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Chapter Thirteen
With great trepidation, Annie mounted the steps leading to her front door.  Visions of the impending conflict so preoccupied her mind that she took no notice whatsoever of Mrs. Sparrow framed within the first floor window until it was too late.
“Annie!  Annie, dear!” the old woman called out in her shrill voice.  

It took Annie a moment to realize she was being hailed.  When it did register, she groaned inwardly.  Then, forcing a smile, she turned and greeted her neighbor.  “Mrs. Sparrow!  Good morning!”
“I am very put out with you, young lady!”  the old woman chastised, affecting a pout.

Genuinely confused, Annie asked, “Why?  What’s the matter?”

“Joseph has been home these past few days, and I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of either of one of you!”

“Oh!” Annie mumbled, relieved on the on hand that it was nothing more serious, yet equally annoyed that the neighbor should be bothering her with something so trivial in the midst of the current crisis.  “Well, I am sorry, but we’ve both been terribly busy, Mrs. Sparrow,” she explained as pleasantly as her patience would allow her.  “I promise we’ll all get together before Joey has to go back, alright?”

Annie turned to continue on her way when Mrs. Sparrow stopped her again.  “And when exactly is Joseph returning to his ship, dear?”

“Friday….he flies to New York, then onto Tokyo via San Francisco.”  Images of the stunning Japanese woman waiting for her husband’s return flashed in Annie’s mind, causing her to wince involuntarily. 
Fortunately, the reaction went unnoticed by the usually much more astute Connie Sparrow.  “Fine then, dear. I’ll expect you both for tea on Thursday…?”  Annie knew from past experience that the invitation was more of an order than a question.
Summoning every ounce good grace she could muster in her existing frame of mind, Annie replied, “I’ll have to check with Joey, but I don’t think it will be a problem.  I’ll let you know, alright?”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Annie’s third attempt to be on her way was thwarted when the other woman suddenly asked, “Annie…?  Is everything quite alright?”

Taken off guard by the question, Annie stammered, “Y-Yes….of course.  Why would you think there was anything wrong?”

With a condescending smile, Mrs. Sparrow answered, “It’s just that I’ve noticed you and Joseph coming and going without one another.  It seems rather odd considering he’s been away.”

Though the old woman didn’t come right out and ask, Annie understood the question implied….Are you two having problems?  Not feeling up to providing Mrs. Sparrow with fodder for neighborhood gossip, Annie explained, “Not at all!  Joey has things he needs to see to during the brief while he’s home, and, of course, I have my work.”  

She saw no reason why she should have to let the Mrs. Sparrow know she’d taken off work for the week.  Smiling sweetly, she quickly added, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, Mrs. Sparrow, Joey’s due home soon, and I want to fix his dinner.”  Before the old woman could delay her any further, she called over her shoulder, “I’ll talk to Joey about Thursday and let you know later….bye!”  With that, she closed the front door and hurried up the stairs, not even pausing until she was safely inside her own flat.
When she reached her floor, she rushed through to her flat, closing the door quickly behind her.  Slipping out of her coat then, Annie did a quick and anxious survey of the flat, noticing that it remained largely in the same condition it was left the previous evening.  Hoping to give Joey the impression that she’d been home for a while, she hurriedly went about straightening up.  Since she had walked out before they could have dinner, there wasn’t that much to clean.  She picked up the few items of clothing that Joey had left where they’d fallen, and, leaning through the doorway to the bedroom, tossed them into the hamper. Then, passing through the sitting room on her way into the kitchenette, she bent down and picked up the two teacups from the low coffee table.  Just as she reached the threshold to the kitchenette, she pulled up short and stared at the two cups in confusion.  Two…?  Who was here?  It obviously wasn’t Mrs. Sparrow.  Dick perhaps?  
As she moved closer to the light in the kitchenette, she could see the imprint of a very light colored lipstick on the rim of one of the cups, and her confusion increased.  She might have guessed it was Deirdre’s, but she knew that the director’s wife favored rich shades of reds and corals, not the frosted pink currently staining the teacup.  
Before she could ponder the mystery further, she heard the unmistakable footfall of her husband in the stairwell.  Dropping the two cups in the sink with a clatter, she needlessly wiped her hands on the towel, whirling around just as Joey came through the front door.  For a moment, they each stood frozen, staring at each other uncertainly.  Then, sighing heavily, Joey broke eye contact as he turned back to close the door.  
Annie watched uneasily as he tossed his keys on the coffee table and removed his jacket and scarf, tossing both over the back of the chair.  Without raising his eyes to hers, he instructed quietly, “Put some coffee, Anne.  There are obviously some things we need to discuss.”

With difficulty, she swallowed past the lump in her throat, nodding wordlessly before proceeding to do as he asked.  At first, the familiar ritual was oddly comforting in its normalcy, but, when she thought about the imminent discussion, the butterflies returned to her stomach.  Several times, she partially missed the basket as she attempted to scoop the coffee in with quivering hands, and she hoped like hell that Joey wasn’t watching.
Once the percolator was prepared and set on the stove, she turned slowly back toward the sitting room, hazarding a glance at her husband.  She was somewhat surprised to find Joey sitting on the couch, gazing reflectively out the window.  For the first time, it crossed Annie’s mind that perhaps he dreaded the upcoming conversation as much as she did, and the thought brought her a small measure of comfort.  Before he could discover her looking at him, she continued with her task.  Tossing the dishtowel over her shoulder, she reached up into the cabinet and retrieved two cups and saucers.  Holding the cups in her hand, she was reminded of the as yet unwashed cups she’d discovered earlier and the mystery of the unknown woman with a penchant for frosted pink lipstick who’d visited her home in her absence.  Had the environment in the small flat not been so heavy with apprehension, she might have asked Joey then and there who the woman was.  Instead, she decided to wait and see if the woman’s identity would be revealed without any prompting on her part, thinking that perhaps that woman, like the woman in Tokyo, had something to do with what Joey wanted to talk to her about.  
When the coffee began to finally perk several minutes later, Annie fixed a cup for both her and Joey, and, balancing both cups carefully in either hand, she made her way over to the sitting room, setting them on the low table.  Joey pulled his cup closer with a mumbled, “Thanks.”  As Annie lowered herself onto the chair, she searched her husband’s face for a hint as to his state of mind.  Oddly, though, he remained inscrutable. When her nerves could handle the silence no longer, she asked, “What did you want to discuss, Joey?”
Raising his eyes to meet hers, he held her gaze for a beat before stating bluntly, “I know you’re having an affair, Anne.”

It was said so matter-of-factly, she almost laughed out loud at the absurdity.  Instead, she surprised herself when she replied, “So are you.”

Annie wasn’t sure how she expected him to react, but she was left at a loss when he didn’t appear to react at all.  Staring into his coffee, he only nodded his head slowly before asking her, “Are you in love with either of these guys?”
Rearing her head back in surprise, she echoed, “Either?!”
“John told you that?” George asked, struggling to keep the dismay from his tone.

“Oh yes!” Pattie answered enthusiastically.  “It would be ever so sweet…if they weren’t both married to other people!” she added with a girlish giggle.

Feeling the need to distract himself, George looked around the crowded discothèque, hoping that Pattie wouldn’t see his expression and discern what he was really feeling.  Forcing a duplicitous smile, he asked, “But, Pattie….how is it you and John came to discuss Annie to begin with?”
“Oh, I suppose he thought Annie and I were closer friends than we are,” she replied blithely.
He almost choked on the drink he’d sipped from.  “Really?  I can’t imagine why he’d think that!”

Uncertain whether or not to take offense, Pattie tilted her head to one side and asked, “Why shouldn’t he?”

Laughing, he answered, “Ah, come on, Pattie!  It’s well known that you ‘schoolgirls’ won’t have anything to do with the other girls on the set, neither cast nor crew!”

“Are you saying we’re snobs?” she asked indignantly.

“I didn’t say anything of the sort!” he answered with a laugh he couldn’t suppress.  Growing thoughtful then, he added, “But, you know, it really doesn’t make sense that John would talk to you about something so…well, personal.”

Watching him light a cigarette, Pattie wondered irritably if he was implying she’d made the whole story up.  Her smile fading, she asked pointedly, “Why should you care anyway, George?”

George realized he needed to quash her suspicion quickly, so he grinned wider and explained, “Nah, it’s not that I so much care, luv, it’s only that I think perhaps John was having you on with this business of being in love with Annie.  They don’t even really know each other!”
Pattie narrowed her eyes at George over the rim of the wineglass as she sipped.  Setting it down deliberately, she said tersely, “That’s not what he says.”

This time there was no hiding the dismay.  “Oh?  What does he say?”

“He says they meet up at all hours, in all sorts of places…you know, places they won’t be seen, places he won’t be recognized.”  Leaning closer, she lowered her voice conspiratorially and shared eagerly, “Why he told me that just last night, they spent the night together in a hotel room!  Can you imagine?”

George felt his heart sink into his boots.  He took a long pull from his pint in an attempt to hide his disappointment.  It’s true then.  How else would Pattie know what happened last night?  John has been seeing Annie, and, for whatever reason, he did tell Pattie about it….but why?  Why tell Pattie, of all people?  Realizing suddenly that she was waiting for him to respond, he tried to act surprised and offered weakly, “I’d no idea!”

Sighing into the last of her wine, Pattie murmured, “Poor Cyn!” before draining the glass.  George studied the girl closely and wondered why it all felt wrong.  “The sad cow has no idea either, I’d imagine!  Oh, it would be bad enough if John were just messing about for the sex, but to know your husband’s fallen in love with another woman…?  It’s just too dreadful to bear thinking about!  Don’t you agree, George?”
He hesitated only a moment before answering flatly, “Yeah, I do.” 

The couple lapsed into silence.  George toyed with the rim of his third pint that night, mulling over what Pattie had told him, growing more and more sullen.  Pattie took advantage of his preoccupation to steal glimpses of him, trying to assess the impact of her manipulation.  
“You know, I can’t really say I understand, though,” she baited.

“What don’t you understand?” It was all George could do to keep his dejection in check.
“Well, I’m not saying Annie’s not attractive,” she began. “She is, but certainly John can have any woman he wants.  I don’t understand why he’d choose someone like Annie.”  
Not trusting himself to speak, George gave a forced shrug of indifference, and, draining the last of his pint, flagged the waitress to bring another.  
Pattie felt a flicker of triumph….he looked miserable.  Emboldened, she went in for the kill….  “Perhaps is as they say….one always wants what one can’t have, don’t they?”

“I thought you just said John has her,” George snapped irritably.

“Yes, well, he does and he doesn’t, isn’t that so?  I mean, she’s married, George.”

“I’d heard,” he replied snidely, taking a large swig from the fresh pint, trying hasten the numbness that would invariably come with enough alcohol.
“Well, you don’t think that Joey is just going to let Annie go, do you?” 
“‘Joey’?” he echoed with an unpleasant laugh.  “Since when are you on a first name basis with Annie’s husband?  You really are full of surprises tonight, Pat!”

Pattie glared at him, clearly displeased. “I’ve met him, George.”

His heavy brows furrowed in confusion. “You’ve met him? When?  How?” he demanded dubiously.

She heard the irritation in his tone and feared she was pushing things too far. Laughing lightly, she asked teasingly, “Why George, you’re not jealous, are you?”

Looking away, he shook his head and replied morosely, “I’m not jealous.  No worries there, luv.”

“It’s just that--”

“You’ve misunderstood,” he snapped.

“Perhaps I have,” she said quietly as she studied the empty wineglass before her. After a few moments, she haltingly reached out and laid her hand atop his.  “I’m sorry if I’ve said anything to upset you, darling.”
Realizing that he’d be hard pressed to explain just what it was about the conversation that he found upsetting, George managed a smile and said, “It’s alright, luv.  I’m just knackered is all.  It’s been a long day, and I’ve had a headache for most of it.  I reckon what I need right now is a hot bath and a good night’s sleep.  It’s going to be just as long a day tomorrow.”

“You want to leave?” she asked, obviously disappointed.  “…but it’s only half-eleven!”

“Yeah, well, as I said, it’s been a long day.”

Brightening, she suggested, “Well, if you want to get out of here, we could go back to mine…?  Mary is off on a shoot in Dover for a few days.”
George shook his head.  “Nah, Pat.  I don’t need a change of scenery, I need a bed.”

“I have a bed,” she quipped with a coy grin.

Laughing indulgently, he slipped his hand out from beneath hers, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze.  “Another night, eh?”  Before she could object, he nodded at her empty wineglass and asked, “You’re ready to go then?”

“I suppose,” she murmured dismally.
Pattie stormed in the front door of her Chelsea flat.  Disappointment threatened to overwhelm her as she vacillated between despair and rage.  Tossing her keys on the sideboard, she removed her coat and hung it on the hook.  Then, kicking her shoes off, she walked into the sitting room. 

Mary looked up from the book she was reading as her flat-mate entered the room.  “Well,” she began, removing her pink, horn-rimmed reading glasses.  “I certainly didn’t expect you back so early!  Is everything okay, Pats?”

Throwing herself unceremoniously into the overstuffed chair positioned diagonally from the one where Mary sat curled up, Pattie cried in frustration, “No, Mary, it isn’t!  Everything about the evening went wrong!”

Placing the marker between the pages, she set both the book and her glasses on the small table between the chairs, giving Pattie her full attention.  “Oh dear!  That doesn’t sound good at all!  Whatever happened, sweetie?”
Grimacing, Pattie explained, “I foolishly thought that by telling George that John was in love with Annie, he’d be put off her for good!”

“I take it that didn’t happen…?” Mary asked tentatively.

“Not only didn’t that happen, but George spent the rest of the evening all mardy over her!”

“Oh no!”

“Then he decides he’s too tired to be out with me and brings me home!”

“You could have invited him in, you know.  I would have made myself scarce,” Mary offered.

Pattie smiled guiltily.  “I tried that, actually.  I told George you were away on an overnight shoot.”  Groaning then, she continued, “I practically threw myself at him, Mary, and he didn’t want me…all because of her!  God, how I hate her!”

Mary nodded sympathetically.  “Did you tell George about meeting Joey and what you told him?”

“Not really,” Pattie answered demurely.  “Oh, I couldn’t possibly tell George that I spilled the beans about Annie having an affair!  He’d never talk to me again!  Besides, if Joey hasn’t done anything by now, it’s not very likely he’s going to.”
“I hope you’re right,” Mary noted uncertainly.

Huffing loudly, Pattie ranted, “I cannot lose George!  Somehow, Mary, I have got to get him away from Annie!”

“Well, how are you going to do that, Pats?  You said the director and his wife are her friends.  As long as that’s the case, it’s doubtful she’ll be leaving her job any time soon, and, as long as she’s working on the film, she and George will be around each other.  I just don’t see how it’s even possible for you to do it while filming continues.”

“I can’t wait until filming ends, Mary!” Pattie whined.  “It may be too late then!”

“Well, then, I suppose there’s nothing else for it but to do something sooner, but still, I can’t see how you can get rid of her on your own.”

Pattie went quiet before answering slowly, “Perhaps I can’t, but someone might.”

“How do you mean?”

Pattie rose from the chair and slowly paced the room as she explained, “Someone - it could be anyone, who knows? - but this someone makes it clear, very clear that, should George not stop seeing Annie, there will be dire consequences.”
“Blackmail, Pats?” Mary asked with a raised brow.

“And why not?” Pattie shot back defensively.  “She is married, after all.”

“Okay, but do you honestly think that threatening Annie’s marriage is really going to persuade George to stay away from her?  I should think, if anything, it would have the opposite effect!”

Pattie grew thoughtful.  “Threatening Annie’s marriage, no….but there is a threat that George would have to take seriously…something he can’t risk much less allow to be destroyed.”

Intrigued, Mary asked, “What would be threatened, Pattie?”

The model turned to her friend and replied ominously, “The Beatles themselves.”

George had driven aimlessly around the city after seeing Pattie home. Though he tried to push thoughts of Annie away, his imagination continued to be assailed by visions of John and Annie together. He wondered how things got so out of control. When he and Annie started seeing each other, it was supposed to be nothing more than a bit of fun.  When did that change?
He knew that, on some level, Annie had feelings for him.  After all, she’d admitted to Millie that she thought she was in love with him.  Slamming the steering wheel in frustration, he thought, So, how did I lose her to John then?
Slowing the Jaguar to a stop at the traffic light, he pulled back his jacket sleeve to check his watch by the light of the dashboard, registering that it was nearing one in the morning.  With a sigh, he resigned himself to the fact that he’d be passing yet another day largely fatigued.  Perhaps I can find somewhere on set for a kip between takes tomorrow. When the light turned green, he pulled away, turning at the next intersection to head for home.

Less than twenty minutes later, he was pulling in to the darkened lot behind Whaddon House.  Emerging from the vehicle, he slapped the lock down and slammed the door shut, pulling on the handle to ensure the car was secure.  He pulled a cigarette from the pack he had stashed in his jacket pocket, lighting it as he walked toward the back entrance to the building. Just as he neared the threshold, a figure stepped from the shadows.  George froze, rooted to the spot where he stood.
“Hello George….”
