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Chapter Nine

Like a trio of mannequins, the three remained frozen where they were, each making a concerted effort to avoid each others’ eyes….Annie looked at the floor….George looked at Annie….and Millie looked anywhere but at either of them.   After what felt like an interminably long time, George began, “Annie….I --”
“There you are, George!” Pattie cried happily as she bounded up behind him, earning an irritated glance from the Beatle.  For her part, Annie struggled with the unfamiliar feeling of being happy to see the model.  Looking past George’s shoulder, Pattie spotted the two women, “Oh! Good morning, girls!”

“Y-Yes, hello, Pattie,” Millie replied nervously, forcing a smile.
Jutting up from her chair, Annie grabbed a folder from her desk.  Keeping her eyes averted, she mumbled to no one in particular, “I have to…do…something,” and quickly slid past George and out the door.  
By the time, he’d decided to act, Annie was already gone.  With Pattie obliviously chattering on beside him, George looked at Millie worriedly.  Knowing that there was nothing she could say, the older woman just shrugged helplessly.
The glance and shrug didn’t go unnoticed.  “Oh dear! Have I interrupted something?” Pattie asked disingenuously.

“Wha’?” George asked, his mind still reeling.  “Er, no…no, not at all.”  Millie could only shake her head in concurrence.
“Brilliant!” Pattie exclaimed, continuing brightly, “I was thinking we might have a chat over tea until we’re needed for the scene, George.”
“Yeah, okay then,” George replied absently, shooting Millie another anxious glance before departing.

From where she stood concealed in the darkened corner, Annie watched George and Pattie leave the office.  She winced inwardly when she saw the easy way Pattie draped her arm through George’s.  
“Hide and seek, is it?”  

She jumped hearing the voice behind her.  “Jesus!”

“Nah, though I can see why you’d make the mistake!” John grinned.

Glaring at him, Annie seethed, “Don’t do that!”

“Don’t do what?” he laughed.

“Sneak up on me!”

“I really wasn’t trying to, luv,” he explained with a grin that told her that he enjoyed it nonetheless.  “So….what are you doing lurking in dark corners anyway? You know, you always did strike me as a right lurker, you.”

“I’m not.”

“A lurker?”

“No,” she said in exasperation.

“No?”

Sighing, she admitted, “I was waiting until George left.”

He made a show of looking around her to see his friend and the blonde model walking away.  “Ah,” he uttered, nodding in understanding.  Leaning up against the wall, his hands tucked casually in his trouser pockets, he waited a beat or two before changing the subject.  “So….I hear the husband’s home for a bit, eh?”

Toying with the edge of the folder, Annie answered as brightly as she could, “Yeah, for a week.”

Squinting myopically, John peered down his narrow nose at her then nodded solemnly.  “Drag, that.”

Annie shot him a disapproving glare.

“If it weren’t for bad luck, you’d have no luck at all, Annie-Annie!”

“What do you mean?” she snapped.

He continued, nonplussed, “Rather scuppers any, er,  plans you and George had, doesn’t it?”

“George and I didn’t have any plans, John!” she replied hotly.

“Is that right?” he smiled knowingly.
Just as Annie was about to respond, she spotted Dick walking past, just a few feet from where they stood.  “Excuse me, John,” she said in brusque politeness.

“Oh, by all means…,” he replied wryly.

“Dick?  Dick?” Annie called as she quickly headed towards the director, huffing irately when she saw John following her.

Hearing his name, Dick Lester stopped and turned in that direction.  Seeing who it was, he smiled widely.  “Annie!  How are you this morning?  You know, Deirdre and I had a wonderful time last night --”

“Yes, me too,” she answered distractedly.  “Listen Dick, I was thinking….if it wouldn’t be too much of an inconvenience, that is, if there’s nothing particularly pressing…,” she fumbled to get her words out as Dick listened intently, trying to make sense of what the girl was saying.  “See, the thing is, Joey’s only home for a week, and I was just thinking that maybe you were right about --”

Reaching his hand out, he laid it comfortingly on her shoulder.  “You want to take the time off?  Is that it?”

Glancing at John self-consciously, she replied, “Well, umm…yeah, if the offer’s still open, that is.”

“Of course, sweetheart!” he laughed.  “I couldn’t understand why you just didn’t do that to begin with!”

“Me neither!” John laughed along deviously.

“You’re certain?” she asked, pointedly ignoring John and his antics.
“I’m absolutely certain!” Dick assured her.  “You just go on home to Joey.  I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to have you home with him!”

“Oh yes, thrilled!” John echoed with a cheeky grin.

Rolling her eyes at John, she smiled at Dick and said, “Thank you….really.”
“Don’t mention it, sweetheart,” he replied.
“Okay, then, I guess I’ll see you in a few days?” she asked as she backed away, clutching the folder to her chest tightly.
“Yeah, okay, darling.”  Giving a hesitant laugh, he added, “I do hope we’ll hear from you and Joey before he leaves again!”

Though he remained silent, John swung his head back and forth between the girl and the director, feigning an expression of keen interest.

“Oh! Yeah….of course, Dick,” she replied, a bit too earnestly. “Perhaps we can have you and Deirdre over for dinner later in the week.”

Smiling, he answered, “That would be wonderful, Annie.”  
“Alright then…,” she said demurely, addressing both men when she added, “…bye.”
Side by side Dick and John watched Annie walk back toward the now-empty office to retrieve her things.  Without moving his eyes from the young woman, Dick spoke quietly to the musician next to him….  “Do me a favor, John?”

“And what’s that?”

“Get George to lay off, huh?  Give them a chance, Annie and Joey.”  Turning to face John, he continued, “Look, I’m not blind or thick.  I know it’s not all wine and roses with those two, but they’re both nice kids that were given a tough break.  Annie’s young, you know?  Confused….and now, with Joey being gone for such long periods at a time, she’s…well…she’s vulnerable.  I want to help her out, John.  So please….talk to George, okay?”
Dick turned to leave before giving John a chance to respond, but John did anyway.  “Funny thing, that.”

Dick stopped and turned back.  “What’s that?”

“Well, did you ever reckon you’d help her more if you stopped pushing to keep her and Joey together?”

“They’re married, John.”

The characteristic grin fled from his expression as he answered seriously, “That doesn’t mean they should be.”

As Annie approached her building, she spotted Mrs. Sparrow at her usual post, half-hanging out of her sitting room window where she held court in the neighborhood every day, rain or shine.  When the old woman saw her walking down the block, she waved and called out in a voice that Annie was sure could be heard several blocks over.  “Annie!  Whoo-hoo! Annie, dear!”

Mortified at the thought that anyone watching would know that she was the object of Mrs. Sparrow’s “greeting,” Annie quickly waved back, acknowledging her neighbor.

When Annie drew closer, the old woman said, “Oi, Annie!  Now, I reckoned you’d be at work….on your film set for your movie,” she yelled the last bit louder for the benefit of anyone listening.  “What are you doing home so early?  Oh dear!” she asked, her face suddenly morphing from confusion to worry.  “You’re not ill, are you?  Oh, how terrible!  And here Joseph is only home until next week.  Oh my, how unfortunate!  Well, no matter!   We’ll put you to right soon enough….I’ll make some of my broth.  My mother, God rest her, used to swear by it --”

By the time Mrs. Sparrow noted the girl’s response, Annie was shaking her head almost violently.  “No, no!  I-I’m not ill, Mrs. Sparrow….I’m okay.  Dick just allowed me the time off to be with Joey while he’s home.”

She had to suppress a giggle at the look of disappointment that flashed across the neighbor’s features just for a moment.  She knew the old woman well enough to know taking care of the “poor sick American girl” would have provided Mrs. Sparrow gossip fodder for at least a week.  The “Oh….isn’t that nice,” she offered when faced with the innocuous reason for Annie’s unexpected arrival home almost made Annie laugh aloud.
While Annie endured her usual struggle with the front door key, Mrs. Sparrow looked on, informing her, “Joseph’s not here, Annie.  You knew that didn’t you?”  
She can be so sweet and caring sometimes, but, my God, she loves to create trouble!  
Sensing the sudden quiet that descended up and down her street, Annie knew that more than just Mrs. Sparrow was waiting for her reaction, and if only for that reason, she forced herself not to.  Smiling, she looked up at her neighbor and lied, “He did say he had some errands to see to, and it isn’t as though he was expecting me, anyway.  He’ll be home soon enough.”  
Just then, the bolt gave way and Annie gratefully pushed in the heavy door.  “I’ll see you later!” she called out over her shoulder, shutting the door before Mrs. Sparrow could ask any further questions.

Racing up the stairs, she prayed she’d make it to her own flat before the old woman managed to get to her own front door to stop her.  When she finally had the door to her flat open, she stepped inside and closed it again quickly, taking what felt to her like the first deep breath she’d taken all day.  Without even bothering to remove her coat, she plopped into the chair and lit a cigarette, noting with wonder at the way her hand shook as she held the butane lighter to its tip.  Snapping the cover shut, she inhaled the smoke deeply and held it for a second or two before blowing it out again through pursed lips.
She sat there like that for several more minutes, staring past the lace-draped window at the grey London sky that seemed to be in a perpetual state of drizzle.  Although she tried not to think about what happened earlier that morning, bits and pieces flashed in her memory, causing her body to react with jolts of anxiety. 
When she realized that it actually felt colder inside her flat than it was outside, she rose and went to the small electric heater propped inside the sitting room fireplace.  As she bent down to switch it on, she could hear Joey chastising…. “I’m not made of money, Anne, and electricity here is expensive. One bar is more than enough.  If you’re that cold, put a sweater on.”  Defiantly, she leaned in and switched on all three bars.
Removing her coat, she looked around the tiny flat with dismay.  Despite the peeling paint and faded carpet, the kitchenette that had not been refurbished since before the war, the bits of mold growing in the odd corner here and there, Annie usually kept the place spotless.  In the short time since Joey had been home, that had been a losing battle.  Sighing in resignation, she gathered up the used plates and glasses and took them to the sink.  Returning the sitting room, she scouted the area for the numerous discarded shirts and socks, bringing the pile to the bedroom to toss into the hamper.  
Just as she turned to leave the bedroom, she noticed Joey’s wallet sitting out on the bedside table.  Puzzled, she picked it up and opened it to check the billfold, thinking perhaps he opted to just put the money in his pocket.  After all, she reasoned, Notting Hill wasn’t the best area.  Her confusion only increased when she saw the several bills still inside it.  Just as she was trying to conceive of a logical reason why her husband would have left the flat with neither money nor identification, the wallet slipped from her hands and onto the floor, some of the contents spilling out from inside.  
Dropping to her knees on the floor, she quickly and nervously began to gather the items, fearful of Joey’s reaction should he return and find her going through his wallet. One of the items, though, caught her attention, causing her to freeze.  Slowly, she picked up the photograph, bringing it closer to her face.  The girl couldn’t have been much older than she was, and Annie knew that her long, straight hair, appearing obviously dark in the black and white photograph, was a unique shade of jet black, a lovely color common to Asian women.  Her dark eyes stood out in contrast to her creamy complexion, and her smile revealed a row of perfect white teeth.  That smile, Annie could tell, was genuine.  The question remained, though….Who was it meant for?
With trepidation, she turned the photograph over and started to read the elaborately scrawled message:  “For Joe….All My Love Always, Miyo.”  Beneath the girl’s name, written in a hand Annie recognized as Joey’s own, was printed, “Tokyo, 1964.”  
Holding the photograph loosely in her hands, Annie remained kneeling on the floor, staring absently at the frayed carpet while she struggled between disbelief and confusion.  She was so lost in her own thoughts that she didn’t even hear Joey coming in the front door.  It wasn’t until a shadow fell over her that she realized she was no longer alone.
“Anne!” Joey exclaimed in surprise, his eyes immediately going to the picture she held in her hands.  Panic quickly gave way to anger as he crossed the room and crouched down beside her.  “What the hell are you doing going through my wallet?!”

“I-It fell,” Annie replied dismally.

“Yeah, sure it did,” he snapped. Grabbing the photo from her, he quickly gathered the wallet and remaining items, and, rising, he turned his back to her while he returned everything to the wallet which he then slipped into his back pocket.  Only then did he turn back to confront his young wife who hadn’t yet moved from where she knelt on the floor.  “You know, this is really rather beneath you, Anne!” he bellowed indignantly.  “I expected better.”

After a moment, Annie answered quietly, “So did I.”

“What?” he snapped, his eyes narrowing menacingly.

Raising her eyes to meet his unwaveringly, she asked, “Who is Miyo?”

Just for a moment, the panic reappeared on Joey’s face.  Suppressing it, he yelled, “None of your damn business!”
“None of my…?  I’m your wife, Joey!” she asserted as she rose from the floor to face him.  “I think that makes it my business!”

“Really?” he shot back snidely.  “And this coming from the girl who had a strange man in my home while I was gone!”  He stomped off into the other room.

Annie followed not far behind.  “I thought you weren’t worried about George! I thought you said I wasn’t the type!” she came back at him, a tinge of triumph in her voice.

He turned toward her, sneering.  “I’m not, and you’re not!  Jesus, Anne!  You don’t even realize how childish you sound, do you?  Trying to use this adolescent crush to make me jealous….it’s ridiculous!  You know, Dick showed my some of the stills from this film, Anne.  I saw George’s girlfriend….the model?  Not that I was ‘worried,’ as you put it, to begin with, but if I had been…?  I certainly wouldn’t have been after seeing her.  I’m sorry if it hurts your feelings to hear this, but it’s the truth.  You’re a nice looking girl who has days when you look nicer than others, but she’s a model, for Christ’s sake!  She gorgeous…glamorous!  Get it through your head, Anne….George is not interested in you, so get over the fantasy!”
Each word felt like a knife plunging into her heart over and over, and she surprised even herself when she still had the wherewithal to calmly say, “Actually, Joey, the fantasy we were talking about was our marriage.  Who is Miyo?”

Joey blinked rapidly in surprise.  She showed no anger, no fear and, most unusually, there were no tears. Without really intending to, he found himself answering honestly, “She’s a girl I met while I was training in Tokyo.”

Confused, Annie asked, “When were you training in Tokyo?  I knew nothing about it.”   The guilt on her husband’s face spoke volumes.  “Oh….I see.  I wasn’t supposed to know about it, is that it?”  When he didn’t answer, she asked, “Do you love her?”

He sighed shakily and ran both hands over his face.  “I don’t know…maybe.”
Slowly, almost mechanically, Annie lifted her coat from the hook on the back of the front door and slipped it on.  Without turning around, she said, “There are leftovers in the fridge.  Go ahead and eat when you’re hungry.”  She opened the door.

“Where are you going?” he demanded, the hostility back in his voice.

Annie looked back at him almost inquisitively.  “I really don’t know.”  Then she left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

Standing alone in the room, Joey knew better than to try to go after her.

It was rare for Annie to wander out after dark, and she never did it on her own.  Although the area’s race riots had been years before, there was still a certain unrest that permeated the suburb, and it was always best to err on the side of caution.  That night, though, absorbed in thought, Annie walked the streets of Notting Hill, oblivious to the lewd comments directed at her by men hanging out on the stoops of the houses.  The smell of marijuana infused the damp night air as she passed group after group, and she felt almost tempted to ask to try it.  She longed to try anything, do anything to lift the heaviness that had settled in her chest.  
Turning onto Portobello Road, she squinted against the glare of the oncoming headlamps until her eyes grew used to the change.  Feeling the breeze of a double-decker bus speeding past her, she wondered in the back of her mind that there weren’t more incidences of people getting hit while crossing the road.  
What am I to do now? I have no family to speak of.  My husband’s in love with someone else….  
Being one of the main arteries on the outskirts of London’s center, Portobello Road always had traffic, especially the mass transit that transported the majority of Londoners to where they wanted to go.  
And George….well, Joey’s right about George and Pattie, isn’t he?  That’s why it hurt so much to hear it.  Because I knew he was right….  
The whoosh of another passing bus caused her hair to fly into her face.  Reaching up, she pushed it back out of her eyes, turning back to shoot an irritated glare at the offensive vehicle.

Even if I were free, there’s no way George would want me instead of Pattie.  I don’t know why I ever believed he might have….
Up ahead in the distance, she saw another double-decker pulling away from the stop.  
No family….no friends….no husband or lover….no job….

She knew that, by the time it accelerated past the several blocks to reach her, it would be going fast.  
I can’t live like this….

Very fast.  
I can’t live….

The bus was bearing down in her direction as she stood hidden behind a pole on the curb, mesmerized by the lights. Slowly, she began to step off….
“ANNIE!”
She felt someone grab her shoulders and pull her back so roughly, she lost her balance and would have fallen to the sidewalk had he not caught her.  His fingers dug into her shoulders almost painfully as he shook her.  “What the fuck were you thinking?!” he yelled, his face a mask of fear and anger.

Though she was looking straight at him, it took a moment for his identity to register.  “G-George?” she croaked in disbelief.

“Christ, Annie!  Didn’t you see that bus coming at you?! You would’ve been killed!”
“I…uh, I --” she stammered incoherently.

Suddenly, his expression shifted as understanding dawned on him.  “You meant to?” he asked in horror.  “Annie!  Were you trying to top yourself?!”  

She could only stare at him tearfully, feeling ashamed and foolish.  Disbelief gave way to anger as he shook her again.  “Were you?!”

Unable to string a thought together, Annie erupted in sobs, the pain and humiliation of the past two years finally finding an escape.

Not really knowing what to do, George allowed instinct to guide him and just pulled the girl closer.  Holding her tightly then, he just let her cry.  It didn’t take long, however, for passers-by to realize that the young man with the sobbing girl in his arms looked oddly familiar, and more people were stopping to stare.  George knew that he had to get Annie out of there.  Putting his lips close to her ear, he whispered, “Listen, luv, we don’t need an audience, eh?  Can you walk?”
She nodded into his shoulder.

“Right then.”  Without looking at anyone, he kept an arm around her shoulders as he rapidly steered her toward the Jaguar he’d haphazardly pulled over at the end of the street when he first found her.  After helping her into the passenger seat, he jogged around the vehicle and hopped in the driver’s seat, racing the motor as he pulled away.

They drove for several minutes without talking, the silence interrupted only by the occasional sniffle from Annie as she continued to wipe the tears from her eyes.  Out of habit, George glanced into the rearview mirror and swiped at the damp fringe that lay plastered against his forehead from the drizzle.  After a while, Annie ventured to ask softly, “Where are we going?”
Shrugging, George replied, “I reckoned we’d just go home….my home, that is.  Ritch has gone out for the evening, so we can have a proper talk there.  Have you eaten?”

Annie shook her head.  “I don’t think I could if I wanted to,” she said bleakly, looking out the window.  After a beat, she turned toward George and asked, “How did you find me anyway?”

“Ah,” George began, licking his lips nervously and shifting in his seat.  “Joey told me you’d gone for a walk.”

Upon hearing her husband’s name, her eyes went wide.  “Joey told you?!  Where did you see Joey?”​​​​​​

George did a double-take at her tone.  “Er…at your flat,” he answered uneasily.  “Where else would I have seen him?”

She shifted her body in her seat to better face him.  “You went to my flat?” she asked, though whether in surprise or horror, George couldn’t tell.
“Yeah…why?  Should I not have?”

“No,” she replied a bit too quickly.  “I’m just….why did you come?”

“Well, I wanted to talk to you, didn’t I?” he laughed.

Hesitantly, she asked, “Is that all Joey told you?”

Taking his eyes from the road, George gave her a puzzled glance.  “Was there something else he should have told me?”

Annie shifted her body back to face forward.  Looking out the front window screen, she answered shortly, “No.  We just sort of had an argument.”

“About me?”

Any other time, the question would have surprised her.  Any other time, she would have said anything she could think of to deny it.  Not tonight.  “About many things,” she replied sadly.
George nodded as if he understood, and the rest of the trip passed in silence.
