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ONE

On that hot sunny morning in June when I walked into the Monte Carlo tourists’ agency to get my ticket for London, I think I was the unhappiest girl in the world. I hadn’t slept all night. I left the Villa Arc-en-Ciel long before the rest of the family were up. It is never a hardship to get up early in the South of France when you can open the jalousies and let a stream of sunshine into your room, yet I had felt cold. I was trembling with nerves and agitation as I closed my two suitcases and crept down the long corridor, terrified that somebody would hear me. I did not want to see any of them. Certainly not him, the one whom I loved more than my life. Certainly not the woman who had been so cruel to me, so viciously opposed to my presence in the villa, and my happiness. And not even the children because I knew they would weep at my departure. Above all I did not want to hurt them.

But I had to go. The whole thing was too strong for me. I could no longer cope. My life had become insupportable. I stopped only once and that was in the hall. The villa was dim and shuttered, and I fancied I could just see the portrait which had once hung there—her portrait. That wonderful face, carved as though from ivory, with the huge dark eyes and the crisp upward sweep of flame red hair and just a hint of that same red in the fringed shawl that draped one bare shoulder.

Beautiful Veronica who had been dead all of three years, and whose loveliness was now ashes that had been scattered on the side of the mountains she had loved—way behind Monte Carlo. Veronica, who had died so tragically in a car accident on the Corniche road but whose personality had lived on and dominated this villa, just as she did the house in London where there hung yet another striking portrait of her.

There is a saying: ‘The beauty that is the body perishes, but the beauty that is the soul endures.’

Is this true? Was it true of her? Had Veronica ever possessed a beautiful mind or spirit, or had it been merely the memory of her grace and elegance and that fantastically glamorous colouring of hers that had settled like fine dust upon everything in the place, blurring it; just as it had destroyed the peace of mind of those who remembered her?

I do not know. I’m too confused now. Too heart-sick and worn out.

I had wondered when I looked at myself in the mirror this morning to brush my hair, why my tears had not worn away my very cheeks.

I left the Villa Arc-en-Ciel, I hope for ever. I dared not wait there until the ticket-office opened in case they tried to stop me from going.

So I sat for the next three hours in the gardens of the Casino, looking out upon the still blue waters of a sea that was as calm as a lake, mirroring a faultless sky.

How wonderful are these early mornings on the Côte d’Azur! Cool and delicious. How intriguing the Casino looked—not that I had often visited it. I am no gambler and nobody at the Villa Arc-en-Ciel ever gambled. But the exotic, sugar-coated building held a strange fascination for the onlooker, like all those expensive gleaming yachts in the harbour or the sleek cars, the air of general luxury that makes a little Monégasque town a veritable playground for the rich.

I sat motionless, trying not to think; looking at the dreaming beauty of the sea. The green palms and the lemon trees along the coastline. The gorgeous blossoms in the wide beds of the well-kept gardens.

I was leaving it all, and I didn’t care. I did not even know what I was going to. I was just a young girl of twenty-three, hall-marked by the tragedy of a hopeless love and a sense of bitter loss and loneliness. I was quite alone, preparing to go back to London to face a new life. This time without glamour, without love, without hope.

At eight o’clock I had a cup of strong black coffee and a croissant in a little café which had just opened. At half past eight I was in the tourist office buying my ticket.

In twenty-two hours’ time I would be back in London.

I scarcely knew how to pay for that ticket or how to face the journey, I felt so utterly desolate. Oh, Esmond, Esmond, my love, my very life, haw am I going to bear that life without you?

All through the long train journey to Paris and then to Dieppe I remained miserable and afraid of the future. Sometimes I was filled not only with wild regret, but with the puzzlement of a bewildered child who has not yet grown up and is still unable to become mistress of a difficult situation. Yet the next moment I felt so old and wise, so experienced that I thought I saw things clearly, and could even blame myself for some of the awfulness that had happened.

Sometimes I stopped grieving and remembered only the loveliness of Monte Carlo and the glorious pride and joy of having loved and served Esmond Torrington.

It was only as we drew into Victoria Station that I made my decision to face up to facts more fully. To write them down without prejudice, so that the children, anyhow, might one day read my diary and understand why I had so suddenly left them.

Words come easily to me, and tears too, so it would seem, but I am glad I have kept a diary while I was in France and have written so much about my life there. Here in London I can just revise it and add the story of the terrible finale.

Now I want to begin at the very beginning. I must—in order to explain and rationalise my emotions, and re-shape my future.

Esmond, Esmond, will you ever see what I write, I wonder. Will you ever know what it all meant to me? But this I do know: I love you, and I shall love you until I die—and long after that.
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