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CHAPTER ONE

1962

“If you feel so dissatisfied with our marriage, I don’t know why you stay with me. These constant rows are getting me down, Miranda, so don’t imagine you’re the only one who is fed up. I think it would be a hell of a lot better for us both if we separate for a while.”

The man’s mouth was taught with anger. In repose, the lips were sensitive but not sensuous. Usually, the brown eyes were kind, humorous, gentle, but now irritation made them seem hard and overbright.

He avoided looking at his wife’s face. He was always hurting her, failing her in some way and he was unwilling to read the reproach he knew would be in those incredible aquamarine-blue eyes.

Damn her! he thought. She’s always making me say things I don’t mean. I suppose I’ll have to apologize …

But his indignation was deep-rooted, born of a sense of injustice and he couldn’t retract. No – not yet.

The moment of silence while she waited for him to do so passed. Her charming mouth twisted into a painful grimace.

“Very well, John, if that’s what you want …”

“I didn’t say I wanted it. I said I thought it would be best since I’ve so obviously failed to make you happy.”

Her finely-etched brows lifted for an instant as she turned a thoughtful gaze upon him.

“I can’t deny that,” she decided; and then, suddenly, was appalled by the seriousness of their words.

People who have loved and laughed together for six years don’t break up their marriage in as many minutes, she told herself.

What had started this particular row? An insignificant row blown up from nowhere. John had blamed her for the loss of a favourite tie as they were dressing to go out to a dinner-dance. She was not guilty and had replied coldly that he was no child but quite old enough to look after his own things.

“I’m your wife not your valet!”

After that he’d retired into one of those angry silences that she found so exasperating.

Later, in the bar, they had forgotten the quarrel over cocktails. John had admired the new dress she was wearing and she’d listened to a very dull account of his firm’s Board Meeting without once interrupting.

But the earlier disharmony was buried only just below the surface. After dinner, Miranda wanted to dance. John didn’t feel like it. Annoyed by his refusal she had flung a reproach at him.

“What’s the point in bringing me to a place where there’s a first-class band if you won’t dance. You know I come for the dancing more than the dinner.”

Maybe if he had said just a few words, such as ‘Later, we will …’ it might not have reached such a serious climax. But John unaccountably turned on her.

“I think it would be best for both of us if we separated …”

She stood up, her face pale beneath her make-up. It was a delicately-boned, beautiful face with a soft, vulnerable mouth.

“I’m going home to pack.”

She turned abruptly and walked away from him, threading her way through the crowded tables.

He stood up uncertainly. If they had been at home, he would have called her back – followed her, but already the head waiter was at his elbow.

“You wanted something, sir?”

My wife …

But his lips said:

“Yes, please, my bill.”

Some human beings when they are deeply hurt or afraid turn to a companion for sympathy and understanding. Miranda was of the kind who preferred solitude in which to lick her wounds. She sat on a bench in Green Park hugging her coat round her slim body. It gave some protection from the blustery March wind that was scattering dirty scraps of paper round her fragile evening shoes.

She shivered. The cold seemed to be searching through her clothing into her very soul. She, who had so many gifts from God and man had failed, not once but twice in the basic feminine role of making a husband happy. How? How? Why?

When her first marriage had gone on the rocks, she’d sworn to herself it would never happen again. She and David had been so young, so unfitted for the monumental task of marriage and parenthood. The arrival of a baby daughter had proved that neither she nor David had been able to preserve the genuine affection, which lay beneath their hot, immature passion, in the face of sordid living conditions, her ill-health and artistic temperament. When the baby died aged six months, from pneumonia, each blamed the other.

“You said we couldn’t afford to turn the heating up.”

“If you’d looked after her properly, she’d never have got so ill.”

Now, nearly fifteen years later, she could see the truth – neither had been to blame except in condemning the other; in trying to assuage grief by hurting the one who could best give comfort.

The divorce had dragged on over three years. During that time, she had met many men but it wasn’t until John came into her life she had married again. He was the mature man-of-the-world, utterly dependable where David had been irresponsible; gentle and sensitive where David had been possessive and demanding. John was secure in the family’s firm and settled in his way of life; David had been seeking, testing, willing to throw security to the four winds for a mere glimpse of some vague phantom ideal that eluded him.

For a while, the second marriage had been successful. Miranda reminded herself of this, trying to be as unprejudiced as an outsider. Certainly it had been as much of a success as the marriages of most of their friends. There had been minor disputes followed quickly by reconciliations which are part of every marriage. But nothing hurtful – malignant – the way things were tonight. Had she criticised John much over the years? She frowned, trying to search her conscience, knowing there were times when she had felt something lacking in him and had wanted to criticise. But had she?

There had been so much to be grateful for – the beautiful home they shared, the freedom from domestic work, the two cars and a good staff that made life seem smooth and simple; the unlimited dress allowance; the holidays in expensive, exotic places. Materially, John could supply every need and she had never taken his largesse for granted – never could have done so after those years in digs with David … Yet John had said: “If you feel so dissatisfied with our marriage …”

Was that the case? Deep, deep down inside, did she feel that to be the truth? The idea of divorce had never once occurred to her, but separation – yes – she had thought of that once or twice. It it were not for John, she would have done so many things!

That’s not quite honest, Miranda! she said to herself, her lips taking a grim line. It wasn’t something you wanted to do – but someone you wanted to see. You wanted to see David again – not for any special reason but just to see him; just so you could be absolutely sure you’d done the right thing by divorcing him and marrying John. If you were free …

Miranda drew a little gold Georgian box, which she used as a cigarette case, out of her pocket and then her lighter. After a brief tussle with the wind she managed to light her cigarette. How many times had she tried – and failed – to give it up, she thought dispiritedly! She blew out a cloud of smoke into the frostiness of the early springtime air.

But it wasn’t only David – there was Tony, Harry, Patrick, Ludwig, Alastair …

An imposing list! she told herself with harsh sarcasm. A worthy selection of boy friends – men friends – for any girl.

Yet she hadn’t been the one to make the running – at least not always. They had all fallen in love with her strangely-light, large eyes and shining ash-blonde hair; with her long legs tapering to perfect ankles, and small pointed breasts.

“God gave you more than a fair share of man-appeal,” her mother had said when Miranda was finally of an age to leave school. “Watch yourself, Mandy – you must learn when to say ‘no’ – the men won’t!”

Wise mother. Dear, kind, wise Mother, who had died before Miranda’s first marriage went adrift. Unashamedly she wept. But for herself she could not weep – neither for herself not for John nor for a marriage which had begun with such promise and ended after a petty row.

She glanced at her watch. Long past ten o’clock. She shivered, conscious once more of the extreme cold and the absurdity – not to mention the dangers – of staying out here alone in the Park when she could be safely at home in her bedroom. Nina, her Spanish maid, would have turned back her bed, switched on her electric blanket, tidied her dressing-table and laid out one of her many beautiful nightdresses. In her mind’s eye, Miranda could see the warm golden glow of welcome and yet she did not move from the hard bench seat.

Was it really all over? A marriage broken beyond repair?

If she were to go home now, John would probably be waiting up, worried about her, only too ready for a reconciliation. He would run her bath, fuss over her and later stay all night in her bed, making gentle, considerate love to her …

No! It had gone too far for that. Half of her might long for the security and luxury – for the easy way out – but the proud independent idealist was uppermost. If John had had enough, so, also, had she. Their marriage was not and had never been a true one of the mind and soul; a merging of her being and John’s. They had remained always two separate and complete individuals; dependent upon one another for companionship, for sex, for their shared domestic routine, but never for spiritual understanding. There never had existed the kind of love that would dare all, defy all, risk all, give all. It was in this way she had loved David and when she had married him she had believed that he loved her just as utterly, as deep-rootedly. Yet they had grown apart, slowly, inexorably as the years passed in the struggle to live. Towards the end, passion alone had drawn them back in the quiet darkness of the night to one another’s arms, rebuilding the hot, bright house of physical love on the shifting sands, which inevitably destroyed them.

With the birth of their little girl passion, too, had died; with her death, it had been buried too deep to resuscitate. Love-making with John was completely different; in a way, it had been the same giving of her self, but only outwardly – a physical surrender. It had never been a gift of her innermost self. Was this why she had failed to make John happy? Had he sensed the unconscious reservation?

Wearily, she stubbed out the cigarette. She was too tired now to go on thinking and analysing. She must decide what to do. She could not stay in the Park any longer. A hotel? But she had no luggage. A friend’s flat? No, she wouldn’t involve her friends. She would have to go home and risk running into John.

The smooth gold head lifted. The voluptuous mouth tightened. She was not afraid. She had never been afraid of any man (only of the doctor who had come to tell her poor sweet Melanie was dying). She would go back to the house, tell John she would be leaving in the morning. Nina could help her pack. Maybe by tomorrow some concrete plan would have formulated in a brain that was now too fatigued for rational thought.

She was taken completely by surprise as a taxi left her at her front door. Within a minute of the cab’s departure, John was out beside her, not in a reconciliatory mood but furiously angry.

“Of all the damnably rude ways to behave! What do you think I felt like – the whole restaurant knowing you’d walked out on me – and not knowing where you’d got to? I’m not going to stand any more of it, Miranda …”

“Do stop shouting, John!” Her voice was cold as ice. “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you – I did not do so deliberately. In the morning I’ll pack up and leave.”

Quite suddenly, she knew where she would go – what she must do. John eyed her sullenly as they walked into the house and he closed the door.

“So you did mean it! And exactly where are you going?”

She couldn’t tell him. She said:

“Away – somewhere by myself – to think things over. I – I may go abroad. You remember Aunt Alice left me a small legacy. I’ll use that.”

But even as she said this, resolve momentarily altered. She remembered the beautiful spring morning when that letter had come. She and John had been breakfasting on the terrace, the bright warm sunshine flashing on the silver coffee-pot and dazzling then with the glittering promise of another beautiful day. Aunt Alice was such a distant relative that news of her death could not touch Miranda to any hypocritical sorrow. The news that she had come into five thousand pounds had meant sheer delight.

“What shall we do with it, darling?”

John had laughed.

“Goodness knows. Put it in the bank, Mandy, until something turns up you really want.”

In those early years of their marriage, she had found it hard to accept John’s wealth as hers, too. Not so long before, she and David would have considered five thousand pounds a fortune; a salvation; a solution to all their problems. It could have paid all the bills, supplied David with the paints and canvases he needed; paid for daily help so that she, at last, could begin to write …

To John, it was just a nice but negligible sum to call on when something took her fancy. He’d spent more on the diamond and aquamarine necklace, earrings and ring he had given her for her birthday. He had said, gaily:

“Let’s throw a party tonight, a barbecue, to celebrate!”

Perhaps John, too, was remembering, for when he spoke again his voice was quieter as he faced her there in the hall.

“Very well, Miranda. Maybe it’s the best thing to do.”

He looked down at his hands, his expression thoughtful.

“What is it you want? I wish I knew! Then, perhaps …” He broke off and his eyes went back to her face, searchingly, as if he hoped to find the answer there.

“Oh, John, if I knew the answer myself … but all I do know is that we can’t go on as we are. We’re married and yet … surely there has to be more to our relationship than the way it is between us? If we loved each other as other couples do … we are more like friends who sometimes go to bed together.”

John’s expression was inscrutable

“You mean we don’t row the way you and David did! No lows, so no highs to follow. Well, that isn’t the way I think love should be – a series of hurdles constantly lying in wait to be jumped. It can hurt when you fall Miranda and I don’t see the need for men and women to live that way. Maybe you didn’t need me as I believed you did. Well, now’s your chance to sort yourself out. I’ve known what I wanted from our marriage but if it isn’t what you want, then the sooner we both know it the better. I, for one, do not wish to go on with this between us. You’re free to go and think things over. Let me have your address in case of emergencies. I’ll have a sum paid into your bank account for any other expenses. How long do you think you’ll be away?”

“I don’t know!” Suddenly there were tears in her eyes, tears she didn’t want him to see. Sheer fatigue, she told herself. Nothing more romantic.

“Shall we say six months? I’ll tell our friends you’ve not been feeling well lately and that the doctors think a prolonged trip abroad is the best thing for you.”

She wanted, then, to say she was sorry – to part from him if not on friendly terms, at least not as a bitter antagonist. But the tears had formed into a lump in her throat. She turned on her heel and left him.

For a long time he stared after her, his eyes unfathomable. Then he bent and patted the head of the cocker spaniel who sat patiently at his feet.

“She’ll come back!” he murmured. “Let her go now, Tess. She’ll come back.”

But his voice held no certainty and the doubt in his eyes was at war with the hope in his heart.

She slept fitfully, her mind troubled by incoherent dreams of John and David. At one point she woke exhausted and crying. For a few seconds the memory of one particular dream was frighteningly vivid. David had been making love to her. Their two bodies had throbbed to a mutual rhythm and melody that had been almost too much to bear. Weeping, she had drawn him closer, closer and in the last second before the sharp, breathless climax, she had opened her eyes the better to see the love in his. She saw then that it was John, not David, leaning over her. His face was angry and withdrawn.

“I’m not going to stand any more of it, Miranda.”

In her dream she had been torn by fear at his anger and frustrated by the uncompleted act of love.

“I’ll go away,” she cried.

“If you’d looked after Melanie properly, she would never have died.”

She struggled in panic, horror, guilt, to get free of this revengeful body towering over her. The desire of a moment ago was chilled now by terror. Then she woke up, trembling and distraught.

She sat up in bed, drenched in sweat, the thin nightgown clinging to her damp body. Tears ran down her cheeks. She could not stop them. She was torn with longing to run through to John’s dressing-room, adjoining her own, and feel his arms warm and comforting around her; hear his sensible, level voice reassuring her, telling her that it was only a dream – a nightmare.

But already reality was returning and with it the knowledge that John was inaccessible now.

She glanced at her bedside clock and saw that it was almost five o’clock. She got up and walked into her bathroom and had a quick shower. This room, all her own, had been one of the biggest thrills in the many John’s material wealth had given her. To have a bathroom all to oneself – a bathroom suite in palest aquamarine blue – “the colour of your eyes, darling,” John had said.

The floor was deep-carpeted in crimson and the walls and ceiling were silver. She had spent so many hours in here, warm, relaxed, dreaming, making herself beautiful for John and his guests so that he should be proud of her. It had been so much joy after that sordid, stained little bathroom on the floor below the studio which she and David had had to share with the other tenants …

Stop, mind and thought, stop! she inwardly commanded. Soon this, too, will be past – I’m going away, going away …

Back in bed, cool and exhausted, she sought sleep but could not find it.

The doubts of dawn were haunting her. Should she go? Was she throwing away much that was good and worthwhile in this marriage for the sake of a phantom past? Because of some inexplicable urge to return to her young wild passionate love? Suppose the past did not divulge the secret she believed it held – the secret of her own soul?

But it will – it must!

I’ll see David first – maybe if I can see him again I shall find the answer and perhaps not need to go back any further. Or is this madness – the idiotic whim of a spoilt woman who has too many luxuries and not enough to do?

She saw herself suddenly quite clearly – Miranda Villiers, thirty-three years old, still pretty, still slim enough to pass for twenty-five – her figure a little fuller perhaps but model-fitting. The full sweet mouth which could, when she was happy, turn up at the corners in a wide, embracing smile; could look sulky and petulant, too; the brightness of the big, intelligent eyes was often dulled by boredom. Why hadn’t she guessed in time just how bored she’d become once the novelty of being the fabulous Mrs John Villiers had worn off? How utterly meaningless all the parties, the racing at Ascot, the gambling in Cannes, the pointless chatter of other society hostesses, the scandals. Even the theatre, opera and ballet. How utterly useless she was except to look beautiful – like an ornament.

Mrs Woods could run this house without a single order from master or mistress. Nina looked after her clothes. Albert was John’s valet. A florist arranged marvellous flowers fresh every three days all over the house. When Miranda left tomorrow, everything would go on just the same – meals would be ordered, delivered, prepared, served and cleared away. Windows would be cleaned; laundry would come and go; the spring-cleaning finished; telephone calls would be made and answered. There was no one, nothing really to reach out a supplicating hand and hold her back; no one but John to say: “Please don’t go, you’re needed here.”

But John had had enough now. Clearly he had outgrown his need of her.

When Nina – a plump, black-browed, smiling Spanish girl, brought in her breakfast-tray, Miranda was so stupefied by fatigue and had such a blinding headache that she could not reply to her maid’s customary start to a new day:

“Oh, Señora – no sol. Rain again!”

She feigned drowsiness while Nina placed the tray on the bedside table. Through half-closed eyes she watched the girl walk across the thick white rugs to draw back the curtains. What hips the girl had! They swayed under the dirndl skirt, provocatively. Miranda always wondered if Nina had ever had a lover. She sang of love all the time she worked about the house. Rain lashed against the window-panes. They sky beyond was heavy with grey clouds.

Oh, God! thought Miranda. This is no kind of day to go anywhere.

The whole idea of starting a new life seemed unutterably stupid; senseless on a day like this. Even the reason for wanting to go seemed nebulous now and part of a childishly-dramatic tantrum.

Nina had gone to the bathroom. She would be picking up last night’s discarded lingerie, tidying up ready for her mistress’s morning bath.

“Shall I pour your coffee, Señora?”

“No thank you, Nina.”

I shall miss her – my warm, smiling Nina; the born lady’s maid, efficient, anticipating my needs, polite yet friendly.

“There’s a note from the Señor. He said to bring it in with the Señora’s tray.”

Miranda was suddenly wide awake. Had John, too, regretted last night’s decision?

“My dear Mandy,” – it was Miranda when he was irritable or cross – “I don’t want us to part with bitterness or ill-feeling. I want you to know I deeply regret things haven’t worked out better – perhaps it was partly my fault. Maybe it’s just a phase which will pass with the period of separation. I hope so, darling, for I believe there is still something well worth preserving in our marriage … so long as you believe this, too. But you must be sure.”

The last words were heavily underlined.

“Please tell Mrs Woods I’ll be staying at my Club for the rest of the week. As always

John.”

So he wasn’t asking her to change her mind about the separation! Her mouth hardened and the long nervous fingers clenched over the thick notepaper.

“Nina, will you tell Mrs Woods the master is staying at his Club for a few days. I shall be going away, too, so will you come back in half an hour and I’ll tell you what I want packed.”

“Si, Señora.”

How gaily she spoke – understanding nothing, Miranda thought with a grimace as Nina closed the door behind her. But it would be more difficult with Mrs Woods who was a shrewd woman of sixty. She would jump to conclusions – look at her – question her, perhaps.

Maybe Mrs Woods was human. Anyhow she would gossip, not to young Nina, but to George.

“Bet Madam’s had a row with the master. Hope I won’t be out of a job because of it. Wonder if there’s another man …”

Suddenly Miranda’s heart lifted, soared, sang. Last night’s resolution was once more sweeping her up, carrying her beyond Common sense to a feeling of freedom, adventure, excitement. She wanted to get out of this well-run, gilded prison of a house. Any moment she chose, she could begin to make enquiries as to David’s present whereabouts; perhaps lift the telephone beside her, dial a number and hear his voice.

“I wondered if we could lunch together, David. You know, that little pub in Chelsea we used to go to so often … And we’ll be extravagant and order scampi and wine …”

Her breakfast tray untouched, Miranda reached out her hand and lifted the phone.

“I want Directory Enquiries, please.”

Her voice sounded young, expectant, carefree.
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