Halcyon Days

(© 2009)
by Terri

Chapter Four

When Annie awoke the next morning, it was with mixed feelings of dread and excitement.  The almost overwhelming sense of shame she felt remembering her behavior the night before was tempered only by the memory of George’s lips and body pressed passionately against hers.  Again, she felt the familiar warmth shoot through her body as she recalled his parting words, “I will have you, Annie O’Shea!”  Smiling giddily, she stretched and turned onto her side, facing the small bedside table upon which was propped a framed photograph of her and Joey on their wedding day. The picture in her line of sight gave the effect of cold water being thrown over her.  Despite the smile he wore, her husband’s icy blue eyes seemed to stare out at her accusingly, and she could almost hear him say, “Mother was right about you!”
Despite the goose-down quilt that covered her, Annie shivered as she saw in her mind’s eye the visage of her mother-in-law.  Joan O’Shea was a formidable woman who took great pride and pleasure in being the wife of a successful entrepreneur.  More aptly, she took great pride and pleasure at the social and economic status being the wife of a successful entrepreneur gave her.  “Snob” was far too kind a word to use when describing Joey’s mother.

“It’s not that Annie isn’t a perfectly lovely young woman, you understand, Mr. and Mrs. Stafford,” she explained condescendingly.  “It’s just that, well, people do talk - don’t they? – and one’s reputation is all one can rely upon. Mr. O’Shea and I feel that the best means of dealing with this...hmmm... ‘indiscretion’…is to have Annie sent away whilst she remains in her…condition.”

Annie felt her stomach lurch at the memory of that day.  Joey had informed his parents that Annie was pregnant following dinner the prior evening while Annie performed the same unenviable task with her own parents that next morning.  Her mother had wept inconsolably while her stepfather ranted on about the shame Annie had brought to her family.  Though there was little love lost between Annie and Martin Stafford, she couldn’t help but wince when he declared, “I’m just glad you’re not a true Stafford!”  And indeed, she wasn’t.  When her mother, Ruth, remarried after seven years as a widow, Annie, an only child and then seven years old, retained her father’s name…Cleary. Martin had never offered to adopt her, and Annie had no desire that he do so.  Still, he was the closest thing I had to a father.  We were family, and they shut me out.
In wholehearted agreement with the O’Shea’s, Martin insisted that Annie be sent from her Boston home a hundred and four miles away to a facility for unwed mothers in Portland, Maine.  There she would await the birth of the baby that she would then place for adoption.  After that, she would return home and resume her studies.  For Joey’s part, he was to return to San Antonio, where he had just completed basic training at Lackland, receive his billet, and move on with his career in the U.S. Air Force.  Between them, the two sets of parents had decided it all for the young couple.  Within a matter of months, the whole nasty affair would be erased as if it had never happened.  
For once, though, Joey defied his parents, and two nights later, he and Annie escaped in the middle of the night, driving almost a full day to get to a Justice of the Peace in the state of Mississippi where her age wouldn’t be an issue.  In those seventy-two hours, Annie believed she’d fallen in love with Joey for sure.  She understood what a tremendous act of courage he displayed going against his parents’ wishes….and he did it for her.  The O’Shea’s and the Stafford’s were furious when they discovered what the young couple had done.  They demanded that the two immediately return home to have the marriage annulled, but their pleas and threats were made to no avail.  Joey remained steadfast, and, fortified by his courage, Annie followed suit….and that’s when it happened.  The one thing the youngsters hadn’t counted on, the thing they would never have believed possible even…. 
Just outside of Biloxi, the couple crammed themselves into the phone booth, the only shelter from the torrential downpour.  Joey was the first to call and inform his parents that he was now married.  Annie couldn’t hear what was being said through the receiver….nor did she need to. Gripping the telephone so tightly, his knuckles were white, Joey pled their case with his parents.  

“Because I love her, that’s why!  She’s my wife now and soon we’ll be family!” Joey explained hotly.

“Wife!” Joan sneered on the other end of the line.  “A girl of her deportment is not a suitable wife for you, Joseph.  Believe me, any girl who’d do what she’s done is not going to make a good wife nor a good mother!  She’s trouble, son, but it’s not too late.  Come home.  We’ll help you to fix this mess.”

Joey was unrelenting, and, as the conversation came to a stalemate, Annie heard him ask in disbelief, “Are you serious, Mom? What about our baby?  Your grandchild? Huh?”

Joan O’Shea replied stoically, “To have a grandchild, I’d have to have a son or daughter.  Apparently, I have neither.”  
Annie watched as her young husband’s face blanched.  “Mom? Mom?” he called out to the disconnected call.  After several moments, Joey realized his mother had hung up on him, and, in a daze, replaced the receiver in its cradle.  “She hung up,” he said needlessly. Not once had he spoken with his father.
After a minute, he picked up the receiver and handed it to Annie.  “Here…best get it over with, babe.”

Swallowing the lump in her throat and blinking back the tears that threatened to fall, Annie mutely nodded and took the receiver as they awkwardly switched positions.  She dialed the long distance number while Joey inserted the correct change.  The call was answered on the second ring.

“Annie…?”  It was her mother’s voice…anxious, but clearly waiting for her call.  Annie’s relief was palpable.

“Mom? Yeah, it’s me,” Annie forced a bright tone.  “Umm…listen, Mom, I have some news --”

“Yes, we’ve heard,” her mother cut her off brusquely.  “Annie, what were you thinking?”

“I…that is, we just want to be together --”  

Before she could finish her sentence, she heard Martin in the background.  “Is that her?  Tell her, Ruth.  Tell her and hang up.”
“T-Tell me what, Mom?”

“Oh Annie!” her mother exclaimed.  Annie could hear her crying.  “Why didn’t you just do as you were told?  We know better, Annie!  Now you’ve gone and done this --”

Suddenly, Martin was on the line.  “Annie?  Until you come to your senses, you are no longer welcome in this home, do you understand?  You’ve brought enough shame on us!  If you insist on remaining in this travesty of what you call a marriage and bringing an innocent child into this mess, do not call….do not visit!”

Her mind reeling, Annie could hear her mother’s weak protests in the background. Tears rolled down both cheeks as her lower lip trembled. “Mom? M-Mommy…?” 

The next sound she heard was the distinctive “click” signaling the call’s disconnection.

Huddled together in the cramped booth, Annie and Joey stared out through the rain onto the darkened highway, each lost in thought.  Finally, Joey sighed shakily and quietly observed, “Well, that’s it. I guess we’re on our own, babe.”
“It all seems so long ago now,” she whispered to the empty room.  With tears in her eyes, Annie reached out and picked up the framed photograph that Joey had surprised her with the previous Christmas, and, bringing it closer, she studied every detail as her memory returned to that night.

When it became clear that they weren’t going to be returning to Boston following their impromptu wedding, there was no choice but to have Annie go on to Lackland with Joey.  On the drive to San Antonio, they’d come across a carnival in one of the numerous small towns they’d passed through on their journey.  Since Joey still had three days leave remaining, they decided to spend the night in the small Louisiana town to enjoy the carnival and try to put the ugliness of all that had transpired hours earlier behind them, even if only for a while.  
After going on several of the rides and trying their hand at some of the arcade games, they walked the grounds hand in hand, happy to have even a short respite from the turmoil and hostility of the previous weeks.  Coming across an instant photo booth, Joey grinned and steered Annie toward the curtain. He sat on the bench and pulled his new wife onto his lap.  Depositing a quarter, they waited for the light to signal the picture being taken and giggled like children as they posed for the four photos.  When they were done, they dashed outside and waited impatiently for the strip of photos to drop out.  Joey grabbed the strip first, tilting it so Annie could see.  In the first two, both were making faces, in the third Joey surprised Annie with a powerful kiss, but it was the fourth that made Annie melt.  In it, the two had their heads tilted toward each other, each smiling sweetly and genuinely….anyone seeing it would have thought they were truly happy. She thought the photo was a perfect keepsake of their wedding day, but lamented that their “wedding photograph” was so small. 
For months, she’d kept the small picture on display, constantly worried that it would end up lost. That Christmas she unwrapped the same photo, enlarged and beautifully framed. Joey beamed happily upon seeing his wife’s reaction.  It was such a sweet and tender gesture, and it had meant the world to Annie.

With one hand, she wiped the tears from her cheeks and gently replaced the photograph on the nightstand. Lying back on her pillow then, she stared at the ceiling, now stained grey from years of cigarette smoke, and sighed heavily. What on earth is wrong with me carrying on that way with George?  Look at what Joey’s given up for me…and he could have left after we’d lost the baby – there are plenty of men who’d have done just that – but he didn’t.  He loves me, and here I was ready to betray him!
Rising from the bed with an effort, she donned her robe and headed to the kitchen to put the kettle on the stove.  As she pulled out the mug, tea, sugar, and milk, she shook her head resolutely.  No.  That’s it.  I’ll just apologize to George for leading him on and tell him that nothing can happen between us.  I’ll just explain that, like he said, I get lonely, and he just caught me at a vulnerable moment.  

When the water had boiled, she’d poured a bit in the pot, swishing the water around to warm it.  After emptying the pot in the sink, she scooped the tea leaves in and filled the pot with more water, replacing the lid and setting it aside to steep.  No matter what else, though, I must make it clear that – Beatle or not – I am not interested in anything beyond a purely professional relationship.  

Walking back into her bedroom, she stood before the wardrobe, debating what to wear.  At first, she pulled out a herringbone tweed skirt and plain white blouse.  Holding them up, she contemplated the choice for a moment.  Wrinkling her nose in distaste, she replaced them and pulled out a purple dress with an empire waist that accentuated her bust and never failed to draw attention when she wore it.  Going to the dresser next, she opened the top drawer and mindlessly passed over the white cotton lingerie for the black satin and lace and the flesh-tone stockings in favor of the black fishnet.  Surveying the ensemble laid out on the bed, she smiled enigmatically.  After all, he’s a nice guy.  
Then, sitting down at the makeshift vanity, she pulled her hair back and began to carefully apply her make-up, selecting more vibrant colors than she usually would and applying it a bit more heavily.  He’ll understand….and, if he doesn’t, well, then whose fault is that?
Arriving at the station in Acton for the last day of filming on board the train, Annie boarded the last car, surprised to find it empty.  A quick look around, however, assured her that Millie had, in fact, already arrived.  With an unconscious shrug, Annie just assumed that she must be on a task elsewhere.  It was several minutes later that she heard the door open and turned to see who it was.

“Good morning, Millie!” she greeted her colleague with a smile.

Millie’s eyes went wide.  “Wow!”

“Wow? Wow what?”

“Wow, you!  You look stunning…just fabulous!”
“Do I?”  Annie laughed.

“Really!  Is there…erm, anything – you know – special you’ve planned for today?”

Tilting her head slightly, Annie continued to smile, but, clearly puzzled, asked, “Like what?”

Striding toward her desk, Millie replied breezily, “Oh, I don’t know….perhaps a bit of a tête-à-tête with a certain young and handsome northern lad?”

Annie felt her legs go weak.  “W-What do you mean?” she stammered anxiously. 
Leaning forward in her chair, Millie answered, “Annie!  I’ve told you….rumors fly faster than BOAC on a film set!  The lovely thing about that is that one just knows, no matter how juicy they are, there is always a kernel of truth to them. So…?”
“So what?” Annie laughed nervously, feeling sick inside.  Oh George, you didn’t!

“Annie, I’m hurt!” Millie exclaimed petulantly.  “I’ve come to believe we’re more than just co-workers….we’re friends, aren’t we?”

“Well, yes, of course, but --”

“Well, my friend, you have been holding back on me!”

“I haven’t!” Annie protested in vain.

Sitting back in her chair, Millie said coyly, “Oh?  So, you didn’t have a date with George Harrison last night?”

Needlessly, Annie looked around the car and lowered her voice.  “It wasn’t a date!  He dropped by after you left last night and asked me to go for a drink…that’s all…a drink, Millie!”

Hearing the desperation and fear in her young friend’s voice, Millie grew serious.  “Annie, love, it’s alright!  Please, darling, I’m not judging you – not at all!  In fact I think it’s wonderful.  You should have a bit of a fling while you can!”

Annie wasn’t sure if she should feel relieved that Millie wasn’t condemning her or indignant that she was actually encouraging her to have an affair.  “Honestly, Millie, it was just a drink….”

Millie narrowed her eyes and demanded, “Do you mean to tell me he just left you to make your way home all on your own?”
Annie gave a small laugh at how incensed Millie was at the idea George could have done such a thing.  “No, he drove me home…all safe and sound.”

“Did he?  And I suppose he just shook your hand goodnight?” Millie pressed.
A self-conscious grin emerged despite Annie’s attempt to reveal nothing.

“A-ha!” Millie cried triumphantly.  “So…he kissed you?”

Still smiling, Annie shook her head slowly.  “I swear, Millie, your eyes are actually twinkling!”

“You’re not answering the question, my dear!”

“Okay, so there might have been a little kiss goodnight,” Annie relented, startled when the other woman squealed in delight.

“I knew it!”

“Oh, you did, did you?” Annie asked, struggling to sound nonchalant, but growing increasing anxious. “What, exactly, did you know?” I have to know what George is going around telling people!
“That one of them would try to seduce you,” Millie replied proudly.

That stopped Annie in her tracks. “What? Why on earth would you even think that?”
“Well, as I’ve told you, there are rumors about all the hijinks those lads are up to.  Why, they just don’t appear to be capable of resisting any young woman.  From what I’ve heard on set, it’s almost as though there’s a competition amongst the four of them. You know, to see who can get the most girls from the crew and the extras.”  Seeing but misinterpreting Annie’s shocked expression, Millie quickly amended, “Oh, but I’m not saying that’s what George is doing, love! I mean, he asked you out on a proper date, didn’t he?  And then he just gave you a nice innocent kiss goodnight. I mean, that’s different, isn’t it?  You’re different….not like those tarts that allow themselves to get pulled into any corner or cupboard for a quick slap and tickle, right?”
Annie was only half listening.  The moment Millie brought up the idea of a competition, she immediately recalled John’s strange behavior the day before.  And just why did George ask me for that drink last night?  Then there was all that business when he took me home.  He’d wanted me to invite him in….for sex, no doubt….didn’t he tell me as much himself when he was leaving?  
“Annie…?” Millie called to her.  When Annie looked over at her, she could see that Millie was concerned.

“No, you’re right, Millie,” Annie said, trying to sound reassuring and adding dismissively, “You know, I think George was just trying show his gratitude for my helping him with his lines.”

“Oh yes?” Millie asked, concern still evident in her expression.

“Definitely,” Annie said with finality, feeling an irrepressible urge to be anywhere but in that car, having that conversation.  “Listen, Millie,” she started, rising from behind her desk and grabbing a stack of scripts.  “I just remembered that I’m supposed to get these rewrites to the cast before we pull out, so I’m just going to go and find them all, okay?”

“Sure, love,” Millie replied dubiously.

“I’ll be back shortly,” Annie called over her shoulder as she headed out the door without waiting for a response.

After the girl’s abrupt departure, Millie stared at the closed door and wondered why Annie felt the need to lie to her.  He most certainly didn’t take her out to thank her for her help with his script! After all, like almost everyone else on set, Millie knew that, the day before, George and Annie never got around to working on his lines.  
Annie weaved her way down the platform that was crowded with various members of the cast and crew, smiling a curt “hello” to anyone who greeted her along the way.  When she arrived at the make-up car, she stood outside the door, trying to calm the whirlwind in her head.

“Annie?  Hey, Annie?”  

She looked up to see Dick waving at her from the door to the nearest of the two cars where filming took place.  From where she stood, she could see that his characteristic smile was missing.  Uh-oh….I wonder if something’s wrong!  

With a furtive glance at the door in front of her, she made her way over to where Dick stood half in–half out of the car.  Forcing a smile, she called, “Good morning, Dick!”

He gave what Annie supposed was meant to pass for a smile and asked, “Listen, honey, do you have a moment?  There’s something I’d like to talk over with you.”
The knot in her stomach was growing.  What did I do wrong?  Did I forget something yesterday?  “Yeah, sure!” she answered.

Nodding distractedly, Dick said, “Good….good.  Let’s go somewhere we can have a bit of privacy, yes?”

Oh no!  I must have screwed up but big!  “Ummm, okay.”

Dick led her back the way she’d just come, down the platform, past the train entirely.  When they were well away from anyone who might overhear, he steered her gently by the elbow toward a bench.  “Sit down, Annie, please,” he said quietly. 

Slowly, she lowered herself onto the bench, never once taking her eyes from his face, hoping she could discern somehow what she’d done wrong.  Dick sat beside her and turned so he was facing her, his expression pensive.  “Look, Annie…we’re friends, right?

“Yeah….yeah, of course!” She studied his face closely, worried at the way he was avoiding any eye contact.

“Well, I don’t want to stick my nose in where it doesn’t belong, but, uh…when I arrived this morning, I heard something that, well…concerns me greatly.”

Oh no!  Don’t tell me this is about last night again!  “Which was…?” she prompted, her ire rising.

It was obvious from his reaction that Dick caught the change in her tone.  “I, uh, heard that you were out with George last night, honey….and that he took you home….”  Seemingly flustered, he stopped and shrugged.  “I wanted you to meet people your age, Annie….you know, so you could make some friends.  I suppose I just imagined those friends would perhaps be some of the girls on the set.  Friends to shop with, go to lunch with, things like that….”

He faded off, giving Annie the impression that he was waiting for her to respond, but she remained silent and just stared at him passively.  

Raising his eyes, he looked off across the tracks and said, “I’m very fond you, Annie….of you and Joey both, and I’d feel just terrible if my bringing you here on this set were to --”

“Nothing happened,” she interjected flatly.

Dick froze at her tone then nodded slowly.  “Okay.  Okay, Annie.  I believe you…but please listen to me.  These are a group of really nice guys, but, I’m not going to lie to you, they’ve grown used to having their own way, and that’s including with women.  I just don’t want to see you get involved in a situation that’s going to cause a problem later on.”

“I won’t, Dick,” she assured him icily.

“No, of course not,” he laughed nervously.  “You’re a clever enough girl, and I know you love Joey.  It’s just that people can misinterpret your friendship with George, you know?  That’s why I wanted to talk to you, Annie.  The rumors have already started.”

Annie felt that, from the moment she’d opened her eyes that morning, her emotions had been in conflict, but enough was enough by her reckoning.  Rising from the bench, she smiled indulgently and said, “I appreciate your concern, Dick, and your warning, but I can handle myself.  You really needn’t have worried.”
Standing to face her, Dick looked at her uncertainly.  “I hope I haven’t overstepped any boundaries, honey, I just --”

“You haven’t,” she interrupted, clearly eager to put the entire conversation behind them.  “I’m glad you told me, Dick, but, you know, I’ve quite a few things to see to before we pull out, so, if there’s nothing else…?”

“Uh, no --”

“Great!” she said brightly.  “I’ll see you later then?”

Surrendering, Dick reluctantly replied, “Yeah, sure, Annie” – but she’d already turned and was walking away.

She walked briskly back toward the make-up car, her indignation rising with every step she took.  I can’t believe George started all this!  Over nothing – nothing!  Especially considering the crap he’s been no doubt pulling with all the women here, what we did was innocent!  How dare he come in talking as if I was some kind of conquest!  First Millie, now Dick…who else am I gong to hear about it from?  I suppose he wouldn’t have thought about the embarrassment it would cause me, now would he?  Well, that’s it!  I want nothing more to do with that bastard!  And here I thought he was different!

Arriving at the make-up car, Annie stepped up and practically pounded on the door.  She could see the curtain moving in the window beside the door, and, a moment later, the door opened.

“Ah, good morning, Annie!” Mal greeted her effusively.

“Good morning, Mal,” she returned curtly.  “I have the revised scripts for the boys.”

“Sure!  Come on in!” he said, stepping back to allow her entrance.

Crossing the threshold, Annie immediately scanned the car, looking for George.  Yet again, the girls costumed in school gym slips were present as were a couple of young women she didn’t recognize.  In the chairs, John and Paul were having their stage make-up applied while Ringo sat in a corner, a magazine in his hand.  George, however, was no where to be seen.
“Annie-Annie!  How are you, luv?!”  John said with a grin, oblivious to the irritation of the make-up artist.

“Fine, John,” Annie replied shortly.  

“Really now?” John baited. “I’d imagine you’d be rather knackered this morning…what with all your late night antics!”

Annie blushed crimson in both embarrassment and anger, especially when she heard the snickers from the others in the room.  Ignoring them, she tossed the pile of scripts on the table and said, “Here are the rewrites for this morning’s scenes.  You can just throw away the previous scripts.”

“Aw, new lines to learn then?” Paul complained as he leaned forward to grab a copy.

“Are you saying you learned the old ones?” John teased.

“Nah,” Paul answered wryly.  “…but now there are new lines I have to ignore.”

“A working man’s day is never done!” John quipped.

“Where’s George?” Annie interrupted.  “I need to have a word with him.”

“Aye, I reckon you do,” John replied coyly.

Before Annie could answer, the door opened and the blonde model who’d been with George the day before stepped in followed by George himself.
“There you are then,” Ringo told Annie pointlessly, shifting the magazine in George’s direction.

Fueled by anger and shame, Annie prepared herself for a confrontation, but hesitated when she saw George prop himself casually against the make-up table, pulling Pattie against him, and, with his arms draped loosely around her, clasp his hands at her waist. 
“Annie was just asking where you were, George,” Paul informed him.

“Yeah, she needs to have a word with you,” John added dryly.

Raising his heavy brows in question at Annie, he asked, “Is that right, Annie?”

“Uh, yeah…it will just take a moment,” Annie replied self-consciously, keenly aware of everyone’s eyes upon her, especially the blonde’s.  I wonder if she’s heard the rumors….
“Yeah, alright then,” George said with a smile.  “What d’yer need?”
With growing mortification, Annie realized he was waiting for her to speak.  Gritting her teeth, she said, “I’d like to speak with you…privately, George.”

Suddenly, he room exploded in a barrage of teasing comments….

“Yeah, George!”

“What’s the matter with ya, George!”

“Privately, George!”

George grinned at the teasing from the others as he gently moved Pattie away and straightened.  Casting his mates knowingly wink, he said, “Yeah, yeah…alright.”

Beyond humiliated at that point, Annie just turned and left the car without a word.  Behind her, she could hear George following. 
Without looking back, she led him away from the train, just as Dick had led her earlier.  Behind her, George quickened his pace to catch up.  It didn’t take him long to figure out that she was purposely walking fast, and he called out to her, “Hey, Annie, hold up, will ya?!”
Hearing George call out, Annie forced herself to stop and wait for him to catch up.  Nearing where she stood waiting, George slowed, slipping his hands into his trouser pockets. When he reached her, the two walked on at a much easier gate. With a sly grin, he sidled up to her and said quietly, “So, did Dick read you the riot act as well?”

Annie’s eyes widened in surprise.  “W-What are you talking about?”
“I saw you and Dick talking earlier,” he answered, indicating the bench a few feet ahead with an inclination of his chin.  “I just reckoned he was telling you off for going out with me last night.”

Annie froze. “Why would you think that?”

“Coz he did me!” George laughed.  Seeing her shocked expression, he added, “No, really, he all but threatened physical harm if I saw you again!”

Her mind reeling, Annie uttered a diminutive, “Oh!”

The two resumed walking.  “So…?” George prompted.

Confused, Annie asked, “So what?”  

“So…when can I see you again?”

Annie stopped and turned toward him.  “Never.”

The smile faded from George’s face and his eyes narrowed.  “What?  Why?  Because of what Dick said?  He can sod off --”

“No, George!”  Annie countered.  “No.  That’s not why.”

“Then why?” he demanded.
“Look, even before I came in this morning to find out that you’ve been bragging about things happening that clearly didn’t happen --”

“I didn’t!” George protested in disbelief.

Annie stopped and glared at him.  “George, I wasn’t here five minutes when I heard it from both Millie and Dick!  And obviously everyone back in the make-up car thinks something happened.  Now, where would they get an idea like that?  How did they even find out we went out last night?  It had to be you!”

“Annie, really, all I said was that we’d gone for a drink!”  He could tell by her expression that she wasn’t buying it.  Sighing, George explained, “Listen, I came in this morning, and John and Paul asked where I’d gotten to last night.  So, I told them that you and I went for a drink and that I drove you home.  That’s it…all of it….I swear!”
Annie regarded him suspiciously.  “Then where did everyone get the idea…they got?”
“I dunno,” George shrugged.  Annie wasn’t sure why, but he suddenly looked very uncomfortable.

“I think you do, George,” she pressed.  His expression confirmed her suspicion. “Tell me.”

Avoiding her eyes, George shuffled his feet self-consciously and mumbled something incoherently.

“What?” 

“I said, they know I fancy you,” he repeated.

Despite her anger, Annie couldn’t help but feel an odd little thrill shoot through her.  Repressing the feeling, she said, “That still doesn’t explain why people are saying that we were more…intimate…than we were, George.”
Still looking off in the distance, George scratched his neck, his discomfiture obvious.  “I reckon they just assumed that I would ‘ve tried to pull you if we ever did get together.   So….”

“So….we did go out together and they just assumed you did, as you put it, pull me,” Annie finished for him.

The grin returned to his face as he leaned in and coyly asked, “Well, I did, didn’t I?”

“Not really, no,” she replied evenly with an angry glare.

Undeterred, George pressed, “Well, perhaps not entirely, but --”

“But nothing, George.  That’s what I wanted to tell you.  I can’t see you again. It’s just not right.”

“That’s not what you said last night,” George snapped cattily.

Annie suppressed the urge to snap back.  Closing her eyes for a moment, she calmed herself and continued on softly, “I had been drinking, George.”  She could see that he was about to object, but, before he could, she added, “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted, but I’m married.  I have no desire to risk my marriage --”
“It’s not as though I’m looking for you to leave your husband!”  George cried.

Annie could feel her discomfort escalating and struggled to control her emotions.  “And I’m not saying you are, George!  But people are already talking!  Besides,” she added hotly, “…apparently, you have a girlfriend!”
“And you have a husband!  So what?”  He didn’t bother to correct her mistaken notion that Pattie was his girlfriend.
At an impasse, Annie stared at George and asked quietly, “So, what’s the point?  Really?”
Unaccustomed to losing, George replied, “I like you, Annie…a lot.  I like being with you, and I’d like to get to know you better…much better.”
Slowly, Annie shook her head.  “You wouldn’t settle for friendship, George.”

“Probably not,” he said cavalierly.  “I’m attracted to you.  What’s wrong with that?”

“I’m married.”

“Yeah, married, not buried!” he laughed.  When she didn’t even crack a smile, he continued more seriously, “Your husband’s to be away for months yet, Annie.  You’re young, you’re beautiful, and you’re alone. He’s not here….I am. Annie, I’m not asking for some great romance or to steal you away from your husband. I just want to spend some time with you.”  He stepped closer and took both her hands in both of his.  “So, when can I see you again?”
He looked so sincere, and Annie wanted to believe him.  She wanted to believe that it could be that easy, that harmless.  After all, Joey was away for God knew how long, and she was all on her own in London.  More importantly – and more dangerously – George made her feel things she’d never felt before.  There was no doubt in her mind that an affair with George would be exciting and passionate…two things that were achingly missing in her life.  She also knew that she had no need to fear any pressure from George to end her marriage.  He had no interest in marrying her or even forcing monogamy on her.  A bit of a fling, just like Millie said.  Why not?  We’d have to be far more careful about people finding out about us, but, as eager as George seems, I think he would agree to be more discreet.  There’s really no reason not to, is there?  I’ll only ever be this young once, and maybe then, when Joey does come home, I’ll have it all out of my system and be ready to settle down and be a proper wife.
On a deeper level, Annie knew she was rationalizing, but feeling the warmth of George’s hands holding hers, she found it hard to care.  Her heart pounded hard against her chest and she just knew her hands had to be shaking with nerves.  Capitulating, she whispered, “Tonight.”

Leaning in to hear her, George asked, “Did you say something, luv?”

She looked up into his dark velvet eyes and saw there only the promise of pleasure and passion. “I said…I’ll see you tonight.”

George smiled in satisfaction.
