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Introduction

			If I had been able to access any recommended reading material to help and support me through the traumatic experiences I endured, obtaining help would have been so much easier. It would also have made me feel more able to cope. At the time, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, it seemed there was little to help me understand the gradual disintegration of my husband’s personality. The support services were ineffective, professional help for him sporadic, and guidance for me sadly limited. Feeling terribly isolated and deeply confused, I simply had to follow my best judgement and hope for the best as I dealt with him and his condition of paranoid schizophrenia. It is my sincere wish that this account of events can assist others in some way; for example, I hope this book helps readers understand aspects of mental illness or realize that they are not alone if faced with a similar seemingly insurmountable problem. If this is the case, I also hope that my story helps them to find some strands of comfort in any common threads.

			As I write this, almost four decades after this episode in our lives occurred, I am assured that there is now much better provision in the United Kingdom to support sufferers and their families. Each experience is different, and I believe that everyone has a story to tell. With the ever-changing reorganization of support services and increasing financial pressure, I hope that this account serves to demonstrate how important such services are and how easily things can fall apart if public funding is reduced and the management of services for the mentally ill is relaxed.

			It has taken all these years for me to decide to recount from my notes the exact sequence of events that destroyed my marriage. The account is written entirely from my own perspective. As well as the obvious recovery period which I needed to come to terms with the emotional trauma and rebuild my own life, I needed to devote the intervening years to bringing up my children, to advancing my professional career, and to living life again, free from the shadows cast by fears from the past. In retrospect, I realize that the eight years I spent with Vincent comprised a relatively short episode of my life. Yet during the period when he was at his most disturbed, it seemed as if I was in the middle of a lifelong commitment with no chance of relief. For those nine months, feeling conflicted and at my wit’s end, I endured terrifying attacks of physical and mental abuse, always in the naive hope that Vincent would eventually submit to treatment and that his original personality could be recovered, at least in part.

			With hindsight, I understand more clearly how fear, confusion, lack of confidence, ignorance, and uncertainty clouded my vision. The psychological effects of Vincent’s aggressive onslaughts had inevitably sown the seeds of self-doubt in my mind, which added to the recovery time that I needed. They also caused me to distance myself from this episode in my life before I could record my reflections as accurately as possible. My sense of inadequacy was compounded by the feeling that I had neglected to challenge my husband more assertively and actively seek support for myself during his illness.

			As well as showing how a loving relationship can disintegrate due to mental illness, this true story documents an important part of our family history for our children. In recounting my experiences to various people over the years, it was evident that I could only ever share fragments. The complete story now needs to be told and shared.

			 

			To protect the identity of individuals, all names have been changed.

			



	

Chapter 1 

Aspirations

			Life was full to the brim. During the working week, Vincent would look after our son, Andy, while I went out to work at a local school. As soon as I came home, our roles would reverse. I took care of Andy while Vincent continued refurbishing the house in an effort to complete the most pressing building work before the birth of our second baby, due on my birthday, 30 October. Soon I would be able to enjoy the summer looking after Andy full time during the six-week school holidays. He would be two years old in August. Then, after the new baby was born, Vincent and I had jointly agreed that the plan would be for him to return to work and for me to resign from my teaching job.

			‘Has Andy been sleeping for long?’ I asked.

			‘For about half an hour,’ replied Vincent, looking exhausted but relaxed.

			I looked through the front window. ‘I think there’s a storm brewing. Look at the sky!’ Outside, dark clouds were gathering. Within a short while the daylight turned almost to night even though it was still only about four o’clock. It resembled a full solar eclipse. Vincent was in the process of replacing the roof at this stage of the building work. Up in the main bedroom, which was being used as a workshop, the house was open to the sky, protected only by sheets of polythene flapping in the breeze.

			The house was slowly being transformed into a beautiful family home. A Victorian end-of-terrace house on a busy street in South London, it was situated close to a lovely park where I walked the dogs each day. There were two rooms in the basement which Vincent had already modernized before I met him in 1974. The rest of the house had been neglected and needed complete modernization. The kitchen on the ground floor at the rear of the house led out to the back garden. The living room had been converted into one large open-plan area with stairs leading to other areas of the house—a few steps down to the kitchen, and a few more to the basement rooms. Another staircase led from the living area up to the bedrooms. The spacious bathroom above the kitchen would soon be luxurious after months of extensive work. At the top of the house, the airy front bedroom and the children’s bedroom next to it both awaited renovation.

			Thunder and lightning struck and, before we had a chance to gather all manner of receptacles to catch the water, heavy rain started to seep through the gaps between the polythene sheets. Hurriedly we placed buckets, bowls, saucepans, and other assorted vessels in position as the rain came down like stair rods. Meanwhile, down in the basement water was also coming in, threatening to flood the hall and two rooms. It was mayhem.

			‘Quick, switch the pump on in the kitchen!’ ordered Vincent. He had had the foresight to install a heavy-duty pump submerged in a well which had to be dug out deep below the kitchen floor. This was not the first time that the basement had flooded. Apparently an underground river, the River Effra, flowed under the houses on the street exacerbating any flood risk. The water from the pump was channelled to a drain outside. Still the water poured into the house, top and bottom, until the storm subsided. Fortunately, we had very few belongings in the basement rooms, and there were no carpets laid. With the windows and doors open, the flooded area soon dried out, hopefully without lasting damage.

			Apart from minor setbacks of this kind we were well on track towards fulfilling our shared dreams, aims, and desires. What Vincent and I shared was a wish to raise a family together, to enjoy the comfort of a lovely home, and to lead a happily married life. Simple enough! So how did it all fall apart? Our life together had started so well.

			 

			When we first met in 1974 Vincent was working as a carpenter for a London building firm. I was living in a shared a flat in gentrified Holland Park, the last property in the street to remain in disrepair. I was in my second year of teaching French and German in a tough and very large Inner London comprehensive school. Such was my dedication and enthusiasm that one weekend I actually went into the school to paint the notice boards in my classroom and pin up a stack of pictures, which I had also painted myself. When students in one of my classes asked if I would take them to Paris on a school trip, I thought it would be great fun. I was so green that I even fully expected to pay for my own ticket! Little did I realize how much work was involved in the planning, which was further complicated by the different nationalities of some of the pupils who needed visas. Before the end of my second year at the school my head of department and deputy head of department both left for new jobs without any replacements appointed. I took a share of the management responsibility to run the department on a temporary basis with a fellow colleague.

			Both Vincent and I took our work very seriously. Vincent described himself as a master craftsman. His superior skill was evident on my first visit to the house in which he rented the two basement rooms, the same house that we were eventually able to buy. His work was meticulous.

			Teaching French and German in those days involved using open-spool tape recorders and slide projectors, which were very heavy and cumbersome pieces of audiovisual equipment. Although much of my time was spent planning lessons and marking homework, I enjoyed partying and meeting friends at the local pub. I was a happy singleton. Borrowing my friend’s bicycle for a while, I also enjoyed cycling around the streets. I did my food shopping in Portobello Road market where several new vegetarian cafés were opening. There were also record shops in the area where I could buy second-hand albums or even do swaps. The music scene was rich and exciting. Cream, Roxy Music, David Bowie, and Peter Gabriel offered vibrant home-grown music, while Curtis Mayfield; Isaac Hayes; Neil Young; and Crosby, Stills and Nash provided amazing new sounds from the United States, which I loved.

			In addition to the music scene, the other thing which I really liked about living in London was the rich mix of nationalities. This was in stark contrast to my hometown where racial segregation, prejudice, and narrow-minded conventional attitudes still prevailed. The London school where I worked had a very international intake. I felt that I was in my element, as I could not stand racism and enjoyed being immersed in the diverse mix of cultures. Before long I had a boyfriend. Jimmy was a couple of years younger than I. We enjoyed the same taste in music and films. We went to see Shaft and The Harder They Come at the local cinema in Notting Hill Gate. It was through him that I met Vincent, as they worked in the same place and had made friends with each other. We first met up in a pub near the cinema where they sometimes met for a drink after work.

			I was not initially attracted to Vincent. He seemed much older than I. At that time I was twenty-six and he was thirty-four. He described himself as a Scots Jamaican Jew, according to his racial heritage. Like most black men at the time, he had an Afro hairstyle. He was tall and slim and had a beard. Somehow the big hair, rather coarse features, and dusky complexion looked incongruous with the tweed suit he wore. Little did I know at the time that he had once been a fashion model for a short period as was eventually revealed when he showed me a cutting from a London newspaper that had done a feature on him. The picture showed enough of his physique to capture my more immediate interest, revealing his clean-shaven face and toned muscles. The Afro suited him much better without the suit. Without the beard, his facial features were revealed, and the shape of his face with its clearly defined jawline and cheekbones made him look more refined. He had auditioned for the hit musical stage show Hair, which I had seen as a student. It did not occur to me that Vincent would find me attractive. Besides, he already had a girlfriend. She was from Ireland but came over frequently to spend weekends with him.

			In the prime of my mid twenties, I had long, straight brown hair hanging over my shoulders, and I applied my black eye make-up heavily over my green-blue eyes. I was short sighted so occasionally wore glasses, which were held together with sticky tape. Following the fashion of the day, I wore flared jeans with platform shoes or my crippling yellow leather clogs with their thick wooden soles. I had recently moved to London after completing my degree and teaching qualification. Having lived on a shoestring for five years as a university student, I had never had money for clothes. When I finally did start earning a salary, instead of shopping for clothes, I bought a rusty old car and took driving lessons to get myself through my driving test. One day as I was driving home to the flat, which I shared with friends from my hometown in the Midlands, the wheel actually fell off the car as I came round a corner. ‘Crunch!’ Fortunately I was able to have it fixed at little cost at a local garage. Social values were still in transition following the 1960s and the hippie movement. Many young people, myself included, showed little interest in consumerism.

			 

			What struck me about Vincent from the outset was his stimulating conversation and his strong personality. In some respects he seemed larger than life. His laugh had a wicked kind of resonance. He was articulate and outspoken about most things, always attaching a philosophical commentary to everything. Revealing himself to be a mature man of strong principles and rich life experience, he inspired respect. I also found him to be very generous, considerate, and well mannered.

			Accompanied by our respective partners, we went out together a few times for drinks. Then I went on holiday to Italy with Jimmy and a friend of mine who worked as a nanny in the house next door. We took a long train journey all the way down the leg of Italy stopping off at beaches where we slept out under the stars and woke to the sound of the waves lapping the shore. In one coastal village, a young boy called Umberto made friends with us and taught me a few words in Italian. When we arrived in Sicily, it was so insufferably hot that we decided to get straight back on the train and make our way back up the Italian coast. I included Vincent among the friends I sent postcards to.

			On our return from Italy, we met up as usual as a group at a club in Hampstead where African drummers often performed. I was still recovering from a slight tummy bug and went outside to linger a while in the fresh air away from the smoky atmosphere. There I heard Vincent calling to me in his resonant voice with a hint of urgency: ‘Nicki, Nicki. Are you all right?’

			‘Just a moment… I’m fine.’

			It was when I returned to our table that Vincent took me completely by surprise by asking me to dance. Then he whisked me back outside and he kissed me. Could it be that my suntan made me so irresistible, I wondered. Maybe it was my relaxed mood after the holiday. Most probably Vincent had started to kindle feelings for me before I had left for Italy, and the absence had played on his fantasies. Whatever it was, for my part, for the first time, I was forced to look at him in a completely different light. Overwhelmed by his advances and carried away by the romantic moment, I could not help but feel the stirrings of an intense physical and emotional attraction.

			As I still had feelings for Jimmy, I felt quite confused at first. Jimmy had an exuberant personality, but he was young and immature. On reflection I realized that Vincent was a far more serious prospect, being older and much more mature. Before long it was abundantly clear to me that there was absolutely no contest. As my affections transferred, I discovered a depth of feeling for Vincent which strengthened significantly as we planned our future life together.

			 

			I had had plenty of boyfriends up to this point in my life. Yet my past romantic relationships had been a bit like adventures rather than the central focus of my life. Moreover, I had travelled very confidently on my own. I had lived and worked abroad: six months in France, six months in Germany, and three months in Sweden. As a student I had explored parts of Spain and Morocco with a boyfriend and another friend. Then, too, we had camped and slept out in the open under the stars. One morning after a night sleeping in a cornfield, we were awakened by the sound of a combine harvester approaching a little too close for comfort. Hurriedly we scuttled out of the field and ran to the car laughing off the dramatic close encounter.

			On my return to London I embarked on my teaching career, and my professional life began to take shape successfully. Though I may not have articulated it clearly, my ultimate dream was to settle down, put down roots, and have a family. I had not meticulously planned this out in my mind according to any particular time scale, but, on reflection, this was certainly the prime time in my life for me to enter into a serious relationship, one which could form the foundation for this vaguely envisioned family life.

			There was no denying the excitement I felt at the prospect of a sharing my life with Vincent. The physical attraction gathered intensity. When he held me, I felt overawed by his strength. The attraction, growing affection, and respect were mutual. The emotion of the romance overwhelmed us both equally. It did not occur to me to find out about his past or check for references. These were not the rules of the game. We were free agents. We trusted each other. It was a classic case of a couple falling recklessly in love.

			We began to see one another as often as possible. Breaking off our previous relationships, we spent each weekend at his rented basement flat, which he had modernized and decorated himself very tastefully. At my shared flat I had little privacy. Now with my own car I could easily drive over to Vincent’s in the evenings during the week. He would cook for me or take me for a drive, sometimes out of the city for a quiet drink in a country pub. Sometimes we simply made a love nest in his flat and listened to his superb record collection. We shared the same taste in music. Favourites included albums by Steve Winwood and Traffic, Yes, Led Zeppelin, and Pink Floyd as well as new releases by Bob Marley and the Wailers, which we would play at particularly high volume.

			



	

Chapter 2 

Contrasts

			Before long I moved in with Vincent. I quickly made friends with his fuzzy black cat called Fluff. As a sign of acceptance, she would rub her furry head against my ankles purring wildly and working herself up into a state of near ecstasy. Fluff had a black tomcat friend which belonged to Marcia, the Jamaican woman who lived in the rooms upstairs. We shared with her the dilapidated unheated kitchen and bathroom.

			The rented basement consisted of two rooms and a hallway with a smart wooden coal bunker at the front end. Just behind the back basement door was an outside toilet. Vincent had replaced the original flooring with new floorboards, which he had laboriously sanded by hand and coated with clear varnish. He had replaced the panels in the doors with glass to allow light to pass through. The central feature of each of the two rooms was a fireplace.

			In the front room, an enclosed multi-fuel stove sat on a hearth of carved York stone. On the mantelpiece above rested a gigantic gold-framed mirror. When fired up with flaming coal, this stove was sufficient to heat both rooms. The next-door neighbour was a coal merchant, so we always had a plentiful stock of top-quality fuel. After living for so long in crummy rented accommodation, I was unaccustomed to living in such tasteful surroundings, though the furnishings in Vincent’s flat were sparse. There was only a double mattress on the floor covered with two goatskin-lined coats. Fitted shelving in one alcove formed by the chimney breast provided space for the stereo and record collection. In the other alcove a black angle poise lamp perched like a giant crouching insect on the desk that consisted of a glass surface framed with wood.

			In the back room, inside the unused open fireplace the irregular brickwork was painted white and a sturdy distressed wooden beam had been inserted across the top to form a mantelpiece. An illuminated tank of tropical fish set in the fireplace added spectacular colour and life to the room. I marvelled at the intricacy of the work that Vincent had completed in such confined conditions on the other side of the room in the open space under the stairs. He called this ‘the cosy’. He had constructed a clothes rail, a long shelf, a chest of drawers with an oval mirror, and two spotlights. Because of my travels and lack of money, I had acquired few possessions. The only belongings I contributed to the household were a stack of books, a few ornamental items, my antique sewing machine, and a few records. We discovered that we both owned a copy of Third, the Soft Machine album.

			The job of furnishing our basement flat now started in earnest. For the front room we bought a new sofa, a beautiful swivel chair upholstered in faux cream leather, and a brown cowhide rug. We moved the mattress from the front room to the back room, which became our bedroom. Vincent made a large coffee table that was big enough to double as a dining table. The flat, which had seemed bare when I had first moved in, now looked fully furnished and homely.

			We decided to sell my old car, as I could drop Vincent to work in his Mini and continue my journey to work in West London, stopping on the way in Pimlico to pick up my colleague Kate from the basement flat where she lived. She was tall and willowy and very good fun. She had a lovely dog who used to lap water from a tall jug on the floor. The walls of the jug seemed to amplify the lapping sound, making the water appear to be extremely appetising. I became good friends with both willowy Kate and her water-lapping dog.

			 

			Settled and happy with my new life, I adapted quickly to living with a partner. I felt that I had had enough of travelling and seeking adventure. Besides, getting to know Vincent better was like a whole new adventure in itself. Our personalities complemented each other well. Life with him was fun. We had a social life that included visiting Vincent’s friends in the neighbourhood or my friends from work. In addition we received visitors and enjoyed going to parties. We were also just as content to stay home relaxing together and enjoying each other’s company. I never grew tired of listening to Vincent talk about his amazing past. He had experienced a lot of emotional hardship as child.

			Up to the age of eight he had been brought up in Jamaica by his maternal grandmother while his mother was away working. His grandmother had been a teacher and had kept a store of books for him, which he enjoyed reading. But he did not see much of his mother, who by this time was divorced from his father. When Vincent was eight years old, his father sent for him. Vincent took the opportunity to travel to England to live with his father who shared a house in Beaconsfield with his new family. Travelling alone by ship with a virtual stranger to keep an eye on him must have been very difficult at such a tender age. When he arrived, it was a blow to find that his father was very distant towards him. Apparently he was very strict and had unrealistically high expectations regarding his son. Vincent did not get on at all well with his stepmother, half-sister, or his stepmother’s sister, who also lived with them.

			By pressuring Vincent, his father had expected that he would develop an interest in maths at school. Never feeling happy living with his father, Vincent failed to live up to his father’s expectations. His father had drilled maths into him and forced him to learn how to use a slide rule. However Vincent was far more interested in art, but his father discouraged this. Sometimes Vincent truanted from school and found it difficult to form close friendships. By the end of his schooling he had O-level general certificate of education (GCE) qualifications in several subjects and a special interest in art. First he became an apprentice toolmaker and worked as a mechanic in a local garage. In the meantime, his father left home and moved to the United States, while his half-sister moved to Australia. Without a family or a home base in Beaconsfield, Vincent was left to fend for himself. This must have had a profound impact on him.

			Having nowhere to stay, Vincent spent more than one bitterly cold night on a park bench. With no money for fares, he decided to walk all the way to the East End of London, a distance of probably more than forty miles, to look up a family he had once known who might be willing to let him sleep on the floor for a while. Eventually this contact led him to more permanent accommodation with a painter and decorator and his family. Regarding this man as a master in his trade and acting as his apprentice, Vincent acquired many useful skills. It was while he was working with him and living with his family that he married the daughter who was training to work as a midwife. He always referred to this as a marriage of convenience. Taking into account his insecure upbringing and the hostility shown by his father and other family members, this is not difficult to understand.

			While his new wife was completing her professional training, Vincent’s interest turned to music. He formed a band, which proved to be popular, and so, on tour around the country, he travelled further and further away from home. The band became more and more successful and was booked for university gigs. For a while they were the resident band at the Playboy Club in London. As well as managing the band, doing all the driving, and maintaining the van, Vincent worked professionally as a singer, writer, and musical arranger. Unfortunately, it was when the band was on the brink of commercial success, with their first record planned, that the band split up. The reasons he gave for the split-up included a lack of total commitment by the band members, which led to their lack of reliability, and the underhand dealings going on in the music industry. This was an exciting time for music in the 1960s. The Beatles were at their peak of popularity and were beginning to incorporate Eastern elements into their music.

			Following this, Vincent worked for a short time as a model and moved to South London. At the time he was among the first black models, which prompted publicity that predicted the certain success of ‘Wide-eyed Vincent’ according to one newspaper article he showed me. In addition to the selection of newspaper cuttings, he kept a collection of photos of himself posing in elegant clothes of the period alongside beautiful female models. Unable to tolerate what he found to be the artificial and superficial world of fashion, he abandoned this career and moved to the basement flat in the house which we now occupied together. For a spell he tried his hand at fashion photography, again showing evidence of this in his collection of professional fashion photographs featuring April, who was to become his second wife. She was tall, slim, and attractive. However, as she had returned to her native country, Canada, after the break-up of their marriage, I never had the opportunity to meet her. I was curious about their relationship and in particular the reasons for their break-up. Apparently they had been very close and deeply in love with each other. After leading a bohemian lifestyle with neither of them working for a while, eventually, out of necessity, Vincent took a few local jobs painting and decorating just to earn some money. Although he excelled at this, he decided to specialize in carpentry and to work for a firm, preferring the security of a regular income.

			April took a job at a local department store in the cosmetics department. It was then that Vincent claimed they started to drift apart. He felt that she became influenced by the friends she had made at work, an idea that she disputed. This, he told me, had led to violent arguments. On one occasion, she decided to leave him and went to stay with a friend. Although he persuaded her to come back, soon the arguments started up again. One day Vincent came home to find that April had taken her belongings and left, this time for good. As a result, Vincent cut himself off from all contact with people for a few months until he felt ready to face the world again. The break-up had obviously wounded him deeply. However, without her testimony, it was impossible for anyone to assess who was to blame or exactly what had happened.

			She left behind a bundle of jewellery, some Christmas decorations, and her heavy winter coat, which, with Vincent’s approval, I adopted as my own. I particularly liked the big furry collar and enormous pockets. I asked if he or April had ever been in contact since she left. Although she had once written to Vincent, simply asking how he was, he did not bother to reply. Judging by his expression, it was clear that he had recovered from the rift and had become resigned to starting afresh.

			 

			Enter wife number three. Me. Trusting by nature, I accepted Vincent’s descriptions of his former marriages as well as everything else he told me about his past life. In stark contrast, my own past life seemed pretty tame. I had had the benefit of a very secure upbringing with two working parents and a sister only seventeen months older than myself, so we were close as children. My family were never lavish with their affection, but we knew we were loved and cared for. At that time, it was quite normal to grow up in a house without central heating, fridge, or phone. But we always had food on the table, coal for the fire, a television, and a car. I had the privilege of a high school education, holidays abroad, grandparents, and heaps of aunts, uncles, and cousins all growing up together and living within easy travelling distance. I had worked hard at school but without ever feeling pressured by my parents. It had been entirely my own decision to study modern languages at university and to become a teacher.

			Life for my grandparents must have been much harder. My maternal grandfather had worked as a coal miner. Bits of coal were visible under the skin on his hands. He had a huge beer belly from heavy drinking. My mother used to tell us how he would come home drunk, beat up my grandmother, and turn all the children out of their beds. Because of this, all his children and grandchildren despised him, even though he would give us three pence for sweets each week when we visited. My paternal grandparents had led a less dramatic life but no less difficult. My grandpa, a meek and mild-mannered man, had contracted a lung condition from the dusty atmosphere of working in the potteries and had been a prisoner of war in a Japanese camp. For as long as I remember he had a persistent, dry cough that boomed, resounding in his chest, as he told us stories which, for some strange reason, always ended with, ‘And the rain came down in torrents.’ They usually gave my sister and me a bar of chocolate whenever we visited.

			Books did not feature prominently at home during our years at primary school, apart from the stories of Beatrix Potter and Enid Blyton borrowed from the local library and my own copies of Alice in Wonderland and the Bible, which, among the illustrations, even featured a picture of God. The musical soundtrack of our early teenage years was dominated by the Beatles, but we had little money for records and so relied heavily on pirate radio stations. Our leisure time was occupied by television, bike rides, village hall dances, youth clubs, pen friends, boyfriends, and waiting for the 172 bus. In our mid to late teenage years, we continued to follow the exciting music scene, when American soul music provided the soundtrack, including Tamla Motown (Motown’s foreign label) as well as classic gems from Otis Reading and James Brown. When I was in the sixth form, my homework took up most of my free time, but once or twice a week I became a regular at the only nightclub in town where I enjoyed dancing until it was time to catch the last bus home. Our parents never ferried us to and fro by car, so if we missed the last bus home we would have to walk the two miles home from town and face a stiff telling off, as we did not have keys. When my sister got married and her young husband moved in with us for a while, I had to move into the single bedroom where, to the annoyance of my parents, I pinned up a picture of Jimi Hendrix on the wall.

			We were fortunate that our lives had not been disrupted by war as the young lives of our grandparents and parents had been. After leaving school, our mother had worked in an ammunitions factory. Our father had been a pilot in the Royal Air Force for the duration of the Second World War. He had then worked as a toolmaker and finally as a planning engineer for the National Coal Board. In spite of his professional status, our family identified itself essentially with the working class. Resistant to the notion of social class, if I had to categorise myself at all, I preferred to regard myself as belonging to the educated class, without denying my working class roots.

			Not too long after my sister and I left home to make our way in the world as young adults, the family house suddenly acquired central heating, a fridge, and eventually a phone. Following the family tradition, my sister, who had got married when she was about nineteen, settled down to raise a family in our hometown. At the point when I left for university our lives took quite different directions. Still with no reliance on a phone, we would keep in touch by means of occasional letters. I was fortunate that my generation was the first in the family to benefit from a university education.

			 

			I could never imagine breaking off complete contact with my family as Vincent had done with his. Even though I may not have seen them very often, I knew they were always there if or when I needed them. Hearing about Vincent’s past life made me realize how much I had taken my upbringing and family life for granted. Knowing that I could not possibly make up for all the sorrow in his past, I nevertheless felt confident that I would never disappoint him and that we could make a success of our life together. We wanted to be everything to one another. Vincent was very protective towards me, paying me compliments and praising me in front of other people, which made me feel slightly uneasy. The early conditioning I had had in my family tended to exclude demonstrations of effusive emotions towards others, which seemed to be a particularly northern trait. As Midlanders, we were regarded by northerners as southerners, and by southerners as northerners. My parents’ home was right in the centre of the country in South Derbyshire very close to the boundary with East Staffordshire and not far from the boundary with Leicestershire.

			 

			Vincent’s closest friends hailed from Jamaica but had come to the UK at some stage in their adult lives. Whereas they spoke with a strong Jamaican accent, which I found unfathomable, Vincent spoke like a Londoner but had no difficulty understanding the Jamaican accent. Since moving to this flat in South London, he had had a tough time establishing himself within the close-knit Jamaican community. The flat was situated on the border of Herne Hill and Brixton. When he first moved in, the flat had been used as a gambling den for the locals. Vincent was proud of the way he had asserted himself to ‘sort them all out one by one’ and had subsequently gained their respect. He certainly had a way of challenging people and confronting them with the naked truth of the matter when in dispute. His forceful way with words helped in averting any physical violence. As a peacemaker myself, always keen to appease without confrontation, I admired his courage in facing up to people in this way. According to Vincent, however, there were occasions when he had to resort to verbal threats and found it difficult to contain his anger when dealing with the most truculent individuals. He was very much his own man, never one to be intimidated.

			Taking his responsibilities very seriously and remaining true to his principles, Vincent had been careful not to father any children with either of his former wives. He knew his own mind and had very clear ambitions. He wanted to marry a woman who shared his interests. He wanted a home of his own, believing that the home would provide a secure refuge from the pressures of the outside world. He had always wanted a family of three children. Fully intending to live to a ripe old age, he enjoyed the idea of planning for his later years. As these ambitions were compatible with my own less clearly articulated plans, I felt that we were well matched.

			 

			



	

Chapter 3 

Friendships, Family, and 
Four-legged Friends

			We were not yet in a position to start a family. As we each had a steady income, we were soon able to replace Vincent’s old Mini with a later model, a bright yellow one. We enjoyed going out in the evenings regularly, sometimes for drinks, to see friends and to watch the latest films at the cinema. These included new blockbuster movies such as Jaws, Star Wars, and The Exorcist. Around the time of the cinema release of Enter the Dragon, starring Bruce Lee, Vincent developed an interest in the wave of martial arts films that were also on release for the first time at local cinemas in the 1970s.

			After our first year together, I changed my job, moving to a school in South London closer to home and taking on responsibility as second in charge of the languages department. Vincent and I celebrated our first year together and my new job by throwing a party at the flat. It turned out to be a huge success and helped me to get to know my new colleagues on a more personal level. I had gradually lost contact with the friends I had made at my first school, partly because Vincent felt ill at ease in their company. His main complaint was that he found them pretentious. Respecting his wishes, I was quite willing for us to mix more with friends of his choice from his workplace. This was not a contentious matter, as I had not formed any close attachments with any of my colleagues, apart from willowy Kate who had now left London to live in the Netherlands.

			Living close to Brixton as we did, we were invited to lots of blues parties. These were house parties for the Jamaican community, and they often ran late into the night. Rooms were cleared of furniture to make space for pulsating crowds and massive sound systems with gigantic reverberating speakers pounding the base. In the kitchen cans of chilled beer were handed out, and heaped helpings of curried goat with rice and peas were served up on paper plates. The music was the best Jamaican reggae, which I loved. It just took hold of my body making it impossible to stand still. The air was always heavy with cannabis smoke. Many times after a few puffs on a joint, my ears would start singing, I would break into a sweat, and before I knew it I would pass out. Vincent would carry me outside to get some fresh air, which brought me round. He must have been much more resistant to the atmosphere. He no longer smoked weed, which he had formerly smoked heavily, as he had kicked the habit long before I met him. He still smoked cigarettes though. It was the era of vibrant rebel music from which emerged dub reggae and a host of great Jamaican bands. In stark contrast, Marcia, who lived in the flat upstairs would retaliate by playing endless droning songs by her favourite singer, Jim Reeves, which was the polar opposite to our musical taste. It was a case of live and let live.

			Vincent associated a lot at work with a young painter called Nigel, who also shared our taste in music. Like me, he was white. A Londoner in his early twenties, he looked up to Vincent as an elder brother. While I was busy keeping pace with ever-increasing amounts of schoolwork, Vincent and Nigel would often go out together to local pubs. Sometimes I was invited to go along with them, but I did not often feel like going out to pubs. Besides, I did not find Nigel to be stimulating company. I sometimes wondered what Vincent gained from their friendship. Nigel seemed harmless enough—a quiet type—but came across as impressionable, showing little drive or initiative, and he was not very bright. Whereas Vincent treated him like a kid brother, Nigel seemed to regard Vincent as his personal guru.

			 

			Before long we could afford to change the yellow Mini for a newer smarter model, this time in a deep shade of purple called ‘black tulip’. Vincent decided to replace the engine, working through the night to finish fitting a brand new one. We then decided to drive to Cornwall for a week’s holiday. We rented a house in Bodmin. This was to be our first holiday together. Vincent invited Nigel to join us. Each day we enjoyed touring to different coastal locations and exploring the landscape. While we were away, Marcia looked after the cat for us.

			A short while after we returned from our holiday, Marcia was taken ill and had to spend some time in hospital. As well as returning the favour by looking after her cat, we decided to adopt a young Siamese stray. She was beautiful with creamy coloured fur, brown ears and tail, and bright blue eyes. She was very affectionate and particularly liked to jump on my shoulders to snuggle by my neck. We called her Suki, probably the most common choice of name for a Siamese cat, but it suited her perfectly. Her presence affected Fluff instantly, who felt that her territory had been rudely invaded. So Fluff, who already preferred living outdoors, lived out the rest of her days outside in the garden, while Suki ruled the roost in the comfort of the flat.

			 

			At my new school, I had begun to get to know one my colleagues. Carol Webb was American and taught history. When once we sat together on a coach for a school history trip to St Albans, we had time to chat at greater length.

			‘Where in the UK have you travelled?’ I asked.

			‘Derbyshire,’ she replied, which sounded odd with her American accent.

			‘I’m from Derbyshire,’ I added. ‘Where exactly have you visited?’

			‘My husband is from a small town near Burton-on-Trent,’ she continued.

			‘That’s a coincidence!’ I exclaimed, surprised. ‘Which small town is your husband from?’
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