick drink in the pub up the road, but that’s it. Dad’s expecting me …’
      

      
      ‘Come on now, Lennie, I didn’t climb five flights just for a bollocking and a rejection!’ Marty threw his hands up in the
         air. ‘Though I must admit I was surprised when Venita said you were up for it.’
      

      
      ‘I said I’d think about it but I didn’t say I’d go to a club, that’s for sure. She said you were all meeting up – I just thought
         we were going for a coffee or something.’ Eleanor could feel her panic levels rising rapidly.
      

      
      ‘Okay, okay, how about a compromise? We’ll go to the pub for a quick jar and you can make up your mind once you’ve got to
         know the girls.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve made up my mind already, Marty. I have to get home.’

      
      Marty leaned against the wall and grinned. ‘I know you think you have to, my darling, but I’m sure I can change your mind. Now give us a drag of that fag – I need it to get my energy
         levels back up after those stairs.’
      

      
      Handing her half-smoked cigarette to him, she sighed, ‘Come on then, one drink and then I have to get home, I really do. I
         hate the underground in the evenings and my father will worry.’
      

      
      ‘Then you’ll be even more interested in the conversation we’re about to have. Come on, chop chop, back down five fucking flights
         and while we’re at it undo that fucking bow! Let it all hang out, eh? That’s my girl!’ Laughing, he reached out for her hand
         and pulled her through the door.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Eleanor and Marty walked into the bar together to see Venita perched on a stool with her legs carefully crossed to just about
         cover the tops of her tights and holding court in front of a crowd of open-mouthed admirers. On the adjoining stool, posing
         in almost the same wide-eyed provocative position that exuded sexuality and naughtiness, was a very similar-looking young
         woman.
      

      
      Venita smiled brightly as soon as she saw Eleanor. ‘Hello again. This is my friend Megan. Megan, this is Lennie, Marty’s friend.
         Come and join us.’
      

      
      ‘I really can’t, not here, hotel policy bans staff from the bars.’ Suddenly scared, Eleanor shook her head vehemently. ‘They’re
         quite strict – they don’t even like friends coming in. Marty’s already been told off about it. I’ll just wait outside until
         he’s handed over to Olivier.’ She knew she sounded childish, but she couldn’t help it. She felt corralled and nervous.
      

      
      In tandem the two young women smiled and slid off their stools, tugging furiously at their hems.

      
      ‘No way, we’ll all just head straight to the pub. Marty can catch us up.’ Venita turned back to Marty. ‘Okay, Mart? We’ll see you in the Bull as soon as.’
      

      
      As the three of them left the hotel Eleanor blushed a deep crimson; she couldn’t remember the last time she had felt quite
         as mortified as when Venita and Megan homed in on either side and looped arms, almost marching her along with them. Passers-by
         paused and stared and Eleanor knew without a doubt that not one of them was staring at her.
      

      
      Whereas Venita and Megan were both blond and around five feet five inches, with deeply tanned and voluptuous figures on full
         display, Eleanor was nearer to five foot ten, with shoulder-length brunette hair tied back with a piece of black velvet ribbon, slender
         almost to the point of skinny, and dressed from top to toe in clothes that were far too old for her.
      

      
      Marty had often boasted about his friends Venita and Megan, and although she had never actually met them before, Eleanor felt
         that in a way she already knew them. And disliked them.
      

      
      He had told her often that they were both glamour models who had featured in the tabloid newspapers and men’s magazines, and
         that their dizzy-blonde act was in constant demand because they always modelled together under their adopted name ‘The Saucy
         Sisters’.
      

      
      They weren’t sisters, of course, they weren’t even vaguely related, but when they had met by chance outside a glamour model
         agency that had turned them down individually, and realised how similar they could make themselves look, they had immediately
         hatched their plan.
      

      
      
      Three days later, the same agency, after seeing the new portfolio of photos taken by a backstreet wedding photographer who
         hadn’t been able to believe his luck when they’d asked him to take the pictures, had immediately signed up ‘The Saucy Sisters’
         and their new careers had instantly taken off. Marty loved being on the periphery of the excitement.
      

      
      ‘Where do you live, Lennie?’ Venita asked curiously after they were settled with their drinks. ‘Mart said you’re out of town
         a bit.’
      

      
      Eleanor cringed at the familiarity of the nickname Marty had given her but she couldn’t bring herself to object.

      
      ‘I live with my father out Hampstead way,’ she replied. ‘It’s on the Northern Line, not bad during the day but I hate the
         late journeys. Sometimes I stay in a staff bedroom but it’s so claustrophobic up there in the eaves. I’d really hate to have
         to live in at the hotel like the chambermaids do.’
      

      
      She caught Venita and Megan exchanging slightly amused glances. ‘It’s no problem, you know,’ she snapped defensively. ‘I don’t
         mind living at home with Dad. I’ve always lived there. It’s my home and he’s always been there for me—’
      

      
      ‘Oh God, Lennie, I’m not criticising. I wish I had close family, and as for Hampstead, I’ve never even been out that way,’
         Megan interrupted apologetically. ‘We’re from the other side, south of the river. Ven shares a dump with an old boyfriend
         and his mate, and I’m sort of with my ex-foster mum, when her old man’s not around to grope me at every opportunity.’ Eleanor
         gasped without meaning to. ‘Oh, it’s okay,’ the other girl said, noticing her reaction. ‘Par for the course really, with tits like these. Me and Ven learned to live with it long ago. There’s a lot of frustrated old bastards
         out there who get their kicks from copping a quick feel whenever they can.’ Megan and Venita smiled at each other knowingly,
         making Eleanor suddenly feel very naïve.
      

      
      ‘What’s more of a bugger is that our work is in Central London – and, of course, so are all the worthwhile parties. Taxis
         cost a fucking fortune. We’ve been looking at sharing somewhere cheap and cheerful …’
      

      
      ‘Mmmm,’ agreed Eleanor politely, ‘I can see that would be convenient for you, but it’s so expensive in the centre of town.’

      
      ‘Not if you get the right place, the right people and enough of them,’ Marty put in as he appeared behind them and dragged
         a chair across from another table. ‘And I reckon I have. That’s what I wanted to see you all for.’ He looked at each of them
         one by one, savouring his moment. ‘Now this rich bloke I know, no name so don’t ask, who swears he’s straight but I reckon
         secretly fancies the pants off me, is going to Australia for a couple of years to screw sheep instead … or did he say shear
         sheep?’ Marty feigned puzzlement. ‘Anyway, he wants to head off to the outback to find himself, or something equally fucking
         stupid.’
      

      
      Marty tutted and shook his head affectedly while at the same time raising his eyes to the ceiling once again. ‘You know, the
         sort of thing you can do when you have wads and wads of filthy lucre handed to you on a plate from the parents. So, he’s offered
         to rent me his house, a gaff in South Ken somewhere back of the High Street. Thing is, even on my tips I can’t afford the rent although it is a total bargain on a par with anything else.’
      

      
      Leaning across, he wrapped an arm around Eleanor’s shoulder. ‘So there it is, girls, the offer of a lifetime for you. I haven’t
         seen it but it sounds good to me. How do you feel about a four-way share? Between us all we could afford it and we’d all get
         on, I just know it. You girls can walk round starkers and with no make-up on, safe in the knowledge that I don’t fancy any
         one of you anyway!’
      

      
      Marty adored being the centre of attention so as they all laughed, he batted his long silky eyelashes at them and continued
         loudly, ‘Though I do have to warn you, you’ll have to keep an eye on your boyfriends! I do have a reputation to keep up!’
      

      
      Eleanor laughed along with the others but it wasn’t quite as hearty. It was all so unexpected and, much as she’d fantasised
         about it, suddenly she couldn’t imagine leaving the security blanket of her closeted life at home, let alone going to live
         with the weird threesome of Marty, Venita and Megan. Three people all so very different from her in both upbringing and outlook.
      

      
      But more importantly, she couldn’t even imagine a way of telling her father, who she just knew would out and out forbid it.
         However, as the evening wore on and she started to loosen up and enjoy herself in their company, she wondered whether it might
         actually be fun to give it a try.
      

      
      Just for a while.
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