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Chapter One

Sitting rigidly at the table, hands clenched so tightly her knuckles bulged like stepping stones, Lavinia Deakin stared transfixed at the suitcase by the door. There was nothing special about the case. It was a plain brown box-type bought cheap twenty-two years ago from the market. It was battered now after its long years of service in many different guises. Its clasps had ceased to function and it was now secured by two fraying leather belts. Vinnie likened the suitcase to an old family friend: strong, dependable, always there when she needed it. A sickening sensation gnawed her stomach. She was about to lose her old friend, but far more importantly the person taking it away, the person whose belongings it now held, would be lost to her also.

Her eyes went straight to him as he walked into the room. Thomas Henry Deakin. Despite his forty-odd years he was still breathtakingly handsome, easily passing for a man several years his junior. Over six foot in height with broad shoulders; no age lines as yet marring his smooth light-olive skin; no jowls hanging from a  masculine square jawline. He had eyes of a deep velvet brown, and his full head of immaculately groomed dark hair showed hardly a trace of grey.

Pulling on an overcoat above his smart navy suit, he strode across to his wife and placed something before her. His house keys. She couldn’t swallow for the lump in her throat.

‘I’ll be off then.’

His tone was brusque, barely recognisable. She raised bewildered, grief-stricken eyes to him and, bottom lip trembling, murmured, ‘Why, Tommy, why?’

He looked and sounded agitated. ‘Don’t start, Vinnie, we’ve already been through this.’

She scraped her fingers despairingly through her fashionably styled flaxen hair, not caring that she was leaving it wildly dishevelled. ‘But you’ve told me nothing, Tommy, just that you’re leaving me. I don’t understand,’ she implored. ‘Up until a few minutes ago when you dropped this bombshell, I thought we were happy.’

With a set face he told her, ‘Maybe you were, Vinnie.’

She gazed at him, mortified. ‘But you weren’t, is that what you’re saying?’ She gasped. ‘For how long, Tommy? How long have you not wanted to be with me and said nothing?’

He gave a shrug. ‘I dunno. Does it matter?’

She leaped up from her chair to face him. ‘Yes, it does,’ she cried. ‘I want to know, Tommy. I want to know what I did that made you fall out of love with me. I want to know why you never said anything. I want to  know why you won’t give us another chance.’ She grabbed at his arm, gripping it tightly, pleading with him. ‘It’s not too late, Tommy. All couples go through bad times. We can sort out whatever is wrong and put things right between us, I know we can.’ She stared at him wide-eyed. ‘You can’t seriously be prepared to throw away twenty-two years of marriage just like that?’

Wrenching his arm free, he stared at her crossly. ‘Just accept that it’s over, Vinnie.’ He waved one hand. ‘Look, this isn’t easy for me and I really don’t want a fuss. . .’

‘You don’t want a fuss,’ she interjected, her face twisting in utter disbelief. ‘How dare you, Thomas Deakin? How dare you announce so matter-of-factly that you’re leaving me, giving me no warning whatsoever, and expect me to sit quietly and not say a word? Did you think I’d help you pack and wish you well, tell you to pop by for a cup of tea for old times’ sake any time you felt like it? Well, did you?’

He looked at her darkly. ‘Don’t be sarky, Vinnie, it doesn’t suit you.’

She wrung her hands. ‘It seems to me that I don’t suit you at all anymore, sarky or not,’ she whispered.

He stared at her for several long moments before saying, ‘Life changes, Vinnie. Things just happen that we ain’t prepared for and we can’t control.’

She frowned, puzzled. ‘What do you mean by that?’

She looked at him searchingly. The man standing before her was suddenly a stranger. At this moment  hardly anything about him reminded her of the husband she had lived with for what seemed an eternity, whose arms had held her close less than an hour ago as they had danced to the ‘Anniversary Waltz’ at the end of their daughter’s wedding. He was staring back at her unblinkingly and she strongly suspected he was desperately searching for a more valid reason for what he was doing than the limp excuse he just didn’t love her anymore. What he came out with made her gasp in shock.

‘Let’s face it, Vinnie, you’ve let yourself go.’ Immediately his mouth clamped shut, a remorseful expression momentarily appearing. ‘Look, sorry, I didn’t mean to say that and I didn’t mean for our marriage to end like this. But I can’t help me feelings. I loved you once. Now I just don’t anymore and I can’t go on living this lie.’

She automatically stepped backwards as though physically struck. ‘You made love to me last night,’ she uttered, bereft. ‘How could you do that if you don’t have feelings for me?’

‘It was a duty, Vinnie, that was all. I did what was expected of me.’

Mortified, she slumped back down on her chair and cradled her head in her hands. How she wished he had spared her that last admission. But even so his account of last night was nothing like the way she remembered it. He had been the one to approach her and she had responded willingly as she usually did, thoroughly enjoying their lovemaking which she had always believed got better and better as the years passed.  Afterwards they had fallen asleep nestled against each other. If Tommy had merely been performing a duty then Vinnie had never realised before what a good actor he was.

Her eyes caught sight of the hat she had taken off when she had arrived home less than an hour ago: wide-brimmed, draped in cream chiffon, tastefully decorated in two-tone blue fabric flowers. The events of the day flooded back to her. She lifted her head and looked at him. ‘Why of all days did you pick today to leave me, Tommy? The day our youngest daughter got married. It’s been such a wonderful occasion. Now all I’ll remember of it is that it was the day you left me. Could you not have waited until tomorrow or the next day even, left me with this day as a good memory instead of . . . of . . . one I’d sooner forget?’

His face contorted in anger. ‘As far as I’m concerned our youngest daughter is our only daughter.’ This shocking admission and the venom in his tone made her gasp. ‘The other selfish madam has brought both of us n’ote but heartache. She may as well be dead as far as I’m concerned. She might be for all we know. We’ve heard nothing from her since the day she walked out of this house nearly five years ago. I don’t suppose she’s ever given a thought to the worry she’s caused us. All I can say is that if she’s any sense she’ll never come back.’

‘Oh, Tommy, how can you say that! Why Janie walked out without a word or hasn’t contacted us since when she knows we’ll be worried sick is beyond me, but she’s still our daughter. It doesn’t change the fact that  you’ve two children, not one. You might have wiped Janie out of your life but I haven’t. She must have left for a reason and until we know that reason, neither of us has the right to judge her harshly.’

A flicker of shame crossed his face which was quickly replaced by a look of frustration. ‘Look, this is getting us nowhere, Vinnie. Marriages fall apart. Can’t you just accept that ours has?’

‘No, I cannot,’ she cried. ‘Yes, marriages do break up, but not just like that, Tommy,’ she said, clicking her fingers. ‘Are you trying to tell me I’m that blind I haven’t noticed ours has been in trouble?’ She gave a bewildered shake of her head. ‘And even if it is, after the length of time we’ve been together usually the one wanting to leave affords the other a last chance to put things right, or at the very least gives them a bit of warning. Don’t I deserve any consideration, Tommy?’

His silence gave her her answer.

Out of the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of the case over by the door and pain overwhelmed her. She wanted to use any means she could to get Tommy to stay so they could talk and try and reason this awful situation out, but she knew from his whole manner that whatever had brought on his mystifying behaviour, Tommy would be resolute in his decision and any further pleading on her part would be futile and only result in further humiliation for her. She could only hope that this was a temporary aberration, that he’d quickly realise what a terrible mistake he had made and come back begging her forgiveness. She swallowed a  choking sob and falteringly asked, ‘Where . . . where will you go?’

He averted his gaze, shuffling uncomfortably on his feet. ‘I’ve . . . er . . . arranged to stay with a mate ’til I get a place. I’d best be off, I’m expected.’

She froze in horror, her heart thumping painfully. Tommy had planned this then. It was no momentary madness on his part, as she had hoped.

Out of habit he made to step forward and kiss her cheek. When he saw her flinch he turned from her, picked up the case, and without a backward glance walked out of the house.

 



It seemed to Vinnie that no sooner had the front door clicked shut than the back door shot open and her next-door neighbour of twenty-two years, Noreen Adler, was pulling out a chair at the table opposite her.

Just a few months apart in age, Noreen and Vinnie, both newly weds, had moved into adjoining rented two-bedroomed terraced houses on the same day, and much to Vinnie’s dismay it had immediately become apparent that her new neighbour was the loud, bossy sort with no regard for anyone’s opinion but her own. As their respective husbands had helped each other manoeuvre in their heavy furniture, and while Vinnie herself unpacked her bare minimum of possessions, Noreen had settled herself at Vinnie’s well-worn gate-legged kitchen table. It was obvious she was expecting to be plied with tea or preferably something stronger as  she proceeded to instruct Vinnie on how she should arrange her new home. She had been passing judgement on every aspect of Vinnie’s life ever since, from the way she raised her children and tended her husband, to how she decorated her home – which showed what a nerve she had considering how badly Noreen kept her own house and that she certainly didn’t act in the way Vinnie felt a wife and mother should to her husband and son.

Vinnie had lost count of the number of possible good friends she had lost through Noreen’s rudeness and tactlessness; of how many unnecessary rows had been caused with other neighbours in the street by her friend’s volatile streak which would erupt without warning – when angry, Noreen was known to use language so foul she could make a grown man blush. However much Vinnie tried to dissuade the constant intrusions into her life, Noreen never took the hint and, to avoid causing bad feeling between the two adjoining households, Vinnie had no choice but to suffer her presence.

Once girlishly pretty with voluptuous curves, the passing years had not been kind to Noreen. But then, she had no one to blame for it but herself. Her greediness for food, regular consumption of Mackeson stout, and twenty-cigarettes-a-day habit were clearly visible on the thirty-nine-year-old woman. She tried to hide the deepening age lines on her face with thick makeup, and mistakenly nursing the illusion that her figure was the same now as it had been at eighteen, crammed her increasing girth into gaudy, tarty clothes several sizes  too small for her, thinking she looked classy and alluring. Under the impression she was every man’s dream woman, she would flirt outrageously whenever she got the chance, heedless of the embarrassment she was causing her victim.

In private Tommy was forever telling Vinnie how much he detested their neighbour. He thought her a brassy, vulgar slapper whose figure and features reminded him of a heavily pregnant sow and whose constant unprovoked flirtation with him made his stomach churn. The only reason he tolerated her was because of his friendship with her husband Eric, though he could never understand how such a pleasant man had come to saddle himself with the likes of his wife.

Eric Adler was an unremarkable-looking man with an easygoing nature. Of medium stature, his youthful slimness had now given way to rotund proportions. Like his wife he adored food. Eric’s expectations were simple. He had been born in these streets and was quite happy to see out his days in them. To him happiness was returning home each night from his day’s work to find his slippers warming by a roaring fire, his dinner plate piled high ready on the table. He liked to relax watching favourite programmes on his treasured black and white television; looked forward to his pay packet at the end of the week so he could settle his bills and afford his wife a night out down the local on a Saturday evening, where she’d play bingo while he supped at the bar or played a game of dominoes with his life-long cronies.

But as far as Noreen was concerned, if Eric expected her to warm his slippers and do soppy things like that then he was a fool to himself. Her approach to housekeeping was to do as little of it as she could get away with. In her favour it had to be said she did cook good meals but only because she herself adored food. And she’d readily join her husband down at the pub as in her opinion a man should pay for his wife’s drinks and games of bingo, though she never shared her winnings. She had won them, so in her opinion they were hers to spend on herself.

Twenty-year-old Barry Adler, Eric and Noreen’s only child, was a good-looking, long-haired youth typical of his generation, content only when he was listening to his latest records or dressed up in the latest fashions to go dancing in one of the many discothèques springing up in Leicester in 1966. His pride and joy was his Vespa GS 160, customised in his own individual style with extra spotlights, two extended aerials protruding from the back of the pillion seat, the whole vehicle smothered in fox tails and strips of fur. Feeling like the bee’s knees in his parka, he would cruise the streets with a friend on the pillion, hoping to attract the attention of potential conquests he’d then arrange to meet inside a club on Saturday night. Weekdays he worked as a plumber’s mate for a local firm.

A visit from Noreen was the very last thing Vinnie felt like at the moment. She didn’t want to see anyone. Still numb with shock from Tommy’s bombshell and subsequent departure, she desperately wanted to tell her  neighbour to go and leave her in peace so she could try and take in what had just transpired, make sense of it all. It seemed she was in the middle of a nightmare, that soon she would wake up and find Tommy snoring beside her, but the excruciating physical pain building within her was telling her otherwise. This was no dream. The man she’d loved without reserve, taken care of, borne two children by, had thought she would grow old with, the man who all those years ago had promised before God to cherish her until the day she died, had just bluntly told her he didn’t love her anymore, packed up all his belongings and left.

Vinnie needed to digest this terrible development herself before she could share it with anyone. To arouse any suspicion in Noreen was the last thing she wanted to do. One inkling of trouble and Noreen would demand an explanation then immediately offer her advice on how to retaliate which she would expect to see taken. But it was too late for Vinnie to make an excuse and ask Noreen to leave, she had already settled herself. There was no alternative but to endure the visit, hope her neighbour noticed nothing amiss, pray she didn’t stay long.

Noreen glanced around her. ‘Tommy out?’

Vinnie looked at her blankly. ‘Er . . . yes . . . er. . .’

‘Oh, gone ter catch last orders, has he? Eric stopped off at the pub on the way home. I was sorely tempted meself to have one for the road, round the day off so to speak, but the need to get off me stilettos which were pinching me bunions summat terrible was greater. I  expect the men are all at the bar now, toasting the happy couple for the umpteenth time. Any excuse, eh? I dread ter think what state Eric’ll be in when he does manage to come home as he was having a job walking straight when we left the reception. He missed his footing and fell in the gutter more than once.’ Noreen gave a loud guffaw. ‘The last time he did it I just left him to get on with it.’

Completely oblivious to the fact that the person she was chatting away to had her mind fixed firmly on other matters, Noreen pulled her faded well-worn quilted dressing gown tighter around her thickening body, folded her plump arms and leaned on the table, her eyes glazing over.

‘I’ve gotta give yer yer due, Vin, that were a grand wedding. The best I’ve ever been to. Mind you, it should have bin, the money I know it cost yer. Can’t say as I liked all the music that band you hired played, though. You should have hired the one I suggested. Still, fair dos, they did play lots us older ones could dance to.’ She screwed up her face scornfully. ‘I can’t be doing with this new-fangled stuff the kids listen ter these days. And the names these bands use! Well, fancy calling yerselves the Rolling Rocks or the Cockroaches . . . Bugs . . . summat ter do with creepy crawlies anyway. And the length of their hair and the fancy clothes they wear! Well, they all look like nancies ter me. I keep telling our Barry if he doesn’t get his hair cut like a man’s should be then I’ll personally stick a basin on his head and chop it off meself. Mind you, I might  as well be talking to a brick wall for all the notice he teks of me. But these rock group chappies all seem dirty-looking tykes. If it were up ter me they’d be thrown in the bath and given a good scrub with carbolic. Yer can call me old-fashioned but gimme Dickie Valentine or the Dallas Boys any day. At least they look like men and yer can understand the words they sing.’

She gave a rasping smoker’s cough and swallowed back phlegm. ‘I’ve not danced as much as I did terday since I was a youngster down the local youth club. My Eric has never been what yer could call a dancer. He just looks a right prat clodhopping around on his two left feet. But your Tommy can certainly cut a swathe on the floor, can’t he? Did yer see him swirl me under his legs when we were jiving? I hope I didn’t show me knickers but I was more worried about busting open me corset.

‘Talking of corsets, I tell yer, Vinnie, I was bleddy glad to get that contraption off. I was forced to fork out good money on that thing ’specially for the occasion. Well, I had no choice as that gel in C&A’s sold me the wrong size dress or else the factory stitched on the wrong label. I kicked up a right stink but they insisted it was a 16. Said they’d swap it for an 18 but that’s all they were prepared to do.’ Her face screwed up in disgust. ‘Bleddy 18! In truth I’m a size 12 and always have bin, it’s them that’s got their sizings wrong. But no matter, they wouldn’t tek it back so I had no choice but to buy that corset as I was adamant I was going to wear the dress. I’ve a good mind to go down and stand in the  middle of the shop waving that corset around until they offer ter pay for it. D’yer know, I think I just might. That’ll bleddy teach ’em fer trying to get the better of me.’

Noreen paused for breath and licked her lips. ‘Oh, the food was outta this world! I really got a taste for those vontevoll thingies. What were in ’em? Chicken or mushroom, wannit, in some sorta sauce? Tasty they were anyway.’ She giggled. ‘I hope nobody noticed I ate a whole plateful. Still, food’s ter be eaten, ain’t it?’ she said by way of excusing her greediness. She extracted a cigarette from a packet of Park Drive kept in her dressing-gown pocket, lit it with a Blue Bell match, and noisily blew a plume of smoke in the air. ‘I expect yer glad it’s all over now, you having worked like a Trojan these past months to mek Julie’s day perfect, though it’s my opinion you could have saved yerself a lot of money by holding the reception in the Mission Hall instead of that hotel.’

She tapped her cigarette over an ashtray and muttered under her breath, ‘I just hope your daughter appreciates what yer did, but knowing her as I do I somehow think she’ll find summat to complain about.’ Then her face lit up and she beamed at Vinnie broadly. ‘But just think, eh, yer’ve done yer bit fer yer kids and now it’s time fer you and Tommy to sort yerselves out.’

Vinnie had hardly heard a word of Noreen’s prattle but that last statement brought her up sharp. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Eh?’ She gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘I don’t mean  n’ote in particular. Just . . . well, for the first time in twenty-odd years you and Tommy will have the house to yerselves, and yer can please yerselves what you do in it now, can’t yer?’ She gave Vinnie a suggestive wink. ‘Be like newly weds, you two. I shall have ter put earplugs in tonight. Yer know how thin these walls are.’ She stopped her flow of talk, scrutinising her neighbour. ‘What’s up with yer face? If I didn’t know better I’d say you look like you’ve just returned from a funeral rather than yer daughter’s wedding.’ She glanced Vinnie over. ‘You ain’t even bothered to get yerself out of that outfit yer paid a small fortune for from Joseph Johnson’s.’ She smirked sarcastically. ‘C&A weren’t good enough fer you, was it? So what is up with yer then?’

‘Oh, I’m, er . . . just tired. It’s been a long day. You’re right, I ought to go and change before I ruin my good suit.’

Extremely grateful for a chance to escape Noreen for a moment, Vinnie practically ran from the room. Upstairs, she stood in the bedroom where only a matter of minutes ago Tommy had packed up his belongings while she sat below, frozen in shock at his announcement, secretly praying her husband had not meant what he’d just said; that it was all some sort of macabre joke.

There was an empty space on the dressing table where Tommy’s personal bits and pieces used to be and the wardrobe door was still open, showing a gaping void where his clothes used to hang. The empty hangers seemed to leap out at her mockingly, reinforcing the fact that he had really gone. Running across to the  wardrobe she put her hand on the door, meaning to shut out what it represented, and as she did so caught sight of herself in the long mirror fixed inside. She stood and stared at her reflection. She was not a person to heap praise on herself; nevertheless the woman staring back at her didn’t look to her like someone who had let herself go, as Tommy had so bluntly accused her of doing.

Vinnie traced slender fingers over one cheek. The flush of youth had long gone but in its place was an attractive maturity. Her creamy white skin, on which she was careful to use Pond’s Cream every night, was as yet hardly touched by age lines, just a few around her large blue eyes. She wasn’t quite as slim as she had been when young, but her curvy figure was still good for a woman of forty who had borne two children and whose life had not been without its worries and strain.

She ran her hands slowly down the front of her outfit. Having taken great trouble to choose this suit, she looked lovely in it, she knew she did, its pale blue offsetting her blondness and pale skin, bringing out the violet flecks in her eyes. The cut of the heavy satin fitted jacket showed off her trim waist and the pencil-style skirt flattered her shapely legs. Vinnie had turned a blind eye to its cost, spending far more on it than she’d dared admit because she had wanted to look every inch the gracious mother of the bride, make Tommy feel proud to have her on his arm as they walked out of the church. And hadn’t she received numerous compliments today? Even from her daughter, who was usually slow  to give anyone praise of any sort. Besides today, she always took care with her appearance, mindful of her advancing years while wanting to keep fashionable.

But obviously her efforts had been wasted on her husband.

Her fight to keep her composure broke then. Like a dam bursting its banks, fat tears of devastation flowed down her face and intense pain filled her whole being. Collapsing onto her knees, she wrapped her arms tightly around herself, rocking backwards and forwards, sobbing hysterically.

‘My God, gel, what on earth’s wrong?’ Noreen demanded as she arrived breathlessly in the bedroom. She looked hard at Vinnie then shook her head knowingly. ‘Come on, gel, pull yerself together. We all lose our kids some time. Well, hopefully. Despite the fact my Barry is hardly at home, I worry he’ll never leave permanently. Your Julie’s nicely settled, Gary seems a decent sort. Much too good for her in my opinion. I bet once she realises marriage ain’t all it’s cracked up ter be, that gel will never be off yer doorstep. Mind you, do yer really want her constantly mithering yer with her hoitytoity ways? Still, I suppose she’s your daughter and it’s you that has ter put up with her, not me. Anyway, I’d give me right arm ter be in your position, so I would.’

Shivering violently, Vinnie choked, ‘No, you wouldn’t.’

Noreen reared back her head and looked at her as though she had completely lost her mind. ‘’Ave you gone crackers in yer old age, Vinnie? I bloody would,’  she returned with conviction. ‘The way my Barry’s carrying on, it seems ter me I’ll never be rid of him. Let’s face it, both your two gels have ran yer ragged in their own ways. I know it broke yer heart when your Janie went off without a word but she was never the best-natured of kids, was she? Always a surly sod. As fer Julie . . . well, I think she’s under the impression you were both put on this earth just to do her bidding, especially her dad who she’s got wrapped around her little finger. You should be happy, gel, rejoicing that you’ve got yer life back to do exactly what yer please with.’

Sniffing hard, Vinnie raised her head and looked at Noreen through blurred, swollen eyes. Her face wreathed in utter misery, she replied, ‘Rejoicing? That’s the very last thing I feel like doing, Noreen. I’ve lost everything in my life today. Everything.’ Then, unable to stop herself, she blurted, ‘Tommy’s left me.’

Noreen’s jaw dropped, her face a picture of surprise. Blindly, she went over to Vinnie and took her arm. ‘Tommy’s left yer?’ she uttered, astounded.

Shuddering violently, Vinnie gulped for breath and nodded. ‘Just now. Packed all his belongings and went.’

Not much struck Noreen speechless but this news stopped her in her tracks. ‘Gone?’ she said, finally finding her voice. ‘Tommy’s gone? Oh!’ She stared at Vinnie for several long moments before demanding, ‘Where? Where’s he gone?’

She gave a helpless shrug. ‘To a mate’s, he said, until he gets himself sorted.’ Then a great well of fresh tears  bubbled up to gush down her face, and racking sobs shook her. ‘Oh, Noreen, this is so awful,’ she blubbered. ‘What am I going to do?’

Her neighbour looked blankly at her for several long moments before saying, ‘I know what I’m gonna do.’ Grabbing Vinnie’s arm, she pulled her unceremoniously upright. ‘Get you downstairs so you can tell me proper what’s gone off. And I need a fag. This news has fair knocked the stuffing outta me. Never in a million years did I expect to hear this. No, I certainly didn’t!’

The cup of tea Noreen thrust before Vinnie several minutes later was scalding hot and burned her lips when she took a sip.

‘It’s summat alcoholic we need, gel,’ Noreen said, disgruntled, as she plonked herself down in a chair at the table opposite Vinnie. ‘After raking yer cupboards I couldn’t find a drop of anything stronger than Ovaltine, and as I can’t abide the stuff we’ll have ter mek do with tea. Drink it down, it’ll do yer good.’ She lit a cigarette and drew deeply on it, then settling back in her chair, eyed Vinnie searchingly. ‘You ain’t having a joke with me, are yer?’

Vinnie stared at her incredulously, noticing a look on Noreen’s face she couldn’t fathom. ‘Joke!’ she exclaimed. ‘Are you honestly asking me that question about something so serious, Noreen Adler?’

Noreen shuffled uncomfortably on her seat. ‘Well, yer’ve gotta admit this is so out of the blue it took me by surprise, that’s all.’

So that was the expression she had read on Noreen’s  face? Surprise. Vinnie frowned. ‘Took you by surprise? That sounds to me like you expected him to do something like this, just not right now.’

Noreen threw back her head, scowling fiercely. ‘By God, you’re touchy, gel, but I expect that’s understandable in the circumstances.’ She took a breath and her features softened. ‘It was a daft choice of words. I meant ter say shocked. I’m shocked by this news, really I am.’ She looked hard at Vinnie. ‘He’s definitely gone? Yer sure about that?’ she urged. ‘I mean, for all you know Tommy was just drunk and . . .’

‘He wasn’t drunk,’ Vinnie cut in, her voice resolute. ‘I’ve never seen him like this before but I know he wasn’t drunk. He acts soppy when he’s had a few too many. He was acting far from that tonight.’ She took a deep breath and sighed despairingly. ‘I haven’t checked around yet but Tommy told me he took everything personal with him, so if that’s not definite then I don’t know what is.’

For several long moments the two women sat contemplating their own private thoughts. The long silence was broken by another flood of tears down Vinnie’s parchment, pain-etched face.

‘I can’t understand it, Noreen,’ she sobbed, wiping her face with an already sodden handkerchief. ‘I thought we were happy. Our marriage hasn’t been without its up and downs, but then whose has? We’ve had our disagreements but most of those were over something to do with the girls. Nothing marriage-threatening as far as I’m concerned. Obviously Tommy  thought otherwise. But why didn’t he say something, Noreen? Why? Why?’

She pursed lips still stained red from the remnants of the lipstick she’d worn earlier and shook her head. ‘I dunno, gel. Maybe he just couldn’t find the right time to raise the subject. Men ain’t very good at that kinda thing. Just bury their heads in the sand when problems arise and rely on us women to sort them out, else hope they’ll just fizzle away.’ She eyed Vinnie intently. ‘So what reasons did he give for leaving?’

Renewed pain jolted through her and a sickening bile rose up to burn the back of her throat. ‘If you don’t mind, Noreen,’ she croaked, ‘I don’t really want to talk about this anymore. I just . . . well, I just want to curl up and die if you want the truth. At this moment in time I feel my whole life has ended.’

Noreen leaned over and patted her hand. ‘Well, yer bound ter feel like that, gel, but you’ll be better in the morning when yer get this all into perspective. It’s a good idea to sleep on things.’

‘Sleep?’ Vinnie exclaimed. ‘Some hope I have tonight, or ever again.’ She looked at her friend quizzically. ‘Since when have you ever slept on anything? Knowing you as I do, I’m surprised you’re not threatening to find Tommy and knock his block off for what he’s done to me.’ She searched Noreen’s face. ‘Are you sure you didn’t know anything about what he had in mind?’

Noreen flashed her an angry glare. ‘And how the blazes would I know what your Tommy was up to? You lived with the man, and if you didn’t know what was in  his mind then how the hell would I? I hope you ain’t accusing me of aiding and abetting your husband, Lavinia Deakin? ’Cos I ain’t. I’ve already told yer, I’m as shocked at this as you are.’

Vinnie looked at her, mortified. ‘No, no, I’m not accusing you at all,’ she insisted apologetically. ‘If I sounded as though I was, I’m sorry, Noreen. All I meant was . . . well . . . have you noticed anything different about Tommy lately? What about today? Was he acting . . . I dunno . . . strangely at all?’

She gave a shrug. ‘Apart from when I grabbed him up to dance, I was too busy enjoying meself to notice what kinda mood he was in.’ She scraped back her chair, stood up and demanded, ‘Tell me the address of the mate he’s gone to and I’ll go and see him and find out what the hell is going on.’

‘I don’t have an address. I don’t have any idea what mate he’s staying with either.’

‘Yer must have a clue?’

‘For God’s sake, Noreen, I don’t. He didn’t give me any details. Anyway, even if he had, I don’t want you to go round and cause trouble. It’ll only make matters worse.’

She sat back down again, face screwed up in annoyance. ‘Yer didn’t say that when your Janie disappeared. Yer begged me to help yer look for her then.’

‘You can’t compare my Janie going off to this. Janie was my child, my baby, out there somewhere trying to fend for herself amongst God knows what kind of people. Even now she’s on my mind constantly. I’m  always worrying what’s happened to her, trying to work out why she did what she did. The passing years haven’t made it any easier on me, Noreen, you know that. Tommy going off . . . well, it’s different. For a start he told me he was going and . . .’ Her voice faded as a lump formed in her throat.

Noreen’s eyes sparkled inquisitively, ‘And what, Vinnie?’

‘And . . . and . . . he told me why he was leaving, which is something Janie never did.’

‘And that was?’ Noreen probed.

Vinnie slumped despairingly. ‘That he didn’t love me and hadn’t for a long time,’ she choked.

‘Oh . . . oh, I see. And that was all the reason he gave yer?’

Vinnie raised her head and flashed her an angry glare. ‘You really are the limit, Noreen. You’ll not be happy until I give you a blow by blow account, will you?’ Her face crumpled and she gave a mournful groan. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you. I know you’re just trying to be helpful. Yes, that was all Tommy told me, and to be honest that was enough, I don’t think I could have stood any more home truths tonight.’

Noreen looked at her sympathetically. ‘No, I suppose that one was bad enough.’

Just then a loud thud reverberated through the thin walls.

Noreen snorted in disgust. ‘Jesus Christ, Eric’s obviously home and bust down the front door by the sound of it.’

‘You’d best get off and see to him, Noreen.’

‘Yes, I’d best do that,’ she said. ‘I’ll pop in in the morning and see how yer are. If Tommy really has gone then you’ve ter mek plans, gel.’

Vinnie eyed her blankly. ‘Plans? What sort of plans?’

‘Well, yer’ve ter work out what yer gonna tell your Julie when she gets back from her honeymoon fer a start. I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes when yer do. Idolises her dad, don’t she? Can’t see past him. Then there’s work to consider. You and Tommy work at the same place and you’ll need to prepare yerself for how yer gonna handle that situation. And there’s other things, but they’ll keep fer now.’

As the back door slammed shut Vinnie issued a loud groan of anguish and rubbed her hands despairingly over her face. She had been so taken aback by the shock of Tommy’s unexpected departure that she hadn’t considered the aftermath. And Noreen seemed in an awful hurry to get home when she usually overstayed her welcome, on numerous occasions over the years having to be turfed out so Vinnie and Tommy could go to bed. Still, Vinnie couldn’t blame the woman for wanting to get away from her. Not the best end to a wonderful day, having to listen to her terrible tale of woe.

Slowly rising, she made her way to the window at the back of the room, pulled the curtain aside and peered out. It was pitch dark with no moon and she could barely make out the outline of her back wall. At the other side of it ran the jetty, a narrow alleyway giving on to the back yards which was used as a  shortcut to adjoining streets. During daylight hours it was usually filled with children playing games, disgruntled pedestrians weaving between them, but darkness saw it occupied by groups of youths, their transistor radios blaring out the latest pop music transmitted by Radio Luxembourg, who were constantly being herded off by local residents, as were courting couples seeking the privacy of the shadows.

Vinnie’s attention was caught by the sudden illumination of a bedroom light being switched on in a house opposite. Silhouetted against the thin curtains she could see a couple readying themselves for bed. A sob caught in her throat and her heart sank. That was what she and Tommy should have been doing now. Instead he was gone and she was alone.

From next door the noise of a commotion building could be heard as Noreen cursed loudly in her struggle to get an inebriated Eric up the stairs to bed. Normally Vinnie would have laughed, picturing the comical scene, but tonight nothing would have raised a smile.

Suddenly it all became too much for her and she sagged in desolation. She had endured a long day; it had started off joyfully and ended in heartbreak and bewilderment. She wrung her hands. Going over it all, trying to fathom sense or reason in Tommy’s behaviour, she felt like a hamster on a wheel. Round and round and round and round she went, never coming to a conclusion. It was all so raw, so painful. She felt an overwhelming need to blot it all out, sink into an oblivion only deep sleep allowed. How she wished she  had something to induce that state miraculously, but she hadn’t, as Noreen had grumbled, even a bottle of alcohol at her disposal, let alone a sleeping pill.

All she could vehemently hope was that the Good Lord would see fit to help her in her time of great need.




Chapter Two

A loud hammering on the back door jolted Vinnie unceremoniously awake. Forcing her eyes open and struggling upright, her body aching from the uncomfortable position she had lain in, she fought to remember how she had come to spend the night on the settee. Then like a thunderbolt it all came racing back. Tommy had left her. The terrible emotions she had experienced the previous evening rushed back.

The persistent knocking suddenly registered and a great rush of hope flowed through her. Had Tommy come back? He would have to knock to gain entry as he had left behind his house keys. Practically wrenching the door off its hinges in her urgency to get it open, she then had to fight with all her might to control her terrible disappointment on finding not Tommy but an irritated Noreen on her doorstep.

‘My God, gel,’ she grumbled, pushing past Vinnie and on into the back room, ‘I was beginning ter think yer’d died in the night. Me knuckles are red raw from knocking.’ She turned and glanced critically  at her neighbour. ‘You look like yer’ve been dragged through a hedge back’ards, gel, then had a bus run over yer. Don’t tell me you slept in yer good clothes?’

Vinnie looked at Noreen in disbelief. Her neighbour’s hair all tousled, face streaked with the last of yesterday’s makeup which she hadn’t bothered to remove. Wrapped in her ancient nylon quilted dressing gown, a well-worn winceyette nightdress underneath, pair of holey slippers on her feet, Vinnie felt Noreen was hardly in a position to make derogatory comments. Feeling as wretched as she did, though, she hadn’t the energy to respond. She ran her hand through her matted hair. ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ she said, going back into the kitchen.

When Vinnie returned with the tea things, Noreen had settled herself at the table. ‘The kettle won’t be long,’ Vinnie said, setting out the cups. ‘How’s Eric this morning?’ she asked in an attempt to talk about anything unconnected with her own dire situation. ‘I expect he’s not feeling too good.’

‘Never mind him,’ Noreen snapped gruffly. ‘Whatever he’s suffering this morning he’s brought on himself. You look terrible, gel, and I gather by that blanket you spent the night on the settee?’

Vinnie sighed. ‘I couldn’t face our bed with Tommy gone.’

Noreen pulled a face. ‘Well, if he has gone fer good then you’ll have to get used ter it. I tek it you’ve heard n’ote from him as yet?’

She shook her head. ‘No. That’s the kettle, excuse me for a minute.’

‘It’s no good me asking if yer got any sleep,’ Noreen commented as she spooned several sugars into the cup of tea Vinnie pushed across the table towards her a moment later. ‘I can see not by looking at yer.’

Vinnie rubbed her hands wearily over her face. ‘I dozed in fits and starts but that was about it. I’ve never spent the night on my own since Tommy and I got married and I found it quite frightening.’ She declined to add lonely too.

Noreen eyed her gravely. ‘Well, as I said before, gel, if Tommy really has gone fer good then you’ll have ter get used to that.’ She took a sip of her tea, lit a cigarette then asked, ‘Did you think any more about where he might be?’

Vinnie heaved a despondent sigh. ‘That was one of the things that kept me awake. I can’t fathom out where, though. He knows lots of people – neighbours, his pals down the pub, and his workmates. He could have gone to stay with any one of those. People like Tommy, you know that, Noreen. He’s very popular.’

‘Mmm. So what yer gonna do?’

Vinnie sighed a mite irritatedly, wishing the woman would stop urging her to make plans. It was far too soon for her to start doing that, she hadn’t even come to terms with it all yet, and besides, she wouldn’t have to make plans at all if . . . when . . . her husband came back. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do yet, Noreen. I’ve hardly had time for this to sink in, let alone to  make any decisions. Anyway, it’s too early for me to make any. This is . . .’ she gave a bewildered shake of her head ‘. . . I dunno, just madness on Tommy’s part, it’s got to be, can’t be anything else. Wherever he stayed last night, I bet he mulled things over and realised how silly he’s being. He’ll come back, I know he will.’

Noreen pursed her lips. ‘But what if he doesn’t, Vin? For all you know, Tommy might have found someone else and just couldn’t bring himself to tell yer.’

Vinnie’s jaw dropped in utter disbelief. ‘Someone else!’ she exclaimed.

‘Well, it’s just a thought yer should consider, that’s all I’m saying.’

‘Tommy would never do that to me, Noreen, never,’ she exclaimed. ‘I don’t know how you can even be suggesting such a thing.’

She gave a haughty sniff. ‘Evelyn McCrae still swears to this day that her old man is in Ireland trying to get together the boat fare after he went back home to bury his mam, but we all know he’s really living across town with that brassy blonde he met when he tarmacked her drive.’

Vinnie’s face was grey with fear. ‘Are you trying to tell me . . .’

‘I’m not trying ter tell yer anything, Vinnie. But for yer own good I’m getting yer ter start facing facts. I mean, like you, I’m hoping Tommy turns up suitably sorry fer what he’s done, but I’ve a feeling on me that he ain’t going to or he’d have done so before now.’

Her face crumpled, bereft. ‘Oh, Noreen, please don’t  talk like this, please don’t. Look,’ she cried, standing up, ‘I think you’d better go. I know you mean well but I can’t take this kind of talk right now. I . . . I . . . think it best I try and act normal. I’m going to get myself washed and changed and make a start on the dinner. Tommy’ll be famished when he comes home and if I don’t make too much of a big deal of this . . . well, the last thing I want is to make matters worse by having a go at him as soon as he comes in. Best to let things calm down first then we can talk about it properly and sort out whatever the problem is so it doesn’t happen again.’

Folding her arms under her ample chest, Noreen pursed her lips. ‘I think yer living in a fool’s paradise, gel, and the sooner yer come to terms with the fact that your husband has gone for good, the sooner you can get on with yer life.’

A sudden anger erupted inside Vinnie and she slammed her fist down hard on the table which made Noreen jump. ‘Why are you so adamant that Tommy’s not coming back? Are you sure you don’t know anything?’

Noreen slammed her fist down too, glowering with indignation. ‘I’ve told yer, I know as much as you and I’m getting bloody annoyed you keep implying I know more than I say.’

Vinnie felt ashamed. It was very unlikely Noreen could know anything of Tommy’s movements, unless she had found out by accident. He couldn’t abide the woman so was unlikely to confide in her. ‘I’m sorry, Noreen, I didn’t mean to snap at you.’

‘Huh,’ she grunted, folding her arms again. ‘All I’m doing is trying to get yer to prepare yerself for the worst, that’s all. I know you think I’m being harsh but it’s an awful blow yer’ve had and you’re gonna make it worse fer yerself if you don’t start being realistic. By all means mek the man his dinner but don’t rule out having ter throw it all in the dustbin when he doesn’t turn up to eat it. I’m trying ter be your friend, Vinnie, but it’s obvious you ain’t gonna tek any notice of what I’ve got to say.’ She scraped back her chair and stood up to go. ‘I’ll leave yer to it. You know where I am if yer need me for ’ote.’

As she heard the back door slam, Vinnie let out a deep groan of despair. The last thing she wanted was to upset her neighbour but she couldn’t bring herself to listen to Noreen’s warning. This wasn’t the end of Tommy and her, it couldn’t be. The thought was just too unbearable to comprehend.

She suddenly realised the state of her appearance. It wouldn’t do for Tommy to return home and find her in this dishevelled condition. Spinning on her heel, she rushed upstairs to ready herself for his return.

 



Vinnie pulled aside the net curtain and tentatively peeked out of the front window. Darkness had fallen and already the signs of a heavy frost were shimmering on the pavements in the deserted street outside. Letting the curtain fall back into place, she despondently retraced her steps into the back room and stared disheartened at the table she had prepared so carefully in  an effort to welcome her husband back home. What a waste of time that had been as had preparing the roast dinner now shrivelled in the oven. Noreen had tried to warn her she was wasting her efforts and to her own cost she had chosen to ignore her neighbour’s good advice. It was looking increasingly likely that Tommy wasn’t coming back today.

Oh, Tommy, her mind silently screamed. Where are you? Come home. Please come home.

A cold shiver ran through her and automatically she moved over to the fire to warm herself. As she did so an assortment of family photographs displayed on top of the walnut china cabinet by the fireplace drew her attention. Absently she picked up a silver-framed photograph of her late mother and stared at the image. Oh, Mum, she thought sadly. I wonder what you would have made of this turn of events?

Milly Perkins, a widow since the age of thirty, had been a kind-hearted woman, liked by all who knew her, and a loving, caring mother to Vinnie and her two brothers Reggie and Arthur – both sadly lost in the early days of the war. Vinnie knew her mother would have been devastated by this rift between her daughter and son-in-law of whom she had always approved. She’d believed her daughter’s choice was an extremely sound one, the union had had her blessing and she’d had no doubt it would last for life. Tommy was from a poor but solid background, both his parents hardworking, law-abiding citizens, and their only son seemed stamped out of their mould. Although she missed her  mother greatly, as she did her now deceased in-laws, Vinnie was glad at this moment in time that none of them was alive to witness this bewildering situation. Both sets of parents had held old-fashioned principles, one of which was that upon marriage couples were bound together for life.

Vinnie had met the then sixteen-year-old Thomas Henry Deakin at her first works’ Christmas dance. It was held in the company’s social hall and was the highlight of the workers’ year. She had spotted the handsome apprentice dye man on several occasions before in the canteen at lunchtime. Despite being very pretty herself with many admirers, she’d noticed how the other young girls, many she felt to be much more attractive than herself, swarmed like bees around him and she’d thought he’d be too occupied with their attentions to take notice of her, thus dismissing him as a potential boyfriend.

She had been full of excitement at attending her first grown-up function and had looked extremely attractive in a pale green, boat-necklined, full-skirted dress made from yards of shiny satin filled out underneath with several layers of stiff sugared netting underskirting. The material had cost her a good slice of her wages from Lewis’s department store and with the help of her mother she had spent hours making up the creation on their ancient treadle sewing machine. Accompanied by several other young girls she had become friendly with from her own department, she entered the hall determined to have a good time.

Vinnie had barely had time to deposit her coat when the tall, handsome youth she had thought hadn’t even an idea she existed was at her side, asking her to dance. From that moment on the pair had been inseparable.

Until now, that was.

A vision of her own wedding day rose vividly to mind. It was as if it was yesterday. Much to the young courting couple’s dismay Tommy had been called up at the age of eighteen to do his bit during the last two years of the war and had served as a gunner. This time apart was torture to them both, the two years he was away seeming endless. Thankfully Tommy returned home unscathed and the pair, so madly in love, planned their wedding immediately on his return, to be apart any longer unthinkable to them both.

On the big day, Tommy dressed smartly in his blue demob suit. Vinnie wore a borrowed off-white satin dress made from parachute material, tucked and pinned to make it fit. Her mother’s veil of floating white muslin had been kept wrapped carefully in tissue paper for just this occasion along with its silver-gilt tiara edged in dainty fake drop pearls. The young couple, proudly and with deep sincerity, proclaimed their vows. As the vicar announced them to be man and wife, much to the congregation’s delight Tommy swept Vinnie in his arms and kissed her long and passionately. Throughout the reception he was nervy, on edge, and Vinnie had known instinctively that it was because he was having great difficulty controlling his urgent need to whisk her off to the privacy of their bedroom and consummate the  marriage. Hadn’t she herself felt the same? Only she had been able to disguise her feelings better than he.

Vinnie felt a choking sob catch in the back of her throat as she remembered the day they had moved into this little terraced house, the deposit and first month’s rent funded by money she had managed to save from her meagre wages at the factory during Tommy’s service years. How deliriously happy they had both been, excited at the prospect of moving into their first home together.

They had been extremely fortunate to secure a house. One hundred years old, and with antiquated amenities, it was only just habitable, but after a thorough scrub through, and by cleverly arranging the assortment of shabby furniture they had acquired from second-hand shops and generous donations from members of their family, they managed to make their home look presentable. Over the years they had transformed the miserable old property by tasteful decoration and saving hard for better quality furnishings, the high point of their achievements being a fitted carpet in both the front and back rooms, to the envy of all their neighbours.

At the end of the 1950s they had seriously considered the idea of applying to be added to the list for a new council house as several estates were being built on the edge of the city, but then the landlord, aided substantially by grants given by the local council, modernised the kitchen and installed a bathroom by converting the adjoining outhouse, so they decided to stay put. Of course the rent was raised but that was  something most tenants were willing to pay in return for modern conveniences.

The arrival of Jane Louise just nine months after their wedding day thrilled them both, and Julie Rose’s arrival twelve months later completed their little family. Their marriage hadn’t all been plain sailing, though. Neither of them earned enough for luxuries after the bills were paid and periods of hardship had been endured when the girls were babies, with only Tommy’s wage coming in. And over the years the factory where they worked had gone on several strikes lasting weeks over grievances against the owner’s outdated work practices and pay structures.

Raising the girls, neither of them the easiest of children, had caused Vinnie many a heartache, the worst being the bewilderingly sudden departure of Janie at the age of fifteen. Neither the police, themselves, family nor friends had subsequently been able to uncover her whereabouts. Regardless, through it all Tommy and Vinnie had stood side by side and overcome these obstacles, their love and regard for each other never waning.

Or so she had thought.

Shutting her eyes tightly, she let out a deep sigh of despair. Where had her husband gone? The man confronting her yesterday evening as soon as they had entered the house after their daughter’s wedding in no way resembled the kind, thoughtful one she had married in a blaze of love, the one who had given her not a single reason throughout their twenty-two years  together, despite their ups and downs, to question her total belief that he was happy with the life he shared with her.

Replacing the photograph of her mother, she bent down and put a couple of lumps of coal on the fire. It was turning extremely cold and in her upset state she was feeling it more. As she straightened up, a picture of her daughters as young teenagers caught her eye. It had been taken with an ancient Box Brownie bought for a couple of shillings from a jumble sale. Standing in the back yard, the girls looked so pretty in their flowery summer frocks. At the time Vinnie had congratulated herself on having managed to get her daughters to pose together at all, and with smiles on their faces.

Her eyes lingered on the picture of Janie. Such a beautiful, sunny-natured baby she had been, growing into an inquisitive, delightful toddler. But at around seven years old and seemingly overnight she had undergone a complete personality change, becoming quiet and withdrawn, and the close relationship she had had with her father prior to this completely disintegrated, to the stage where they were barely polite to each other.

Vinnie had been at a loss to understand this sudden alteration in her daughter’s attitude but put it down to a stage in her growing up and begged Tommy to make an extra special effort with her. Despite his assurances that he would, it didn’t appear to Vinnie that he tried at all. He simply devoted his attention to his youngest daughter, making it painfully obvious where his preference lay. It had been very hard for Vinnie to witness this  estrangement between them and she prayed that things would eventually revert to the way they had been before. Meanwhile she endeavoured to ensure they still acted as a family unit, doing all the things other families did together.

But nothing changed regarding Janie’s altered personality, nor did the situation between herself and her father improve. Equally as worrying was the antagonistic relationship that developed between the sisters. At times Vinnie felt she was in the middle of a war zone, the constant keeper of the peace.

Then out of the blue, at the age of fifteen, barely having settled into her job as an apprentice machinist in the same factory where her mother and father worked, Janie vanished. Vinnie arrived home one night to find her eldest daughter and her belongings gone, with no word of explanation for the sudden departure.

Vinnie sighed in distress now and asked herself the question she’d asked herself hundreds of times since her daughter had left. Why had she suddenly gone like that, without so much as a word of warning? Would her mother ever find out what had made her do something so bewildering? Where was she now? Was she all right? How she ached to hold her daughter in her arms again, tell her that she loved her unconditionally, and that despite the pain and heartache she had caused, Vinnie bore her beloved child no grudges.

Suddenly the memory of her husband’s verbal attack on his elder daughter the previous evening registered full force and Vinnie frowned, deeply confused. She had  always believed that Tommy was as upset about Janie’s going off as she herself was, and that he had longed for her return as much as Vinnie did. But last night he had spoken as if she had committed a cardinal sin, done something so bad it was unforgivable and irredeemable in his eyes, felt so strongly about it he never wanted to clap eyes on her again. Face grim, Vinnie shook her head. She must be wrong, have misconstrued him in her own confusion, blowing out of proportion everything he had said and the way he had put it. Tommy had been deeply hurt by his daughter’s actions but he loved her, of course he did, she was his own flesh and blood. He wanted as much as she did to know that Janie was safe and sound, and would welcome her back into the fold as readily as her mother.
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