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Chapter Seven

Hearing the door open to the small area that had been allocated as the groups’ dressing room at the studio, John peeked over the top of the newspaper he was reading, a huge grin spreading across his face when he saw who stood there.  “Annie- Annie!  What a fab surprise!  I reckoned you wouldn’t be speaking to me for at least another day or two yet!”

“I wouldn’t be, John, but you can redeem yourself by giving me a hand with something,” she replied quickly.  Shooting an apologetic smile at Paul, Ringo, and Neil, she turned back to John and asked, “Can we talk in private?”

“There you go, lads!” he said glibly as he tossed the paper aside and rose from his seat.  “What did I tell you?  The girl’s always trying to get me on me own!”

“Come on, John,” Annie ordered impatiently.  Wiggling his eyebrows at his mates, he followed her out of the room.  Leading him to a corner, Annie stopped and said quietly, “George is at my flat --”

“Aha!” John laughed.  “There’s a good lad!”

“No, no, John!” Annie corrected irately.  “He showed up rip-roaring drunk at four this morning. I went to fix him some coffee to sober him up a bit so he could make it home, but he fell asleep on my couch.  This morning, there was nothing I couldn’t do to rouse him!”
“Nothing?” John grinned mischievously.

“John!  Seriously, now!  You need to help me out of this mess! If Mrs. Sparrow – much less anyone here – catches wind that he slept at my flat…,” she shrugged helplessly.  “Not only that, but someone has to tell Dick that George isn’t going to be here.”

John crossed his arms in front of him and leaned up against the wall.  “He’s still in your flat now?”

Annie nodded anxiously.  “Still sleeping, no doubt!”

John stared at the floor thoughtfully a moment before raising his head and stating decisively, “Right.  Tell you what we’ll do….I’ll just have a word with Ritchie and have him tell ol’ Dick that George was feeling poorly this morning and won’t be in at all today.”  Grinning triumphantly, he added, “There you are!  Problem solved!”

“Okay, that covers George not being here, but that’s only half of the problem solved, John!  He’s still in my flat.  What if someone should see him there?”

John was about to make his usual teasing remark until he saw how much the thought truly frightened Annie.  “Ah, listen, Annie, George has half a brain, you know – not much more, mind you – but he knows better than to let anyone see him in your flat.  I’m certain he’ll take care.”
Annie absently looked at all the activity taking place around them then slowly shook her head. Sighing ruefully, she said, “Maybe I shouldn’t have just left him there on his own.”

“Oh, I’d wager he’d agree, though not for the reason you imagine!” John offered wryly.

“I did leave him a note telling him not to move until I returned home,” she said distractedly.  Then, looking back at John, she asked anxiously, “You don’t think he would, do you?”

“You’re asking me?” he laughed.

“Well, he’s your friend!” she said defensively.  “I just figured you’d know!”

“Come ‘ead. Annie-Annie, even if he is seen by someone,” he started, slipping an arm casually about her shoulders and giving a reassuring squeeze, “…what’s the worst that could happen, eh?”
Incredulous, Annie looked at his devilish grin and felt her stomach drop.

Lying on his back, George’s eyes slowly fluttered open.  Staring absently at the unfamiliar ceiling, he struggled to full consciousness.  From where he lay, he turned his head to better take in his surroundings, knowing neither where he was nor how he came to be there.  It wasn’t the first time he’d awakened in a strange place, but usually, he found himself in a bed….and usually, he wasn’t alone.  

Groaning, he slowly pulled himself up, swinging his legs onto the floor and mentally cursing the uncomfortable couch he’d obviously spent the night on.  As he sat there rubbing his sore neck, he struggled to remember the events of the previous evening that led him to where he was.

I was at Mick’s party….I remember talking to Paul and Jane and…and…oh yeah, John.  John was there….  His eyes widened as he recalled …with Annie!  Annie was there!  The moment he remembered Annie, everything came back to him in a rush, including the idea that had taken possession of him, leading him to seek her out in the early morning hours.  Recalling how angry and upset she’d been to see him at her door, he cringed inwardly.  She was worried about some neighbor seeing us and made me come up to her flat.  She was making coffee….but what happened then…? Looking down at the couch, he grimaced.  Then he noticed the blanket that lay bunched behind him.  I must have fallen asleep, and Annie probably covered me with that blanket.  Confident that he’d accounted for all the lapses in his memory, he was left with only one question.  So, where is she?
Rising from the couch, he closed his eyes and stood still for a moment, hoping to quell the vertigo.  When he felt he could safely do so, he started to move quietly through the small flat.  He made his way to the only other door besides the front door and stood with his ear pressed against the painted wood, listening for any sound within. Hearing nothing, he rapped his knuckles against it lightly, tentatively calling out her name. Receiving no response, he raised his wrist close to his face, and, squinting, checked the time on his watch.  Half-eleven….she should be at work right now.  Suddenly, panic coursed through his body as he realized, Fuck!  I’m supposed to be at the studio myself!  Frantically, he opened the bedroom door, moaning in disappointment when he saw her bed empty and freshly-made.  Certainly, she wouldn’t have just gone on to the studio herself and left me sleeping!
Moving back into the sitting room, he looked about for a telephone.  As he searched, he came across a paper that had been left on the small table beside the couch.  The paper had his name written in large block letters.  Plopping back onto the couch, he quickly unfolded the paper and read, blowing a sigh of relief when he read the part where Annie ensured that she would somehow cover for his absence.  The letter went on to tell him that she would be home by five that evening and entreated that he not leave the flat or let himself be seen or heard by any of her neighbors.  Setting the note back on the table, he leaned back on the couch and wondered just how she expected him to pass the hours until she returned.  
Knowing that there was nothing else for him to do but wait, George allowed his mind to return to more mundane matters, the first of which was scouting out the toilet.  Taking a more proper look at his surroundings, he noted with some surprise that there was no bathroom.  He then had a vague recollection of Annie complaining that her flat lacked an en suite bathroom.  “Well, how the bloody hell does she reckon I can stay hidden when the loo’s outside her flat?” he groused to himself.  He sat staring at the front door indecisively for several minutes before convincing himself that there was nothing else to be done but to risk it.  
Just as he had done a few minutes earlier, George approached the front door, standing with his ear pressed against it, listening for any sound beyond.  When he heard nothing, he tentatively cracked the door a bit and peeked out into the hallway.  He could see the bathroom directly across from where he stood.  Opening the door a bit wider, he looked both ways and just down the flight of stairs.  Ascertaining that no one was around, he unlocked the front door and closed it quietly behind him before sprinting to the bathroom and locking the door with a sigh of relief.  
When he was ready to leave the bathroom, he repeated the ritual, pleased and proud that he’d pulled it off successfully.
Back safely ensconced in Annie’s flat, he went to the kitchenette and searched the cupboards for those items he’d need to make a pot of tea.  With the kettle set to boil on the hob, he then went in search of some much-needed aspirin.  Having gone through every cupboard and shelf, he knew already that Annie didn’t keep it in the kitchen, so he headed to her bedroom.  Entering the room, George felt every bit the intruder he was.  He sat on the edge of her double bed and looked around curiously.  The first thing that caught his eye was the framed photograph propped on the bedside table.  Picking it up, George studied the photo of Annie and the young man who was, no doubt, her husband, Joey.  “So, you’re the husband,” he said quietly to the man in the photo.  “Can’t quite suss out what she sees in you, mate!  You’re nothing at all how I imagined you.  Wonder what you’d think of your blushing bride if you could see her now, eh?”
Placing the photo back on the stand, he turned his attention to the row of books Annie kept on a shelf across from the bed.  With his finger, he scanned the titles, pulling the odd book out and flipping through its pages disinterestedly.  When the bookshelf no longer held his interest, he went to her bureau.  Glancing about guiltily, he slid open the first drawer and peered inside.  Snickering at the compulsive manner in which Annie had folded and piled her lingerie within, he studied the contents of brassieres, panties, and stockings.  He was intrigued by the fact that she seemed to have, divided within, one collection of plain white cotton and another of satin and lace - the colors matching the sensuousness of the lingerie itself.  With an impish grin, he wondered which collection she tended to favor more in her husband’s absence.  
The next drawer held her nighties and pajamas and mirrored the same dichotomy in taste, but, before George could explore further, he heard the kettle whistling loudly from the kitchen.  “Shit!” he swore, and, slamming the drawer shut, he ran to kitchen to shut off the burner before any of Annie’s neighbors heard it and came to investigate why there was noise coming from a flat that was supposed to be empty at that hour.  Pouring the boiled water into the teapot, George set it to brew. Leaning against the small countertop, he murmured, “Now, where does she keep that soddin’ aspirin?”
Dick entered the office unceremoniously.  “George isn’t going to be in today, Millie,” he said unhappily, shooting a glance toward Annie.  “….so we’re going to have to rearrange the day’s filming.  Here’s the revised schedule,” he said, dropping the handwritten paper on his assistant’s desk.  “Will you and Annie get this typed up and distributed to everyone who’ll need it?”
“Certainly, Dick!” Millie answered amiably.  Having worked with the director before, she knew how to handle his bad moods.  

“This is going to set us at least a day behind!  Have you any idea how much that’s going to bite into the budget?” he complained to no one in particular.

“I’m sure it will be fine, Dick.  It always is, isn’t it?” Millie encouraged optimistically.  “I do hope that George isn’t very ill…?”

“Ringo says it’s his stomach.  Poor stomach, my foot!  George probably drank himself silly and is home now nursing a hangover!  You know, I didn’t expect these boys to behave like professional actors, but I did expect a minimum level of some sort of professionalism!”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure, Dick.  Why just yesterday, I’m sure I heard him complaining he wasn’t feeling all that well,” Millie lied, giving Annie a covert wink.
The lie did little to deter Dick’s bad-temper.  “Yeah, well, George and whatever ails him is costing us money today!”

Annie looked to Millie with worry furrowing her brow as the director stalked from the room.  “Wow!  He’s really pissed-off!”

Millie shrugged dismissively.  “Nah, he always gets like that as a film’s deadline approaches.  It’s all about the budget!” she laughed.

“So, he’s not really that angry about George missing filming today?” Annie asked dubiously.

“Not really, love.  Poor George is just an easy target for Dick’s anxiety, I fear!”

“Oh!  Well, that’s good….I guess,” Annie observed uncertainly.

“So,” Millie began, signaling the change of topic.  “What did you do last night?”

Annie looked in surprise at the other woman.  There was something in Millie’s tone that led her to believe the rumor mill was at it again.  Narrowing her eyes, she asked suspiciously, “Why?  What have you heard?”

Millie’s smile widened.  “Well, I heard that you went to a party….with one of the boys!”

“And…?”  Annie prompted.

“And….it was the wrong boy!” Millie exclaimed.

Annie laughed sarcastically.  “How do they do it?”

“How does who do what, love?”

“Whoever it is that starts these rumors….how do they know what everybody is doing at any given time?  Really, it’s quite amazing!”

“So it’s true then?”

Sighing in resignation, Annie tossed the file onto her desk and leaned back in her chair.  “John asked me to go for a drink after work.  I’d no idea we’d end up at a party.”

“John asked you?” Millie asked in wide-eyed surprise.

“Yeah,” Annie replied casually.  “…but, when I’d agreed to go, it didn’t seem like such a big deal.  Certainly, not something that would get people talking, you know?”  Seeing the doubt etched in her friend’s face, she clarified, “I just figured that maybe George had asked him to talk to me on his behalf and that John used the invitation as a means to that end.  I had no idea it was all going to turn out so…complicated.”

“Dear me!”

Annie stared off across the room for several moments before giving a helpless half-laugh.  “Last night – after I’d left the party? – I had actually promised myself that I was through with them all….that I had made a mistake ever allowing myself to wind up in that position.  I was going to come in for the next few weeks, just do my job, finish the film, and that would be the end of it. I was so adamant….but then….”
“But then George showed up at your door,” Millie finished for her.

Annie nodded.  “Why didn’t I just send him away?  Why did I let him in?” she asked rhetorically.

“Perhaps he means more to you than you care to admit, darling.”

“But he’s dating Pattie.  He chose her,” Annie said quietly.  “And the thing is, Millie, I’ve no right to be upset about that.  He’s single and so is she.  I’m not.  No, I’ve no right at all.”

Millie stood and crossed the room.  Placing her arm around the girl’s shoulder, she smiled maternally and said, “Oh Annie!  The problem, as I see it, love, is that you’re trying to give a black and white answer to a very grey situation.  Yes, you’re married, but you wouldn’t be if you hadn’t found yourself in the family way.  You and Joey married solely for that reason.”  Crouching beside the girl, Millie looked meaningfully into her eyes and ventured gently, “Without the baby, Annie, what is there really to keep you together?  I think you’re being far too hard on yourself, dear.”
Annie weighed the suggestion.  “Oh, I don’t know!” she whispered.

“Besides, aren’t you forgetting something?” Millie asked with a coy smile.

“What?”

“Despite Pattie Boyd, it was your door that George turned up at!”

Mary Bee sat at the small table in the kitchen of the Chelsea flat she shared with Pattie Boyd, watching her flatmate slam and bang her breakfast things, and listening to her muttering angrily to herself.  After a while Mary commented, “Well, someone’s in a bit of foul mood this morning!”

“As you would be if you just learned that your boyfriend is cheating on you!” Pattie snapped hotly, slamming the cupboard door for emphasis.

Confused, Mary asked, “I thought you’d broken things off with Eric?”

“Not Eric, Mary!” Pattie corrected irately.  “George!”

“Oh!  Sorry!” Mary offered.  “Hang on, I didn’t realize things had gotten that serious between you and George.”
Ignoring the girl’s comment, Pattie seethed, “It’s that bloody secretary again!” 
Mary waited for her to continue, but Pattie only stared at her tea, stirring it almost violently.  Attempting a show of support, Mary offered confidently, “Well, there you are then!  She’s a secretary, but you’re a model, Pats!  Surely a man as sophisticated as George Harrison isn’t going to choose a mere secretary over a model.  Really!  A secretary!  How droll!  Besides, what makes you think he’s cheating on you anyway?”
“Pru.  You remember….she’s another one of us ‘schoolgirls’?”  Smirking, she added, “Silly cow only got the part because she’s Lionel Bart’s girlfriend.  Anyway, she was on set with Lionel this morning, and she’d heard that there was a party last night.  A party, I might add, that George did not ask me to! Anyway, all of the lads were there….and so was she!”
“Pru?”

“Annie!”

“Who’s Annie?” Mary asked in confusion.
“Oh, for God’s sake, Mary, have you not heard a word I’ve said?!  Annie!  Annie O’Shea!  The secretary George is shagging!”

“Oo-hh,” Mary nodded solemnly.  “So this Annie was there with George?”

“No, she was there with John,” Pattie answered with a sigh.
“Good Lord!  How many Beatles is this girl dating?!”

Shrugging indifferently, Pattie said, “All I know is that everybody is talking about a row she and George had that ended with him begging her not to leave.  Now, tell me that doesn’t stink of cheating!”

“What about John?”

Annoyed, Pattie asked, “What about John?!” 

“Well, you said she’d gone with him.”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care!  John can have her!  In fact, I wish he would!”  Pattie pushed back from the table and brought her cup and dish to the sink to wash, continuing her tirade as she worked.  “I’m not due back on the set for another couple of days yet.  Have you any idea what can happen in a couple of days?”

“Why don’t you just pop in for a visit then, Pats? Like that Pru did?”

Leaning up against the sink, Pattie dried her hands.  Shaking her head ruefully she replied, “I can’t.  I’ve a shoot for a catalogue today – Lord, how I loathe those!  Tomorrow, I’ve a fitting for Ossie Clark’s spring show.”  Tossing the towel on the table, she cried in frustration, “What am I to do?!”
“Don’t fret, Pats, you’re a clever girl….you’ll think of something, I’m certain of it!”

Resolute, Pattie stuck her chin out and stated grimly, “Oh no, Mary….I wager it’s going to take more than being merely clever….I’m going to need to be downright ruthless!”

As the clock struck five, Annie sent out a silent prayer of gratitude that calamity had been averted and hoped that her luck would continue to hold out long enough to covertly remove George from her flat.  She was learning that she could handle the rumors on set just as long as they stayed rumors, but George’s foolishness the night before was the sort of risk Annie was intent on avoiding in the future.  Had John or Ringo talked – had her earlier conversation with Millie been overheard, she wouldn’t have been contending with just rumors anymore.  Regardless of the state of her marriage, the fact was, she was married.  Grey area or not.  While she was still uncertain just how she was going to deal with George, Annie was convinced that things were getting far too risky.  If I can just pull this off tonight – get George out without anyone, especially Mrs. Sparrow, seeing him – than that’s it.  I won’t allow anything like this to ever happen again!
“Millie, I’m finishing up for the night,” she informed her colleague.  “Is there anything you need before I leave?”

“No, no, love.  You go ahead.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

Annie nodded and slipped her coat on.  Grabbing her purse, she headed for the office door.

“Oh, and Annie?”

“Yes?”

“Good luck tonight!”  Millie said with a wink.  Annie rolled her eyes good-naturedly and waved goodnight.
The bus ride to Notting Hill felt interminably long that night as Annie grew more and more nervous about confronting George.  She rather hoped that he might actually feel embarrassed about his behavior the night before.  However, hard as she tried, she just couldn’t imagine the cocky young man she’d come to know as possessing the sort of humility necessary for genuine contrition. In spite of herself, Annie had to suppress a rueful grin at the thought.  No, the best I can hope for is that he won’t give me a hard time over leaving quietly.
As the bus pulled along the curb, Annie was already standing at the exit and hopped down before the vehicle had even come to a full stop.  Preoccupied with thoughts of the young man in her flat, she didn’t hear her name being called out at first.
“Annie!  Annie, dear!”

Turning back, her initial surprise quickly morphed into panic as she spotted her older neighbor.  “Mrs. Sparrow!  What on earth are you doing here?”
“Why, don’t you recall my telling you, Annie?  I’m due at Esme’s tonight.  I’m on my way just now!”

The moment the old woman mentioned the visit to her sister’s, Annie did, in fact, remember.  “I guess I hadn’t realized you’d be taking the bus, especially at this hour.  Shouldn’t you have left while it was still daylight?”
Holding onto the steel pole, Mrs. Sparrow stepped carefully up onto the bus, calling back in reply, “Esme hadn’t expected to be home until after seven. It seemed rather pointless leaving earlier.”  As the bus pulled away, she leaned out a bit.  With a knowing smile, she added enigmatically, “I’ll be just fine, dear….you just enjoy your evening!” 
Annie stood staring after the bus, wondering what Mrs. Sparrow was alluding to.  Did she see George?  Is that what she meant?  It doesn’t seem possible, but still….
Realizing that any answer would only be found at home, Annie hastened her way along the two and half blocks toward her building.
As usual, it took Annie several attempts to get the front door bolt to budge.  Finally succeeding, she stepped into the foyer, blowing a strand of hair from her face that had fallen across her eyes during the struggle with the lock.  With Mrs. Sparrow gone for the evening, she threw all caution to the wind and pounded up the stairs, unconcerned about the noise she was making.  Three flights later, she stood before the door to her flat.  Unlocking the door, she stepped inside and quickly called out, “It’s me, George!”  In her peripheral vision, she saw him rise from the couch where he’d been sitting.
Removing her coat, she told him, “Well, we lucked out!  I ran into Mrs. Sparrow as I got off the bus.  I’d completely forgotten she was going to be gone visiting her sister all evening….”
“Er, Annie…?” he called quietly.
“That’s half the battle….her being gone, that is,” she continued as she rooted through her purse for her cigarettes and lighter.  “That doesn’t mean others won’t talk if they see you here and recognize you, so we’ll still have to be careful when you leave.”
Nervously, George tried to interrupt again, “Annie…?”

Lighting the cigarette, she inhaled and blew the smoke out noisily.  “Oh, by the way, Ringo took care of explaining your absence on set today to Dick.  He wasn’t thrilled, but it went okay.”

Gritting his teeth in frustration, George glanced nervously toward the bedroom door. “Annie!” 
“What?” she asked in surprise.
Suddenly the bedroom door opened.  “Is that Annie I hear?”

Annie’s eyes went wide in shock.  “J-Joey?!”
