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Ah, Love! could thou and I with Fate
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Would not we shatter it to bits—and
then

Re-mould it nearer to the Hearts
Desire.
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Prologue

 


New York, New York—Spring 1962

They were a mob.

From her suite high up within the
Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, she looked down on them. They were two mobs,
more accurately—and they had segregated themselves: one white, one
Negro. But today, their anger was not directed at each other,
because she had given them a common cause. They were united in
spirit, united in hatred, united against her.

She could not hear the screaming
anymore, now that she was safely inside, but she could still feel
their enmity. A thousand strong, they jostled against the
barricades and taunted the lines of policemen.

Now she could pretend they were not a
danger to her and that she was not afraid of them. Had a child
really torn her picture to shreds, then flung them at her? Had a
woman really spat at her feet? Had a policeman really clubbed the
man who reached out to grab her?

“They’re ready for
us,” the voice said.

Her eyes shifted to focus on her own
reflection in the window. It was the face that had made her
America’s most beloved child star—Miranda Lane.

Not since Shirley Temple had America
had such a love affair with a movie star. Now a young woman, she
still had charisma, the indefinable something extra. She retained
the sparkle that most child actors lost by puberty. A loss that
became the death rattle of their careers and would turn them into
has-beens who would drift into show business oblivion, alcoholism,
and despair.

The face was beautiful, even today.
Cheekbones that perched high inside luminescent skin supported her
almond-shaped, emerald-green eyes. Auburn hair that hung in shiny
loose curls to just above her shoulders held hues of red and gold
that danced in the light. A mouth that was full and sensuous was
enviably rose-colored. Nothing in her appearance hinted at her
anguish.

She was beautiful yet approachable.
Everyone called her Miranda. Her fans felt they owned her, and in a
way they did. It was her fans, after all, who had made her a
star—her fans and the media.

But all that was before.

She had dressed carefully today—a mint
colored Chanel suit, with matching gloves and pillbox hat—but she
hadn’t expected the mob outside, and the composure she strove for
left her. The mob. The fans who once loved her now wanted to see
her fall. She didn’t feel like a movie star today; she felt
fraudulent, fearful, and very, very old.

“Miranda, they’re
ready for us,” the voice repeated.

She turned toward the voice. It was
Grace, her assistant. She was a wizard at scheduling, and had a
cool head in all situations. Grace’s long mink-colored hair was
always pulled severely back and twisted in a chignon at the nape of
her neck, her tawny eyes hidden behind black cat’s-eye glasses. She
wore shapeless clothes: today a drop waist, long-sleeved beige
dress and sensible brown shoes. Only twenty-seven, she seemed
fifty. Grace was always correct and always at Miranda’s side.

“Are we listening?
It’s time,” Grace repeated.

“Yes, I hear you.”
Miranda stood and followed Grace out of the room down the corridor
and into the elevator. The six newly hired bodyguards formed a
silent wall around them. When the door to the ballroom was opened,
Miranda gasped. It was the largest ballroom she had ever seen, and
it was filled with reporters and their crews.

Miranda’s press conferences were
usually carefully orchestrated to make her appear even more
important than she was. To that end, if thirty reporters were
scheduled to attend, a room that would hold only twenty comfortably
was booked. It gave a claustrophobic effect, creating the illusion
of important, exciting information about to be revealed.

Today, no illusion was necessary.
Several hundred reporters, and their crews and equipment were
jammed inside. Everyone who was anyone in radio, newspaper, and
television journalism was present. She knew David Brinkley and
Walter Cronkite would be in the first row. The podium at the front
of the room seemed an unreachable journey.

As she stepped inside the room, a man
scurried toward her. His movement brought ten others. She was
instantly surrounded.

“Miranda, how does it
feel to be called ‘nigger lover’ by whites and ‘racist’ by radical
Negroes?” the reporter asked.

The words rocked her as if she had been
struck. Bedlam erupted. Flashes of light exploded in front of her;
they stung her eyes and blurred her vision, disorienting her as the
cameras recorded her pain. Questions were fired at her from every
direction.

“Where’s Sybil,
Miranda? Why isn’t your mother here?” a voice called
out.

Her head began to
spin. I have to throw up.
The bodyguards jumped to her side and began
pushing a path through the crowd of journalists. Miranda followed
them and tried to push thoughts of her mother out of her mind as
she gripped Grace’s arm. “I’ll answer all questions after my
statement.”

A small, red-haired man jumped in front
of the group and yelled, “Miranda, is it true you’re having an
affair with a Negro? Is that why the studio dumped you?” He thrust
a microphone in her face.

All sound and movement stopped as
Miranda searched the eyes of the man in front of her. Was it her
imagination, or was there a gleeful malice in them?

“After my statement.”
Miranda pressed forward. Fueled by her silence, the noise began
again, and the room regained its combative energy.

As she walked to the
podium, she couldn’t block it from her mind. Was it really only eight months ago this all started? Eight
months since Mamma’s tirade?

Unbid, Sybil Lane’s voice seeped into
Miranda’s thoughts. “Walk out on me now and you’ll pay for it for
the rest of your life!”

It had all started out so well . . .
.

 



 


 


BOOK ONE

 



Chapter 1

 


Los Angeles, California - 1946

Sybil Lane’s body was set in rigid
stillness, but her eyes fluttered frantically beneath their lids as
her mind drifted back in time.

She knew they had come for her. She
picked up her child and ran through the train, looking for a hiding
place. She found an empty berth and climbed in. She held her hand
over the child’s mouth and rocked her gently. She heard the search
go on as her heart pounded in her chest. She peeked out through the
curtains; it was then that she saw the dogs sniffing one of her
blouses.

Moments later, she heard the barking
outside her berth. An officer pulled back the curtain. The
uniformed man looked at the lone woman’s short blond hair, cursed
the dog, and moved on. She closed the berth door and heard the
police leaving. She reached behind her to retrieve her child, whose
face and hands were covered with soot. As she took out her
handkerchief to wipe the smudges away, the door burst open again.
Hands reached in to grab her child. They were screaming at her,
“Give the child to us!” She fainted.

~

It was just before dawn when Sybil
Lane’s eyes flew open, icy blue and wide with terror. She bolted
upright and tried to get her breathing under control. The pounding
of her heart was beginning to slow, as it always did when she
awakened fully and realized, once again, that they were safe.
Realized that the dream was not real. That he had not caught up
with them. That he had not taken her child.

She hated the dream, for it took her
back to a time before she was Sybil Lane, mother of a movie
star.

She rose from the mangled white satin
sheets of her bed, the sheets she had clawed at in desperation.
Sybil lit a Pall Mall cigarette without bothering to put it in the
holder. Then she wrapped her white silk robe around her, walked to
the window—her gait lurching and unsteady—and opened the drapes to
look out on her gardens.

The gardens always soothed her and were
her favorite part of the estate she had named Sybranda—combining
mother and daughter’s names—when she bought it with the money from
Miranda’s last picture. Remarkably, just three years before, they
had lived in a two-room apartment where Sybil’s stomach churned as
the end of each month approached and the next month’s rent became
due. Her hands shook as she stood in front of her mirror to comb
her tangled hair.

Sybil was a beautiful woman. The
chiseled chin and cheeks, along with a scalpel-perfect nose, would
have given her a perfect but ordinary face had they not been
surrounding her most riveting feature: ice blue eyes. Eyes like a
Siberian Husky’s. A shade or two darker and they would have been
captivating, alluring. As they were, they would not permit any but
the bravest to gaze upon them for more than an instant before
turning away. Her skin was the color of milk and her hair platinum
blond. It was a shade that burned her scalp with each touch-up.

Sybil was twenty-seven but told
everyone she was twenty-three. She couldn’t very well go any lower
than that, not with Miranda getting older every year. Sybil was
beautiful, yet it was a harsh beauty, unforgiving. There was a
coldness about her, a severity that read even stronger on camera.
That was one of the reasons she had given up her own aspirations of
stardom. The other reason was that Sybil was an awful actress. She
was stiff and without charm. Miranda, she knew, would not grow up
to be as classically beautiful as Sybil herself was, but the child
radiated a warmth that made her, even now, more captivating than
her mother would ever be.

Sybil did calisthenics the way she did
everything, swiftly and methodically. Seventy-five sit-ups, one
hundred leg lifts, and fifty pectoral isometrics. When she was
done, she swooped down the hall and rapped on her daughter’s door.
“Miranda, darling, get up. It’s nearly six. You have five
minutes.”

Sybil’s voice was odd. The accent was
most often standard American, the rounded tones and unvoiced final
r’s that were a second cousin to British. It had been the dialect
of choice for actresses in movies up until a few years ago. Now it
sounded stodgy and dated. But when she became angry or a little too
tipsy, Sybil’s speech took on an odd bleat, and she used phrases
that no one else in Hollywood used.

“Five minutes,
Miranda. Jeezum!” Sybil took a deep drag of her Pall Mall and
exhaled in a sigh.

Yes, they were safe now. She was sure
of it.

 



Chapter 2

 


Los Angeles, California - September
1961

“What do ya think it
is?” Sonny Styles, of The
Times, asked the cluster of two-dozen
reporters. “Five-to-two she’s announcing her first real love
scene.” Sonny was a short, pudgy man with a red face. There was a
strip-thin impression surrounding his head and thinning ash blond
hair—a remnant from the too tight brown derby he had just taken
off. Sonny’s two weaknesses were gambling and women. He rarely
picked winners in either venue, but he loved to play. His favorite
phrase was, “I like my women the same way I like my horses . . .
long, lean, and fast!”

Sonny always laughed much harder at his
own jokes than anyone else. Not because they weren’t funny but
because everyone had heard every one of Sonny’s jokes too many
times before. That and the stench of his cheap cigars made his
colleagues scatter when Sonny approached. Today, he was sitting,
and there were, not surprisingly, several empty seats around
him.

“Ten bucks says she’s
getting engaged,” a Gazette
writer offered as he walked by.

“Got it,” Sonny said.
He wrote the bet in the pad balanced on his knee while gobbling
tidbits from the heavily burdened plate next to him, pausing only
to fling his tie over his left shoulder, out of harm’s way. Sonny
liked Miranda’s press conferences. They were short and informative,
and the food was first-rate. Her mother, Sybil Lane, had held many
press conferences for her daughter over the years. “The blue-eyed
tyrant,” as Sybil was known, had done an outstanding job managing
Miranda’s career.

“Maybe she’s
pregnant?”

New York News
reporter Peter Brooks was just in Los Angeles for
a visit and didn’t realize the magnitude of the mistake he had just
made. As he spoke, he sat next to Sonny.

Peter was tall and had rugged,
college-quarterback looks. He had thick black hair, large brown
eyes with luxurious black lashes, high square cheekbones, and lips
that were full yet masculine. Only his nose, slightly askew because
of a touch football game mishap, saved him from being labeled a
“pretty boy.” His charcoal suit was immaculate and a stark contrast
to Sonny Styles’ rumpled chocolate-brown one.

Two reporters stopped their
conversation and stared at Peter, noting that he was sitting next
to Sonny. “You’re from out of town, aren’t you?” one asked
knowingly.

Before Peter could answer, Sonny jumped
in to distract him. “Let me tell you something, boy. Rumor has it
that Miranda Lane has had her twat sewn shut by her mother,
Psycho—I mean Sybil.” Sonny chopped the air with his free hand
while stuffing his face with the other.

Peter tugged at the
collar of his white shirt to loosen the knot in his charcoal tie.
He studied Sonny’s florid complexion; the bulbous nose and the
small red lines surrounding it like the less traveled byways of a
road map. Alcoholic. It was automatic, this sizing up of people. It was Peter’s
own version of “What’s My Line?” and he did it with everyone. He
only wished he’d sized Sonny up before sitting down, now that he
understood why the chairs around the man had been vacant. He
glanced toward his charcoal fedora that sat on the top shelf of the
coat rack near the door.

“Let me tell you
another something about Miranda Lane.” Sonny leaned closer to share
the confidence. “Puppet on a string—and Psycho pulls the string.
Here.” He dropped a press kit in Peter’s lap.

Peter picked up the
top photo. Miranda’s green eyes were the focal point of the cover
of the Young Miss magazine reprint. Rimmed with black liner, they seemed full
of mischief. Her sensuous mouth was slicked with pale lipstick. Her
hair had been piled on top of her head, and the angora sweater she
wore was unbuttoned at the neck to expose sleek collarbones. In
bold lettering, the headline read: “Look What’s Happened to
Hollywood’s Favorite! The Teen Queen is Grown Up and
Gorgeous!”

Peter flipped through the rest of the
kit. There were more pictures, blurbs of recent interviews, and the
official Miranda Lane fan club newsletter, which listed her
credits. Impressive credits. Twenty-one feature films, a weekly
television series second only to “Gunsmoke” in the ratings for the
last four years, a five month stint on Broadway, six appearances on
“The Tonight Show,” sixteen guest appearances on other television
shows, and a record album that had sold eighteen million copies. At
the height of her movie fame, 1948-1956, Miranda was the
top-grossing film star in Hollywood. The 1949-issue Miranda Lane
doll would bring three hundred dollars to anyone willing to sell.
Miranda had one of the last studio contacts in Hollywood. Since the
1948 ruling forcing studios to sell their movie theaters, most
studios had gradually let their contract players go. Miranda’s
studio had hung onto her for dear life.

“Don’t ever cross
Psycho. She’ll cut you in two with one look from those baby blues.
Hey,” Sonny was saying, “if you don’t know the poop, what are you
doing here anyway?”

What am I doing here? I’m visiting my
good buddy, but the moment I arrive, he is offered, “the lay of the
lifetime—I swear to you, Pete,” with a stewardess whose flight was
canceled. This press conference was his assignment. But since he’s
all tied up—with any luck at all, that is—I’m covering for him.
That’s what I’m doing here at this dopey charade of a press
conference.

Peter was still
searching for a suitable answer when the door opened and Miranda
entered. Everyone else stood, so Peter followed suit.
You’d think she was the president.

She was dressed casually in black
toreador pants, ballerina flats, and a sea-green cotton blouse with
a Peter Pan collar. With her was a stern-looking woman in a beige
sheath dress. Miranda slowly made her way to the front, stopping to
greet those in her path. She clasped hands, traded quips, and made
small talk as she walked.

When she reached Sonny, she extended
her hand. “Hello, Mr. Styles. How are you?”

The redness of Sonny’s face deepened
and his chest puffed out as he smiled broadly at Miranda. His voice
became paternal. “Good to see you, Miranda.”

The soft scent of flowers and musk
wafted up to Peter’s nose, and he inhaled deeply.

Miranda smiled at him. “Hello,” she
said pleasantly.

Peter nodded dumbly back at her. She
moved on, and he felt her arm brush against his hand as she walked
by. Peter inhaled again, savoring her scent.

Sonny leaned toward him. “It’s her
signature fragrance. Guess what it’s called!”

Peter’s eyes were fastened on Miranda.
“Huh?”

“The fragrance—it’s
called Tiger Lily!” Sonny looked at Peter carefully. “Oh, I’ve seen
that look before. Forget it; you’ll never get past the mother,
kid.” Sonny’s head swung around to the door. “Say, where is Sybil?”
Sonny looked at Miranda again and smiled. “But she sure is
special.”

When Miranda reached the podium, she
sat, poured herself a glass of water, and leaned back to read her
statement.

“Thank you all for
coming. I’ll keep this short, I promise.” She smiled as she looked
down at the papers in front of her. “The past sixteen years have
been some of the happiest, most fulfilling times of my life. I owe
a great debt to the motion-picture industry and to my mother. But I
need to move on. So on this, the nineteenth anniversary of the
start of my career, I am announcing my retirement.”

With that, she settled back in her
chair, fingers laced beneath her chin, and waited.

Sonny champed down on his cigar, to
keep it from falling out of his mouth. The betting pool for this
conference’s topic was up to four hundred dollars. Sonny would have
to return all the money, including his commission.

The other reporters were stunned as
well. They merely sat and stared at the young woman who had kept
them running for sixteen years.

After a moment, she laughed. “Well, I
had expected one or two questions, but if there are none—” As she
began to rise, the reporters bolted back to life and began shouting
questions simultaneously.

Above the din, she heard a voice.
“Miranda, where’s your mother today?” gossip columnist Estella
Bishop asked.

The talking subsided, for Sybil Lane
was always present for her daughter’s interviews. Estella had her
own reasons for asking; she had an ongoing feud with Sybil Lane. It
was she who had dubbed Miranda’s mother “the blue-eyed tyrant” in a
column ten years ago.

Sonny Styles perked up. “Fifty-one
press conferences in nineteen years—this is the first one the old
battle-ax has ever missed,” he whispered for Peter’s benefit.

“I believe Mamma is
shopping, Miss Bishop,” Miranda answered with a smile.

“Shopping for a new
broomstick to ride around on!” Sonny added as he jabbed Peter in
the ribs.

Miranda turned her attention away from
Estella Bishop. She knew the woman had come only to dig up dirt on
her mother, and Miranda wasn’t going to supply her with any. She
heard her name being called from several directions. “Yes, Mrs.
Lloyd?”

“Miranda, why
retirement at such a young age? And what about your
series?”

I’m sick of playing a
high schooler. Someone else will take over. Tuesday Weld or Patty
Duke, maybe. Miranda paused a moment to
choose the right words. “Twenty-one might seem young, but nineteen
years at the same job is a long time, when you consider it’s over
eighty percent of my life. The series, I guess, will be canceled.”
She smiled. “The network is welcome to run old shows again.” It
would have to; it was too late to create a new show for this
season.

Miranda, and the
power she had over her audience, mesmerized Peter. It was hard for
him to focus on her words. His other senses were so overwhelmed by
her that his hearing became distorted. The sounds seemed to thicken
and then recede. Her perfume’s scent was still in his nostrils. The
way the light bounced off the red and gold in her auburn hair still
danced before his eyes. The feel of her skin still tickled his
hand. And yet, he could not explain his sudden attraction. Her
picture had not stirred him. It was when she bounded into the room,
her face free of makeup, her smile open and ready, that he found
himself filled with tenderness, a yearning for her.
What is it about her? She was beautiful, but he was used to beautiful women. He’d
grown up with five of them, four sisters and a mother—all
knockouts.

One of the benefits of having sisters
was that he had come to appreciate women and understand them better
than any of the men he knew. He never went to men for advice on
women; he went to his sisters. He was always honest with the women
he slept with. He wanted no commitments, and he told them so.

What is it about
her? In her demure clothing, Miranda
looked more like a bobby-soxer than a movie star, yet he couldn’t
take his eyes off her. It’s a . . .
presence. A vague word, but it was all he
could come up with. He racked his brain. No, he’d never seen her in
a movie; he didn’t go in for teen fluff. This attraction was
different. He wasn’t playing the usual film in his head. Miranda
wasn’t naked and on her knees. She was dressed in dungarees and a
sweatshirt. He was talking to her. He was holding her hand. He was
taking her to the town he had grown up in. He was introducing her
to the sisters who tortured him as a child. He was making her
laugh. What is she doing on her feet
saying thank you? He had to stop her.
Peter stood.

“Miss Lane, any truth
to the rumor that you’re engaged, or expecting?” As soon as he’d
said it, he wished for a spontaneous death. There was a stunned
silence around him. Where is a damn
California earthquake when you need one? He felt foolish. But at least she was sitting back
down.

Miranda smiled. Here was someone who
obviously didn’t know her entire life story. And yet how could he
not, if he were a reporter? Was he stupid? Or had he just crawled
out from under a rock? One thing she did know: he was very
good-looking.

“And you
are?”

“Peter Brooks.” He
shifted from one foot to the other. “New
York News.”

“The New York
News, Mr. Brooks?” she asked with her
trademark disarming smile.

“Political columnist.
On vacation . . . filling in for Dave Favero.” Jesus! It feels like I’m on trial here.

“Ah. I was wondering
where Mr. Favero was.” Still smiling, she nodded to
Grace.

Grace missed nothing. She had already
picked up her pen and was writing a note to check.

Miranda focused again
on the dark-haired man. Why is he
squirming? “Welcome to Los Angeles, Mr.
Brooks. Please call me Miranda—everyone does.” The smiling faces
around her confirmed the statement. They called her Miranda, and
she called them Mr., Mrs., or Miss—a respectful holdover from
childhood.

Miranda picked up her glass of water.
“To answer your questions—no.” She raised the glass to her lips and
drank half its contents during her dramatic pause. She would have
downed the entire thing if she could have expanded her stomach. She
looked around the room and was thrilled to see them waiting
expectantly.

“And no.” She
returned the glass to the table.

The collective sigh
from the room made her press her lips together so she wouldn’t
laugh. Grow up. If you had a purpose in
life, Miranda, these stupid little games you play wouldn’t give you
such pleasure. But she had no such
purpose, and that was why she was retiring today. She looked back
to Peter Brooks. She would definitely add him to her fantasy
world.

In her fantasies, she was a girl who
could go anywhere she wanted, because she was nobody. Millions did
not adore and emulate her. There it would be enough to be loved by
a select few. Maybe just a select one; she wasn’t sure. In her
fantasies, she trusted people. After all, if she were nobody, what
reason would they have to fawn? In her fantasies, Miranda trusted
enough to fall in love.

It seemed unfathomable: the only person
she trusted was Sybil. Her mother was controlling and manipulative,
but Miranda loved her fiercely because Sybil was all Miranda had
ever had.

That was the truth behind this
retirement. She was desperately searching for a life apart from
Sybil. She hoped a move to the East Coast would cut the umbilical
cord that had wrapped itself around her and formed an
ever-tightening coil.

Sometimes it was difficult to tell
where Sybil ended and Miranda began.

“But Miranda, you’re
one of Hollywood’s top-grossing stars. How can you leave now?” a
gangly man in the back asked.

“Well, Mr. Barton,
the real reason is that I was so disappointed at not getting to
play Lolita in Mr. Kubrick’s film. Disappointed at not having James
Mason paint my toenails . . .” Peter watched as she paused long
enough to let the laughter build and peak. “I knew I couldn’t
continue in the industry.” Miranda smiled.

“Perfect. Absolutely
perfect timing,” Peter muttered.

“But seriously, I’ve
been in that category for a little while now, so it’s not exactly
my top priority right now,” she said.

“Then what is?” It
was from a squat, heavily bearded man.

With her smile still
in place, Miranda gazed at the man and panicked. She could not
place him. She held her breath. What is
your name? The memory game. Look at him. Short. Pudgy. Thick brown
beard. What is it—Mr. Hobbit? Concentrate, you fool.
Sybil’s voice came floating back to her: “Always
remember their names, Miranda. Always remember their
names.”

~

Beverly Hills, California—1946

“Darling, get up.
It’s nearly six. You have five minutes,” Sybil’s voice called
through Miranda’s bedroom door.

Inside the pink and white bedroom,
tucked beneath the pink and white quilt, Hollywood’s favorite
rolled over, flipped on the light switch, and tried to rub the
sleep from her bright green eyes with one hand. The other hand
clutched her stuffed bear. Her hair was full of pink rag curlers.
There were fifty-eight pieces of fabric that Sybil wound
meticulously each night to enhance her natural curls. She stretched
and stared up at the canopy for a moment. For her, the ballerinas
imprinted on the fabric came to life; they danced on the pink and
white background in time to the music she hummed.

“Two minutes,
Miranda. Jeezum!”

From the grating tone, Miranda knew her
mother was serious. Miranda held the bear over her face and shook
him excitedly. “Two seconds, Mr. Bear, two seconds until your
good-morning kiss!” She kissed the stuffed animal and then bounded
out of bed and into her pink robe with matching slippers. Passing
by the mirror on her dressing table, she jumped up and down and
watched the rag curlers in her hair bounce.

She left her room, climbed on the white
banister, and slid down its slightly winding path. Sybil allowed
this because the banister was low and wide and ran down the center
of the stairs, which were shallow, with thick rugs on either side.
Miranda was forbidden to do anything Sybil deemed remotely unsafe.
Had she known Miranda’s silk pajamas sped up her banister ride,
providing the child some real fun, she would have dressed her in
cotton.

Miranda opened the door to what Sybil
called the conservatory. The room contained a baby grand piano, a
couch, four chairs, and a silk shantung chaise lounge. Everything
in the conservatory, including the plush rug, was snow-white. Sybil
was reclined on the chaise and flipped nervously through a trade
magazine. Without a word, Miranda sat down at the piano and began
to practice.

Sybil glanced occasionally from her
movie magazine to the clock on the wall. At six-thirty she said,
“All right, Miranda, it’s time for breakfast.” Sybil paused a
moment and added: “Very nice, dear.”

Miranda closed the piano lid carefully.
Now free, she ran, curls bouncing, to her mother and pulled her out
of the chaise. All the words she had been saving since she awoke
spilled out as she led Sybil from conservatory to dining room. She
spoke quickly, while she had her mother’s attention. Sybil, she
knew, could not read while walking, especially with Miranda tugging
on her arm.

“But they really did
dance for me, Mamma,” Miranda insisted as they sat down at the
table. Miranda’s place setting held pancakes, sausage, toast,
juice, and milk; Sybil’s, a cup of coffee.

“All right, Miranda,
they really did.” Sybil picked up her magazine and was about to
engross herself in it when she remembered to brief Miranda on the
day’s itinerary. Sybil was a top-notch manager; she stood guard
over Miranda’s business interests as vigilantly as she ignored the
child herself. “Your call is at nine, but the studio called a press
conference for eight, so you’ll have your hair done at
seven-thirty. Remember to smile when you answer questions. If you
can’t remember a reporter’s name, lean over to me, and I’ll whisper
it to you. Always remember their names, Miranda.
Always—”

Miranda picked up a sausage with her
fork, turned it upside down so it was at eye level, and addressed
it directly as she finished her mother’s sentence. “Remember their
names! It makes them feel important. Doesn’t it, Mr. What’syourname
and Whocaresanyhow?” she asked. “Why, yes, it does indeed,” she
answered herself in her best sausage voice. Then, switching voices
again, “I do the memory game. Like with Miss Bishop. One day, Mamma
said, ‘I wish someone would shut that bish up.’ Bish up—Bishop.
Easy. What’s a ‘bish,’ Mamma?”

Sybil looked up from her magazine.
“Never mind.”

Miranda took a bite of sausage and
began humming to herself.

“Miranda, stop
playing with your food.”

~
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Miranda held her
breath as she stared intently at the journalist.
The memory game; concentrate, Miranda.
She could not get the image of a hobbit out of
her mind. She exhaled and smiled. “I’d like to relax and enjoy
myself for a while, Mr. Bagginski.” How
could you forget a name like that? Her
heart stopped its furious pounding, and she looked over at Peter
Brooks again. Yes, she would add him to her fantasies. In her
fantasies, Miranda was not a virgin.

~

Miranda was nervous
as she walked across the white carpeting toward Sybil’s bedroom.
She paused just in front of the door, her ivory peau de soie evening clutch gripped
tightly in her hand. The matching pumps were waiting downstairs by
the door. Shoes were forbidden inside Sybranda because of the white
carpeting. Black-tie parties were amusing: evening gowns and
tuxedos with fluffy slippers provided by Sybil. Over the years the
guests had been trained and began arriving with their own “indoor
only” shoes to match their evening wear.

She kneaded the plush rug with her
stockinged toes. Would it ever be the right time to break the news
to Sybil? The journalists promised not to break the story until
tomorrow.

Miranda smoothed out her dress.
Tonight, she wore a cocktail-length dress of ivory organza. It had
iridescent sequins detailing the bodice and an off-the-shoulder
neckline. Several layers of silk and a freshly starched crinoline
slip buoyed the skirt. The lightweight girdle she wore made her
naturally small waist wasp-like. A belt with a rhinestone buckle
that sparkled with the light heightened the effect. She took a deep
breath and knocked on the door before entering to face her
mother.

“Come in!” Sybil was
seated before her vanity. It was an expensive set of furniture,
white lacquer inlaid with mother-of-pearl and gold. The three
mirrors were angled so Sybil could see herself in panorama. The
table was neatly lined with rejuvenating creams and youth lotions,
as expensive as they were useless, and every sort of makeup
imaginable. Her white silk robe was draped over the back of the
vanity’s chair. She had already put on her brassiere and girdle and
attached the stockings to it. Sybil always chose the
longest-legged, highest-waisted girdles. They were made of the
densest material and reinforced by boning. All this to reduce her
already-slender figure. She wore them with brassieres that hoisted
her bosom up and made it jut out like a shelf.

Miranda could never understand how
Sybil stayed in her mummy-like undergarments all night long. In
contrast, Miranda chose the lightest-weight, shortest-legged
girdles. Tonight, she wore a new type that had no legs at all. It
looked like an ordinary pair of panties. Compared to the armor that
Sybil wore, Miranda felt nearly naked beneath her dress.

“Mamma, if you sold
everything on this table, you could fund the Peace Corps for
years,” Miranda said with a smile.

Sybil looked up briefly, and her mouth
twisted in displeasure.

“I told you, you
should have gotten the sweetheart neckline on that dress, Miranda;
you look like a trollop.”

Miranda squelched a smile of victory.
The neckline was more grown-up than any she’d worn, and she’d had
to fight to buy it. Miranda knew she looked beautiful, and that
gave her the strength to stand up to her mother.

“Mamma, I have so
many dresses with the sweetheart neckline. This one isn’t too low.
Don’t worry; I won’t become a fallen woman overnight.”

Pride swelled within Sybil’s breast at
Miranda’s words. Could a child ever become too old to boast about?
If Sybil had had friends, she would be able to recount that “she
actually said ‘a fallen woman’” to them. But instead, she left her
face impassive and said nothing.

Miranda fingered a bottle of nail
lacquer on the table. “Who’s going to be there tonight?”

“The usual people,
dear,” Sybil said as she applied her eyeliner. Miranda stood behind
her mother, talking to her reflection in the mirror. Sybil’s
reflection was less threatening than Sybil herself.

Mother and daughter: two beautiful
women and a study in contrasts. Miranda’s was a soft beauty, the
features full, rounded, and inviting; green eyes lively; auburn
hair sleek and in unteased waves. Sybil’s beauty was harsher:
chiseled angles and planes, meticulously sculpted and nearing
perfection, surrounding startling frosty-blue eyes. Her last
face-lift was two years ago, and her eyes were just beginning to
bag up again. Her platinum hair was newly shorn and styled in the
Guiche; a chin-length cut with a small sweep of hair that curved
gently forward and then careened upward. The resulting curl formed
the letter J against Sybil’s cheek.

“I’ll fill you in on
the gossip.” Sybil was applying more hairspray to her
Guiche.

“Mamma, you’re going
to make it too sticky.” Miranda began to cough as the aerosol
vapors filled her nostrils.

“Guiche—smeesh. I
don’t know why I did this. It is so hard to keep up,” Sybil said as
she peered intently at herself.

“You did it because
you’re a trend-setter, and it looks good on you.” Miranda watched
as Sybil began applying clear nail lacquer to the curl. She did not
giggle and made no comment, wanting her mother to be in a good
enough mood to hear her big news.

“Ah, but the trend
has peaked.” Sybil used her open hand as a fan to dry the lacquer
on her hair. “Time to move on. Time for a change.” At last, the
curl held, and Sybil’s eyes flashed as she began to recount the
industry gossip for Miranda.

“As I was
saying—gossip. Gardner McKay is livid that the news of his
acquittal in the paternity suit wasn’t front-page. The accusation
was, of course, but once he was found innocent—all the jury had to
do was look at the baby, look at the woman’s ex-husband, and they
knew.” Sybil paused to pluck a stray eyebrow. “Once it was proven
he didn’t father that woman’s child, the story was
buried.

“Maybritt, or May
Britt—what a clever stage name!” she said derisively. “And Sammy
Davis had a spread in Photoplay
magazine, with the picture of their daughter. You
know Maybritt’s career is over, of course, a white woman married to
Sammy Davis—but she’s in love.” Sybil was breathless with
excitement.

Miranda knew her mother was intensely
jealous of Maybritt’s serene beauty and her film success. “Mamma,
do you think it’s really the end of Maybritt’s career?”

“Yes. Grow up, dear.”
Sybil smoothed rouge onto her cheeks as she continued. “Mark my
words—that marriage will never last.”

“Why do you say that?
They are so much in love.”

Sybil swung around to face her
daughter. “Because it’s too hard a situation. Crow, Miranda, people
staring every place they go.”

Miranda looked down. “Yes, they do
stare, don’t they?”

“Wanting to see the
baby not because Tracey’s a beautiful baby but out of curiosity.
‘What color will she be?’ ” Sybil turned toward her mirror and
continued applying makeup. “Too hard. I’m telling you this because
I don’t want you to discuss it at their party.”

A small sigh escaped Miranda’s lips.
“Mamma, give me a little credit, please.”

“I also read that
Sandra Dee is convinced she and Bobby Darin are having a boy. Won’t
even think about the possibility of a girl.”

Miranda shook her head. Sandra was one
of Miranda’s friends, yet Sybil insisted on gossiping about her
too.

“The anguish that
child put her mother through!” Sybil looked ecstatic, as she always
did lamenting over someone else’s life. “Sandra was Mary’s life;
she was with her on every picture.” Sybil wrung her hands. “Then to
get married so young! Just when Sandra and Mary could have become
real chums!”

“Mamma, Sandy would
have left home eventually, even if she hadn’t married Bobby. Mrs.
Douvan didn’t expect her to stay at home forever. Everybody has to
grow up.”

Sybil looked at her daughter sharply,
but Miranda plunged ahead, desperate to share her own plans with
Sybil. “Sandra’s eighteen; that’s three years younger than me. She
would have moved out sooner or later.”

Sybil stood up. “Don’t spoil my
evening, Miranda. A mother waits all her life for the daughter she
fretted over and protected to become old enough to be
self-sufficient. Is it too much to expect that the mother get some
‘best friend time’ before some man comes into the picture?”

Mother and daughter stood silently in
the mirror, Miranda in ivory organza and Sybil in an armor of white
lingerie. “I’ve come to an important decision. This will be the
last season of ‘The Miranda Lane Show.’”

Miranda’s mouth dropped open slightly.
“What?”

“Yes. We need to have
a Western. That will get us the top spot. Jeezum Crow! It just
burns me to be second fiddle to “Gunsmoke.” And “Wagon Train!” is
right on our heels. Not to mention “Have Gun Will Travel,”
“Rawhide,” “The Real McCoys,” and “The Andy Griffith Show” all in a
clump behind us.”

Miranda laughed. “Mamma, Andy
Griffith’s show is not a Western.”

“Yes, but it’s
Southern. Same homespun effect. Our next show must be a Western.”
Sybil waved her hand in dismissal of the topic. “My
dress.”

Miranda retrieved the red satin evening
gown that lay on the bed. The dress had black satin detailing
around both the high-collared plunge neckline and the cap sleeves.
The knee-to-toe slit on the right side, the top of which held a
black-pearl and silver broach, was lined with more black satin that
would effectively showcase Sybil’s still-stunning legs.
Elbow-length red satin gloves with black pearl buttons would
complete the outfit.

Miranda held the dress open at knee
length as Sybil carefully raised her leg up. Her girdle’s boning
shifted Sybil’s body into a series of hieroglyphic shapes as she
tried to lift first one leg, then the other, high enough to step
into the dress.

Miranda began laughing
uncontrollably.

“Yes, it’s tight, but
I’ll be the hit of the party. Hurry, Miranda.”

~

As Miranda and Sybil entered the Davis
home, Sybil insisted on visiting the baby. She swooped into the
nursery and scooped the sleeping infant up from her crib.

“Mamma, what if
someone comes in?” Miranda was mortified.

“There’s nothing like
a baby, Miranda. Nothing.” Sybil threw a clean diaper over her
shoulder as she gently rocked Tracey. “Yes, aren’t you a darling?
Aren’t you a sweetie pie?” Sybil’s voice had switched to a
coo.

Miranda blinked. She couldn’t remember
hearing such tenderness in her mother’s voice, and the stab of
jealousy she felt was ridiculous but uncontrollable.

Sybil kissed the baby’s cheek and
returned her to the crib. “Night-night, sweetie pie.” Sybil
smoothed her dress and shook the diaper from her shoulder as she
led Miranda from the nursery.

The party was in full swing when they
returned, and Sybil flitted off to mingle. Miranda was still dazed
by her mother’s behavior and bewildered by her own jealousy, but
she forced herself to concentrate on something else as she took a
glass of champagne from the uniformed waiter. She looked around and
saw Dean Martin entertaining a group of guests.

It was odd to think
of him as a single act, now that he and Jerry Lewis had broken up.
Lewis’s new movie, Cinderfella, was wildly successful
in the theaters. It co-starred Anna Maria Alberghetti, whose
presence at this party highlighted Jerry’s absence. Both Martin and
Lewis were doing well with solo careers, but the public still
missed the magic of the duo.

Miranda began walking around and
engaging in pleasantries with the other guests.

June Allyson, whose voice was still
husky from the tracheotomy, was talking and laughing with Audrey
Hepburn. Ava Gardner was chatting with a newly brunette Jayne
Mansfield. They made a poignant picture: an aging movie star and an
up-and-coming starlet. It did not seem possible Ava was just
thirty-nine; her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks had begun to sag
into jowls. She and Frank Sinatra had once been a tempestuous
couple. It was long ago, in Hollywood-years, but no one was quite
certain Sinatra would ever be fully over the break-up.

Sinatra, along with Joey Bishop and
Peter Lawford, surrounded the party’s host, Sammy Davis Jr. The
four—who, together with Dean Martin, were known as the “Rat
Pack”—were holding court by the piano and singing a group version
of Martin’s song, “That’s Amore.”

Gone was Sybil’s sniping manner. She
suddenly became the belle of the ball as she walked toward the
group and allowed each of them to kiss her gloved hand in turn.

Comedian Ernie Kovacs was entertaining
a small cluster of guests with pocket magic. A newly divorced
Lucille Ball was trading quips with Dan Daily and Harry
Belafonte.

Rita Hayworth and Gary Merrill had eyes
only for each other. Rita’s seventeen-year-old daughter, Becky
Welles, was a few feet away.

Miranda felt for the girl. It couldn’t
have been easy on the teen, dealing with four different fathers in
seventeen short years, all under the intense scrutiny caused by her
parents’ extreme celebrity. Becky Welles had her father Orson’s
deep, brooding looks and a younger half-sister who was an actual
princess. The lovely lithe Princess Yasmin Kahn was always spoken
about favorably in the trades; to Miranda, it seemed, poor Becky
did not fare so well.

In the next room were her peers. Carol
Lynley was there with husband Mike Selsman. Rick Nelson, Paul Anka,
and Fabian chatted amiably. Tuesday Weld and boyfriend Gary
Lockwood completed the group. The anointed circle was a
teenybopper’s dream. But they were her peers in age only. They were
all relative newcomers. She wondered how many would still be stars
ten years from now and how many would even remain in the business.
She wondered how quickly her own star would fall from the limelight
after her retirement news reached the public.

She waved at Fabian and was about to
wade through the crowd when she caught a glimmer of white. It was
the light reflecting off Michael Landon’s teeth. She smiled and
waved at the handsome star of “Bonanza.”

“I’m mad at you.” His
grin was wide and disarming as he swaggered over to her. On another
man, the walk would be pompous, the smile fawning. But Michael was
such a genuinely nice person, on him the walk was merely determined
and the smile sunshine. He had reason to smile: last April,
“Bonanza” had finished seventeenth in the ratings. She knew, with
her own show out of the way, that it would give “Gunsmoke” a run
for the top spot this season.

She found herself grinning back at him.
“And why is that, Michael?”

“You refuse to marry
me, that’s why!” He looked hurt, although a hint of his smile was
still in place.

“The script, as I
recall, required that I marry you, conceive a child, and twelve
pages later fall out of a stagecoach and break my neck. As in
dead.” Sybil never let Miranda die onscreen. “There seems to be a
curse on the women who marry into your family.”

“You see, that’s why
I’m mad! I would have been the tragic young widower. My fan mail
would have skyrocketed.” His laughter erupted and rang through the
room. He had a glorious laugh, and she loved bantering with him.
Miranda often wished he were her brother.

“Well, nice to see
you—I have to mingle now.” Another big flash of teeth against
deeply tanned cheeks and he was gone.

William Holden sauntered over to
Miranda and kissed both of her cheeks. “What’s this about you
retiring, my dear? You’re going to break a lot of hearts.”

The smile left Miranda’s face. “Mamma
doesn’t know yet.” Miranda brushed nonexistent lint from her
organza. “I didn’t think anyone did. I haven’t had a chance to tell
her. I wanted to do so privately.”

Concern creased Holden’s face. Sybil
was dangerously close to Louella Parsons, Hedda Hopper, and Estella
Bishop. “I’ll see what I can do to keep the triumvirate away from
her.” He moved off purposefully.

Miranda was trying to read her mother’s
face from across the room when she felt another presence by her
side.

“So we meet
again.”

She turned and was face-to-face with
Peter Brooks.

“Peter Brooks,
New York News.” She
looked like the most beautiful bride he had ever seen. “We met this
afternoon.”

A passing waiter took her empty
champagne glass, and Miranda recovered her composure quickly. “Yes,
of course I remember you. I wasn’t expecting to see you here. I
thought you were from New York.”

“I know people who
know people,” he replied easily. Getting invited to this party had
taken all afternoon. He had six favors to pay back. “You look
lovely.”

“Thank
you—”

The sound of crystal and silver hitting
the floor simultaneously, the former shattering with remarkable
resonance, stopped Miranda. It was followed by a wail from Sybil,
who, after upending a waiter’s tray, was making her way toward
Miranda. “How dare you!” Sybil yelled from across the room.

William Holden was frantically trying
to distract Sybil, and Miranda seized her chance to escape.

Grabbing Peter’s hand, she dragged him
along, forcing him to thread his way through the partygoers.
“Hello, Mr. Guinness,” she said brightly as she plowed passed the
noble star.

She heard Sybil screaming “Bill, I
can’t talk to you now. Miranda!” Miranda kept moving rapidly.

“Pardon me, Mr.
Grant.” Cary Grant gave Miranda a charming smile as she shoved him
out of her way. When she and Peter reached the door, she turned to
him. “Do you have a car?” Her heart was pounding.

Peter nodded, and she propelled him
forward, past the valet and into the carport, dodging and ducking
as she did. “Who is that?”

“Hurry, please
hurry!”

They had just reached the car when
Sybil, her face as red as her dress, appeared at the front door.
She screamed at the valet, “Where is she?”

Miranda did not hear the rest. Safely
inside the two-toned Ford Fairlane, she scrunched down in the front
seat as Peter turned the ignition over and began to drive.

 



Chapter 3

 


A week later, Miranda traveled to the
airport in her limousine with Buddy Cavanaugh. Buddy played
Miranda’s boyfriend on her television show. He was twenty-three
years old but, like Miranda, played a high school student.

“Don’t you see,
Miranda? I’m not mad that you canceled the show. I just wanted
another chance for you and me. Don’t get on that plane for New
York,” he was saying. He caressed her cheek, but Miranda pulled
away from him; his touch repulsed her.

That darned Grace.
How could she sit up front and leave me back here with
Buddy? Miranda fumed but remained silent
and counted palm trees as she stared out the window.

Buddy was good-looking. He stood five
feet ten inches tall, had wavy brown hair, large wide-set hazel
eyes, and dimples that tucked deep into the smoothness of his
cheeks whenever he smiled, adding to his boyish look. He was
definitely a catch, and popular too. He received nearly a hundred
fan letters a week—about a quarter as many as Miranda. She knew he
wouldn’t have trouble getting another show. Miranda and Buddy were
considered an “item” by the press. It made for great publicity. It
was when Buddy started believing it too that the trouble began. At
last night’s going-away party, he had gotten drunk and led Miranda
into an empty bedroom. There, he’d pushed his tongue into her
mouth, groped her, and tried to unsnap her garters.

Extracting herself from his clumsy,
besotted grip had been easy, but now she couldn’t think of Buddy
touching her without her skin crawling.

The trip was interminable.

“Miranda, again I’m
sorry for acting that way last night. I don’t know what came over
me. I feel so bad.” Buddy was being truthful. He’d spent the whole
morning on his hands and knees vomiting into a toilet bowl. “I’d
never force myself on you. I’ll wait as long as you want. Are you
leaving because of me?” he asked earnestly.

Miranda wanted to laugh.

Her experience with men had been long
but largely uneventful. Miranda had been escorted to premieres and
galas by some of Hollywood’s biggest heartthrobs—all arranged by
the studio, all for publicity. Her escorts were always older than
she and ranged in type from charming and warm to sullen and
enigmatic. But they made no passes. The only ones who ever tried
anything were drunk. Then they pawed at her and drooled over her.
She didn’t know that it was the alcohol that gave them the courage
to pursue the seemingly perfect Miranda Lane.

They had no idea that she had fears and
insecurities like everyone else. Hollywood’s motion-picture
industry was an elite clique that knew the secrets of every member:
the vices, the past transgressions, the sensitive spots. Because of
Sybil, Miranda had been impenetrable; they did not know her
secrets, and so she came to be exalted.

The car pulled to a stop at the
airport, and she turned to face him. “No, Buddy, I’m not leaving
because of you. You’re my friend, Buddy. I never thought I should
be your girl.”

His eyes blazed at her. “You’re
probably a queer anyway. Is that what it is, Miranda?” He grabbed
her arm. “I know the perfect show for you, Miranda—‘The Children’s
Hour’!”

The door opened;
Miranda wrenched her arm away and stepped into the bright sunlight.
There were, thankfully, only a dozen fans out front waiting for
her. Miranda leaned down to the car as she slipped on her
sunglasses. “Goodbye, Buddy. All the best to you—really.” She
smiled as she turned and walked briskly past her fans with Grace at
her side and two security men behind her. She knew Buddy would not
follow. He’ll be too busy signing
autographs.

Later, as she was
about to board the plane, Miranda turned around to wave again. The
three hundred fans pressed up against the gate at the runway roared
their approval. Then she saw him. A slender boy of about fifteen
was running wildly toward her plane with a bouquet of flowers in
his arms. Miranda thought she could avoid such a spectacle by
leaving on a Tuesday. Fab, just fab! Now
I’ll get blasted in the papers, by the school board, for
contributing to truancy. The small number
of people waiting for her at the airport’s entrance had fooled her.
She should have realized they would be waiting by the
plane.

Miranda waved off a security guard and
waited for the boy. The breeze made her pleated skirt flap upward,
and she held it down with one hand as she watched him run. She
heard his breath heave in and out as he climbed the metal stairs.
He was dressed in the rebellious look that all the boys were
emulating: dungarees, a white T-shirt, and a black leather jacket.
His red hair was slicked back with greasy kid stuff. She wondered
if that was the cause of his acne-riddled face. When he reached
Miranda, he turned and thumbed his nose at the guard below.

Still puffing, he stood there—flowers
clutched to his chest—and stared at her.

Finally, Miranda spoke. “Hello.” She
stuck out her hand. The boy continued staring.

Miranda took hold of his hand and
pumped it. “My goodness but you’re out of breath. Are these for
me?” She pointed to the flowers.

The boy nodded and thrust them at
her.

She peeled back the wrapping and saw
the vibrant orange hue surrounding the purple-black spots of the
tiger lilies, her favorite flower. “They’re lovely—thank you.
What’s your name?”

“T-T-Todd,” he
sputtered.

Come on, kid, you’re
missing your photo opportunity here. All that effort to meet me and
it won’t be documented. “Well, Todd, it
would be a shame to let these flowers go to waste.” She pulled him
up on the top step with her and turned him around to face the
crowd. “Put your arm around my shoulders Todd,” she said through a
big grin. “Wave with your other arm . . . and say
cheese.”

Todd complied, and the photographers
swiftly recorded it.

Just one more
thing. She searched for a clear area on
his face. Finding one on his cheek, Miranda leaned in, kissed it,
and pulled her head back slowly. There,
that’ll probably make the cover of your town’s paper. You ought to
get something for spending your money on these flowers.
“Take care, Todd.”

As she turned to walk into the plane,
the boy found his voice. “Miranda?” he yelled.

She turned around again. “Yes,
Todd?”

“Your hair. It’s so
beautiful. My girl wants to know if it’s yours or if it’s dyed.”
Todd’s forehead twisted into an agonized furrow.

“It’s mine,” she
said.

His pimples shifted to make room for a
huge grin. “I just knew it! Have a good trip, Miranda!”

“Thanks—bye.” He
looked dazed. She hoped he wouldn’t break his neck on the
stairs.

Inside the airplane, Detective
Lieutenant Kevin O’Hara shook his head at the pandemonium outside.
He had red-brown hair and Wedgwood-blue eyes, with fair skin and a
smattering of freckles that fairly screamed Ireland and made him
look younger than his forty-three years. But O’Hara had been born
and raised in New England and had a six-foot-two-inch, sturdy,
well-muscled body and an accent that twenty years in California
could not erase.

“Stewardess?” he
asked. “What’s all the commotion?”

“Miranda Lane, sir.
She’s a big movie star, and she just retired,” the pretty young
woman answered.

It was a rotten way to start his
much-needed vacation. He lit a Camel cigarette, pulled his brown
homberg down so it touched the top of his nose, and settled in for
the long ride.

Miranda settled in next to Grace and
buckled her seatbelt. She tried to listen to the stewardess’
speech, but she was still troubled about Sybil. She hadn’t spoken
to Miranda since Sammy Davis Jr.‘s party. The tension at Sybranda
became unbearable. It peaked when Sybil found out about Miranda’s
apartment.

The day before her press conference
Miranda purchased a cooperative apartment in Manhattan. Sybil
learned of the purchase from the newspaper, days later, and wrote
Miranda a terse note:

You are no longer my daughter. You have
betrayed me time

and again. You will regret this.

—Sybil
Lane

Her mother was so
dramatic that Miranda sometimes wondered if the right Lane was the
actress. She’ll forgive me when I send her
a new dress from Saks Fifth Avenue.

Miranda looked to her right. “Excuse
me?”

“The telegram. We’ve
sent the congratulatory telegram,” Grace said.

Miranda stared at her blankly.

“Dick Van Dyke’s show
premieres tonight.”

Miranda blinked.

“He plays a comedy
writer, and the producers wanted you to play his wife,” Grace
explained patiently.

“Oh, I completely
forgot! Thank you. I hope it’s a hit. Break a leg, Dick,” she added
to the air. “Who’s going to play the wife?”

Grace flipped through some pages on her
clipboard. “A dancer. Pretty girl. Looks like Mrs. Kennedy.” She
continued scanning her notes as she spoke. “She did those appliance
commercials in the little animal costume. Here it is. Mary Tyler
Moore.”

“Three
names?”

“Mmm.”

“Well, break a leg,
Mary. I hope it’s a good season for you.”

Grace put away her clipboard and looked
out the window. Grace was the epitome of efficiency. Grace was all
she would need in New York. There would be no chauffeur, no cook,
and no maid. Just a cleaning person and Grace. Certainly no need
for a gardener or pool man. No need for a bunch of people whose
livelihoods all depended on her. She felt freer already.

“Peanuts,
Miranda?”

Miranda looked up at the stewardess
leaning over her. She was so engrossed in her thoughts that she had
missed the take-off. “Yes, thank you.”

Miranda heard her name and looked
toward the curtain separating first class from coach.

“One of your fans,”
the stewardess said. “Shall I keep them away?”

Miranda shook her head. “It’s no
trouble, really.” She saw the familiar pen and paper in the young
girl’s hand and waved her forward. “Would you like me to sign
that?” she asked when the frail, brown-haired girl approached.

The girl nodded.

Miranda signed the paper, and the girl
ran back to coach.

A minute later, Miranda heard the
stewardess raise her voice. “You’re not allowed up here. Please go
back to your seat.”

Miranda turned around and saw another
girl, a teenager, with a crestfallen face peering through the
curtain. Miranda was instantly embarrassed. The girl had two brown
braids that hung down to her shoulders and large dark brown eyes,
which now stared down at the carpeting. Miranda knew the reason for
the sharp tone was her nutmeg skin. Segregation was no longer
legal, but rudeness was not discouraged.

The girl reacted to
the stewardess with sadness, not anger. I
don’t think I could take it. I’d hate us for it.
This was real life as Miranda had never
experienced before. Sybil had always been the buffer from the
uglier side of life.

Starched and pressed blouse and pleated
skirt, with bobby-sox and saddle shoes, there was no hatred in the
girl’s heart. Miranda wondered if Negroes were intrinsically
kinder, more loving people.

“Hello, darling, come
right in!” Miranda called to the teen. She noted the look of shock
on the stewardess’ face, and it inspired her. “Say, I know! I’ve
got four extra seats up here. Would you like to sit with me for a
while?” The smile that replaced the earlier humiliation on the
girl’s face warmed Miranda’s heart. “Do you like tiger
lilies?”

~

Her blond hair was damp with sweat.
Once again, she was a prisoner in her own mind, that night, as she
traveled back to a time before she was Sybil Lane:

The Louisiana heat made Susan’s dress
cling to her uncomfortably as she got out of the car. She was in
the bad section of New Orleans now. Her heart was racing as she
walked up the rickety stairs.

She heard the sound of his saxophone.
The two-timing oaf was playing her song at one in the morning in a
flophouse with some floozy. She walked to the door in front of her
and turned the knob. To her surprise, it opened. She saw her
husband sitting on a chair. Although his back was to her, she could
see he was naked. The only thing covering him was the woman
straddling his hips. She was the color of a chocolate bar, with
large breasts and full lips that were parted in ecstasy. Susan
looked at her husband. He looked ghostly white next to the woman’s
blackness. The two did not even know she was in the room.

“Having fun with your
black whore?” She slammed the door and saw their startled faces as
she reached for the gun in her purse. Susan saw their lips moving
but couldn’t hear their words as she raised the gun. He tried to
get up but knocked the chair over and fell on top of it as she took
aim and cocked the gun.

The force of the blast knocked Susan
back against the wall.

Her hands shook as she drove away with
the gunshot still ringing in her ears, the sight of them still in
her mind.

Susan cut the engine and let the
dilapidated car roll the last ten feet to the house. She crept
quietly through the back door. Seven people lived in this four-room
house. Their room was in the back with a little privacy. If she
worked quickly and quietly, she and the child could be on their way
within the hour. Susan reached under the mattress and took the
money envelope. She would count it later.

She looked down at her sleeping
daughter with a pang of pleasure. She was the only thing that made
Susan’s life tolerable. As a water bug made its way down the cradle
rail, she flicked it to the floor with her finger and squashed it
beneath her shoe. She struggled to keep her hands from shaking as
she picked up her toddler and wrapped her in blankets. This was
another reason to leave; the filth and dankness were breeding
grounds for disease. Susan feared polio at every turn. If the
president could get it, anyone could. There were no doctors in this
backward town.

She drove through the night. She didn’t
have a plan, but somewhere on the journey, something pulled her
west. At ten o’clock in the morning they stopped in San Antonio for
gas. As she shut off the engine, she looked at her daughter. It was
then the thought struck her—they were free of him. Now they could
go anywhere. Still, she was fearful when she walked into the
diner.

“Yes, ma’am, can I
help you?” the waitress greeted her.

Susan nearly cried at being addressed
with respect.

“We’d like some
breakfast,” she began.

The waitress was already cooing at the
child. “Well, isn’t she just the sweetest little sugar you ever did
see?” Her head bobbed up and down as she spoke. “What’s your name,
little dumpling?”

The name—she hated her child’s name. So
common. Susan resolved again never to give herself over so
completely. Her child deserved an elegant name, not the ridiculous
homespun one that had been forced on Susan.

Susan would change everything. The
straight black hair that hung limply down to the middle of her back
would be the first thing. By one that afternoon, she had a Jean
Harlow hairstyle. She felt more powerful, with her blond, blond
hair. The hairdresser was right: it really set off her piercing
blue eyes.

Her new hairdo carefully wrapped in a
scarf, she drove another eight hours. In El Paso, she sold the car
for scrap metal. After a short cab ride, they would make the last
part of the trip by train. On the platform, she walked briskly by a
newsboy barking the paper’s headline. She didn’t care about the
European war. Susan felt peaceful as the locomotive pulled out.
Suddenly, it stopped. The noise and confusion began immediately as
dozens of uniformed policemen boarded the train. Susan knew they
had come for her. She picked up her child and ran through the
train, looking for a hiding place. Susan found an empty berth and
climbed in. She held her hand over the child’s mouth and rocked her
gently. She heard the search go on as her heart pounded in her
chest. She peeked out through the curtains; it was then that she
saw dogs sniffing one of her blouses.

Seconds later, she heard the barking
outside her berth. An officer pulled back the curtain. It was Susan
alone. The uniformed man looked at her short blond hair, cursed the
dog, and moved on. Susan closed the berth door and heard the police
leaving. She reached behind her to retrieve her child. Her face and
hands were covered with soot. As Susan took out her handkerchief,
the door burst open again. Hands reached in to grab her child. They
were screaming at Susan, “Give her to us!” Susan fainted.

Sybil awoke trembling, her hair a damp,
matted mess. The bed sheets were twisted and wrapped around her
body. Her head was pounding; the headache was back again. The
nightmare was back again.

Twenty years, that dream has had
me.

It hadn’t been coming as often anymore,
maybe once a month. But since Miranda moved, she could hardly close
her eyes without some variation popping up. The events changed
slightly each time, but it always ended with the grimy child being
wrenched from her grasp just as Sybil was cleaning her up.

She read the clock on the nightstand.
It was nearly four o’clock and she knew there was no chance of
getting back to sleep this morning. Walking into her bathroom, she
let the damp silk nightgown drop to the floor. She looked at
herself in the mirror; she was gaunt, her skin ashen. The only
color in her face was from the dark gray circles beneath her eyes.
The throbbing in her brain continued. She turned on the shower and
stepped under the warm stream of water.

Downstairs in the conservatory, her
hair still damp from the shower, Sybil picked up a delicate crystal
vase. The pressure in her head was agonizing. She raised the vase
high and hurled it against the wall. The noise of the shattering
crystal—the sound of demolition as it splintered and fell to the
floor—would help alleviate the pain. Destroying things always
did.

Sybil pulled out her cigarette case and
ran her finger over its gold casing. The inscription read:

Would not we shatter it to bits—and
then

Re-mould it nearer to the Heart’s
Desire!

—Omar
Khayyam

Sybil had spent her life remolding
things: her face, her destiny, her child. She pulled a cigarette
from the case, slid it into a crystal holder, and lit it as she
reached for one of the enormous scrapbooks. She chose the one
chronicling Miranda from 1946 to 1951. That was the height of it,
baby, as high as we ever got. Running the studio, with Mamma
calling the shots. That’s when Sybil was happiest. Not at peace,
but happy.

She flipped through the pages.
Everybody who was anybody in Hollywood was in this book. There were
pictures of Sybil and Miranda with Martin and Lewis, with Judy
Garland, with Bob Hope at a USO show, with Lana Turner, and with
Barbara Stanwyck. There were pictures of Miranda’s sixth birthday
party. God, what a circus that was! Every out-of-work child actor
in town was there with their parents. There was a pony, a baby
elephant, a merry-go-round, two clowns, and a magician. The studio
had sent over the cake—four tiers of chocolate with
strawberry-chocolate mousse filling and chocolate icing. In the
picture, Miranda stood next to the mammoth cake and was smiling as
she cut into it. Next to her was a table piled high with gifts from
the guests. The invitation had read “No gifts please,” but they
brought them anyway. Miranda never even saw them. They went,
unopened, to assorted children’s charities.

Then Sybil saw the photo she loved
best. Miranda was in Sybil’s arms and full face toward the camera.
Sybil was in profile kissing her smiling daughter. Even in the
black-and-white profile, the absolute love of mother for daughter
was palpable.

Staring at the photo, Sybil could
remember exactly when she had picked Miranda up—right after the
clown’s balloon routine. She could remember the smell of her baby
at that exact moment. Miranda’s cheek, right then, had smelled like
whipped cream and hazelnut, with just a hint of chocolate, and
Sybil had inhaled deeply. How fitting that the person you loved
best in the world should smell the best in the world.

Sybil picked up the next scrapbook and
continued her reverie. By the early 1950s, television was taking
off. More pictures with Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz. “The Ed
Sullivan Show” and “The Tonight Show.” Sybil liked those years. The
years when she controlled her daughter absolutely. When she was
loved by her daughter absolutely.

It was eight o’clock when she went to
the bar and lifted a Waterford highball glass from its holder. She
loved the weight of Waterford, the feel of the small v’s hand-cut
into the crystal. She watched the light reflect off the intricate
designs of the glass in her hands, and the throbbing in her head
began to lessen.

The screwdriver was her favorite drink:
vodka and orange juice. She loved a martini when someone else made
it, but nothing beat the ease and simplicity of a screwdriver. It
gave her vitamin C and kept her sanity. The first sip burned her
throat in a comfortingly familiar way as it went down.

All that work, all
those years, and what have I got to show for it? This house and
these books. I protected us all these years—gave up everything for
her—and this is what I’m left with. She
took another swallow of her drink and stood to get the
phone.

She dialed the number
as she fumed inside. I will not sit here
like some relic! The line was picked up.
“Doctor’s office; may I help you?”

“This is Sybil Lane.
I need an appointment for a face-lift.” She would look younger and
more vibrant than ever the next time she made a television
appearance. As she waited, Sybil began to formulate a plan to
punish Miranda.

 



Chapter 4

 


New York, New York

Peter sat facing his editor, Tom Reis,
who thought he was joking.

“Yeah, Brooks,” Tom
said, “that’ll be a great story.” He smoothed down the remaining
tufts of gray hair that surrounded his head and formed an emperor’s
crown. There was a devilish twinkle in his eye. “I can see you now.
‘Miranda, since President Kennedy took office this January, can you
comment on his handling of the Vienna, Khrushchev Summit? Or
perhaps your thoughts on the newly constructed Berlin Wall? What
implication do you think Gargarun being first in space will have on
American morale? What do you think about the CORE Freedom Riders’
bus fiasco?‘“ Tom was clearly having fun.

“‘Well,’” he said,
switching to a girlish version of his bear-like growl, “‘I’m
absolutely in favor of the Vienna summit. As you know, Vienna
sausages have always been my favorite—I would hate to think we
couldn’t get any more, here in America, if the summit didn’t work
out.‘“

“Tom, she’s not a
dummy,” Peter interjected.

Tom paid no attention as he continued.
“‘As for Gargarun,’”—Tom put a small pout on his face—“‘I think if
the Japanese had the nerve to send that awful giant reptile up in
space, I guess it’s their business. Hmm, the core freedom riders.
Actually, I wasn’t aware that the apples in our society have been
oppressed. But I guess even fruits have the right to be free.‘“

Tom laughed and patted his belly with
pride. At fifty-eight, he had a former athlete’s body. From behind,
he looked like a virile, strapping young man. Viewed sideways, he
looked like a boa constrictor that had swallowed a beach ball.

Peter was not amused. He’d covered the
freedom rides and had come unnervingly close to the brutal
violence. He felt his teeth clenching, but forced himself to endure
Tom’s ridicule with a smile. “So, can I have it?” he asked
again.

Tom squinted as he looked at Peter. Tom
always squinted when he got serious with someone. It didn’t help
him see any better, but it let whomever he was talking to know that
he or she was under the scrutiny of Thomas J. Reis. “What gives,
Brooks? Fluff is not your style. Matter of fact, I haven’t seen you
truly happy since McCarthy made a fool out of himself with the
trials and you roasted his ass in your column.”

Peter waited patiently for Tom’s
diatribe to end; Tom tended to be long-winded when he got going,
and he was definitely going on this occasion.

“I try to send you to
Washington to cover a story and I gotta pray it’s a big deal so you
don’t come back here bitching about me wasting your precious time .
. . and you tell me you want to write about the retirement of a
teenage movie star?” Tom yelled.

How can I explain
it? “Tom, there’s just something about
her,” Peter said as he ran his hand over his hair. “I don’t know
what it is, but I’ve got to find out.”

“Ah,” was all Tom
said as a grin crept onto his face.

Tom’s response
irritated Peter. It was as if Tom were thinking,
Pussy. That’s what this is about. Okay, Brooks.
You can have the story. Matter of fact, I’ll give you a leave. A
pussy leave. Take a week, Brooks. No, take two. Two weeks is enough
time for a man on a mission. And so he
gave Peter the assignment. Tom even told him to take a break from
his regular column while writing this feature. He had patted Peter
on the back as he left, as if they were now conspirators in a plot
against Miranda.

Peter wanted to say, “Go to hell, Tom.
You’ve got it all wrong” and walk out of the office. But he
couldn’t. So he took the story and acknowledged Tom’s backslap with
a weak smile.

~

Hours later, Peter walked up the subway
stairs and into the light. Broadway and 72nd Street, the Upper West
Side. From here, it was just a short walk to Central Park. Peter
loved the park; it was a haven of soft green grass and blue lakes
in a city of harsh gray pavement and black asphalt. It was a sunny
afternoon, and there was a gentle October breeze. It was the kind
of day that made New York City seem friendly.

His tape recorder in its metal carrying
case, however, made a leisurely stroll impossible. It was a
thirty-pound suitcase that was awkward to carry long distances. He
would hop into a cab. He would have taken one from the office, but
the subway was the fastest way to go in Manhattan. Unexpected
traffic jams through midtown and mistimed lights could turn an
eight-mile journey into an odyssey.

A vendor’s cart a few feet away, with
its blue and yellow umbrella and display of soft pretzels and
sodas, beckoned him. Peter put down his recorder and, pulling out
his wallet, searched for a single. “Two hot dogs, please.”
Extracting the bill, Peter carefully tucked his wallet back into
his front pocket. He disliked having it there, but carrying it in
the back was an invitation to pickpockets.

“Mus-tert?” the
vendor asked.

“Yes.” Peter wondered
where the man was from. His accent seemed European. He had a large
nose and prominent cheekbones, and his skin was a ruddy beige. His
white hair was stuffed underneath a hat.

“Sar-kret?” the man
asked, smiling at Peter. “Un-yunce?”

Peter glanced at his watch as he
considered the onions. He had twenty minutes to kill and only two
avenues to travel. No, he reasoned, the smell of onions would take
much longer than that to get off his breath. “Just mustard,” he
said.

“Ah,” the man said
knowingly. “You go to meet a woman!”

It had been a statement, but Peter knew
he was waiting for an answer. “Yes,” he said. “A very pretty
woman.”

“Ah,” the man
repeated as he took Peter’s dollar and handed him two quarters. He
reached into his apron pocket, pulled something out, and thrust it
toward Peter. “Here. You take,” he commanded.

Peter chuckled at the
sight of the stick of gum, but, realizing the old guy was probably
right, he took it. “Thank you.” Rumania.
Definitely. “Are you Rumanian?”

The man’s eyes lit up, and he laughed
heartily as he nodded to Peter. So thrilled was he with the mention
of his homeland that he handed Peter another stick of gum. “For
your girlfriend,” he announced.

Peter thanked him and ate the hot dogs
there while keeping his eye out for a taxi. Since it was nearly two
o’clock, there was no rush-hour crush of people to contend with,
and he found one easily. He climbed into the bright yellow car and
placed the recorder on the seat next to him.

At Columbus Avenue, the cab stopped for
a red light, and Peter noticed a woman walking her Lhasa Apso. It
was the perfect New York City dog: small and jittery. Peter watched
as they stopped beside a tree that was, except for a tiny square of
grass around it, completely entombed in concrete. The dog hopped
over the short protective fence and lifted its leg while the woman
discreetly looked the other way. The sign hanging from the tree
read, “Please, don’t let your dog pee on me. I want to be a healthy
tree!” The woman caught Peter’s eye and pulled her dog away just as
the light turned green.

Odd what you notice
when you’ve got a little extra time on your hands.
As the cab rolled up to the building, he looked
at his watch—five minutes before two.

Miranda lived in the Dakota. It was an
ominous-looking building. Just off Central Park West, it overlooked
the park as if brooding on it. Originally, it had been painted a
cream color, but that was nearly a century ago. Over time, it had
darkened to the color of slate, and the stonework was replete with
gargoyles, giving it the appearance of a haunted mansion. The
Dakota was full of famous and wealthy people. It was beneficial for
them to live in the same building since it cut down on the worship
staring during elevator rides. Before Miranda’s arrival, the
building’s best-known residents were Lauren Bacall, Judy Garland,
Judy Holliday, and Boris Karloff.

Peter walked through the front gate.
The front door was opened by one uniformed doorman and Peter’s way
politely blocked by another. “May I help you?” the second man
asked, overarticulating every syllable. He looked
young—twenty-four, Peter estimated. His brown hair was slicked
back, and he had a way of cocking his head from side to side, as if
stretching it to relieve a rigorous workout.

Brooklyn. Canarsie or
Bensonhurst, one of the two. “Miranda
Lane, please,” Peter answered.

“And you are?” the
young man asked as he picked up the intercom phone.

“Peter
Brooks.”

He pressed the intercom button and
cleared his throat nervously as he waited. A voice shot out of the
speaker.

“Yes?”

“Peter Brooks to see
Miss Lane.”

“Send him up,
Jonathan,” the voice said.

Peter looked around for the
elevators.

“Straight back, and
take your first left, Mr. Brooks.”

As Peter made his way back, he
overheard the two men. “I’m telling you, it don’t matter that Roger
Maris got his sixty-first homer. The Babe hit sixty in a shorter
season. The record ain’t been broken.”

“Why couldn’t it have
been the Mick?” Jonathan’s voice lamented. “I been rootin’ for
Mickey. I don’t like that Maris—too full a’ himself. Everyone I
know in Canarsie says the same.”

The elevator doors opened, and Peter
escaped the debate that had been raging in New York for over two
weeks. He smiled as he said “Canarsie” softly.

It was an odd elevator. Small. He
judged no more than five people could ride at a time. There was a
mirrored wall and, although there were only nine floors in the
building, a bench. He found his heart beating faster than normal as
he got out on the top floor and walked to Miranda’s door. He
switched the recorder from his left to right hand and ran his
fingers over the rim of his fedora nervously. He was about to ring
the doorbell when the door was flung open, and Peter was
face-to-face with Miranda’s assistant, Grace.

Frigid
was the only impression that popped into his mind
as he faced Grace’s black cat’s-eye glasses and the severe twist of
her hair.

“Well, we thought you
got lost,” she said.

It took Peter a moment to realize Grace
was joking. At least, that’s what the smile on her face indicated.
It wasn’t a huge smile but rather Mona Lisa-esque, he decided. But
on Grace, it seemed a big toothy grin when contrasted to the stern
look he had seen before. He smiled back at her and quipped, “Well,
you know how men don’t like to stop and ask directions.”

“Come in, please.”
The smile had left her face; it was back to business as usual.
Peter wondered if she had gotten his joke. “Shall I take that for
you, Mr. Brooks?” Peter handed Grace his hat. “We’re on our way
out, so we’ll show you in to Miranda.”

Her speech reminded Peter of his
hospital stay after a tonsillectomy when the nurses substituted the
plural for the singular. They asked him things like, “How are we
today?”

Grace spoke as she walked through the
apartment. “We’ve scheduled you a full one-hour block of time for
the interview, Mr. Brooks.”

What kind of
interview am I supposed to get in an hour? He looked around the apartment as he followed her for clues
the decor would give him into Miranda’s personality. On the wall,
there was a large, expensively framed photograph of Miranda and the
woman she had fled at Sammy Davis Jr.‘s party. “Is that Mrs.
Lane?”

“We didn’t think
there was anyone left in the civilized world who didn’t know what
Sybil Lane looked like.” Grace paused to let Peter gaze at the
picture. “That was taken three months ago,” she continued. “Before
all this.” She nodded to him as if they shared a secret.

Peter nodded back as if he understood.
“She’s a beautiful woman,” he said. He studied the picture. Sybil,
with platinum blond hair—styled in the Jackie Kennedy flip—had
piercing blue eyes. He tried to remember what the eyes reminded him
of and why they sent a shiver down his spine. He thought of his
grandmother’s blue eyes: a bright translucent blue, lively and
inviting. As a child, Peter had often wished he could make himself
small enough that he might take a swim in his grandmother’s
beautiful eyes.

Sybil’s eyes were
different. A Siberian husky!
He remembered the dog with a shudder.
Those icy blue eyes that are the windows to hell.
The last bit of coldness before the all-consuming fires.
Next to Sybil sat Miranda. She was a softer, more
natural version of Sybil. Her auburn hair framed her face, and her
green eyes beckoned him from behind the glass.

Their noses, two small buttons—one for
each face—where a nose should have been, were identical. Peter
noticed that Grace had not responded to him, and it made him
curious. “Sybil’s a beautiful woman,” he repeated, watching Grace
from the corner of his eye.

“Mmm,” was her only
comment. “This way, please, Mr. Brooks.”

Raised in an
orphanage in Pennsylvania or maybe by stern grandparents. Not so
frigid after two martinis and losing the glasses.
Peter followed her in silence the rest of the
way. He liked the overstuffed furniture; it seemed to welcome him.
The furniture didn’t fit with a young woman’s first
apartment. They usually choose the most
avant-garde, up-to-date stuff they can find. Unless this is the
exact opposite of the furniture Miranda grew up around.

Grace stood before a door and opened it
as she motioned to Peter. “Please go in and make yourself at home.
Miranda will be out in a minute. Goodbye.” Grace turned and walked
back down the hall. Peter heard the front door open and close and
its lock turn over. Putting his tape recorder on the coffee table,
he started to shrug off his tweed jacket, changed his mind, and
slipped it back on before sitting on the couch. He snapped the case
open and unwound the electrical cord and the microphone from the
lid. He plugged one end into the back of the machine and the other
into a wall outlet. Then he threaded the tape from the left reel
through the heads and onto the other reel. He reached into his
breast pocket and pulled out a note pad and pencils and a stick of
gum. He spread the pad and pencils out on the coffee table and put
the gum in his mouth.

Peter looked around the room. There
were two framed Degas prints. “The Dance Class” and “Dancer
Resting.” There was a couch, a coffee table, a television, a
phonograph, and a wet bar in the corner. Everything was brand new.
He wished he could see the house where Miranda grew up. That house,
he knew, would offer him more insight into her personality than
this one. He was so involved in thought that he did not hear her
until she entered the room.

“I’m sorry to keep
you waiting Mr. Brooks,” Miranda was saying. She stopped to study
him a moment. He looked even more handsome, more rugged, than
before. He wasn’t movie-star pretty; he was handsome in an
approachable way and seemed unaware of it. That was why she found
him so appealing. “There’s coffee in the kitchen.” She walked
toward him with her hand extended.

He stood to greet her.

“I was on an overseas
call. Would you like some?”

Peter inhaled as he clasped her hand.
Again her fragrance filled his nostrils; he wanted to get closer to
it.

“Coffee, that is.
Would you like some?” she asked.

She had been speaking so rapidly that
it took Peter a few seconds to catch up. “Are you sure you’re not
from New York?”

She flashed a smile at him. “I tend to
talk fast, unless my words are from a script.” She stared directly
into his eyes as she spoke. “It’s as if I’m afraid I’ll get cut off
midsentence if I take too long to say something.”

Peter felt compelled
to say something intelligent. “Mmm.” Oh,
brilliant, Pete. Real smooth.

“Silly, huh? I don’t
know how I got that way.” She paused. “So, coffee?”

“Yes, thanks.” He
watched her turn to leave and called after her, “And call me Peter,
please.”

She turned back toward him for an
instant and nodded; she was smiling.

Peter was grinning too, for no specific
reason. Now he wished he hadn’t swallowed his gum when she’d walked
into the room. He could imagine that little wad of indigestible
gum, that his first-grade teacher had warned him about, growing. He
watched as Miranda left the room, and then he picked up his pad and
pencil. He scribbled: “She looks more like an air force pilot than
a movie star as she bounds into the room in her olive green
jumpsuit. Miranda speaks quickly, like an undercover agent in an
old-time spy movie, passing on information vital to America’s
security during a twenty-second encounter in the incongruous
setting of her tastefully decorated cooperative Manhattan
apartment.”

Miranda returned and placed the tray
she was carrying on the table. She poured coffee into two big cups
and asked, “Milk?”

Peter nodded.

“Well, it’s more like
cream. Half and half, really,” she said as she poured enough into
his cup to turn the black coffee into a rich golden brown. She told
herself to stop babbling. She couldn’t show how nervous she was.
“Sugar?”

He was watching her graceful movements,
the way the long fingers curved around the sugar bowl and spoon.
“Two, please.”

With the spoon, she swirled the mixture
around and handed the cup to him.

“Thanks.”

“Why don’t we get
started, then?” She took her own cup and settled herself in the
chair across from him. “Okay, shoot.”

“I’m a little curious
. . . you don’t give interviews, yet you’re doing this one.
Why?”

“Let’s just say
you’re a very persistent man, and you wore me down. And I owe you a
favor. A big favor. Thanks again.”

“My pleasure.” He
guessed someday he would hear the full story of the flight from the
party. But he wouldn’t ask; he would wait for her to tell him. He
reached over to turn on the tape recorder. “Do you mind if I tape
this?”

“No, that’s fine, but
before you do—” She put her hand on top of his. “I need to tell you
a few things.”

She released his hand as quickly as she
had taken it, but the warmth of her touch lingered on Peter’s
skin.

“I don’t want my
mother portrayed like an ogre in this article. That’s not why I’m
giving you this interview. Mamma has done a lot for me. Oh, she has
her moods and all. Like the time she locked me in the closet
overnight.” She laughed nervously and stole a glance at him. “It
was nothing—she gets depressed sometimes.” It was a lie, planted as
part of her testing process.

Peter’s eyes widened, and his lips
parted to ask a question, but she raced on.

“But I believe
everything she’s ever done was with my best interest at heart. Deep
down, she’s a good person. She has to play the bad guy for the
public; that way, I get to be the good guy.

“Anyway, I love her a
lot. I think I’m going through my teenage rebellion a little
late—trying to separate myself. You know, to see who I really am
apart from her. I guess it’s a little trite, but that’s really what
this retirement is all about: trying to find the real me.” She
paused and took a deep breath while peering into his
eyes.

Peter’s hand was twitching, as if it
could turn on the tape recorder by itself. He hoped he could
remember most of what she had just said.

“And,” she announced,
“you can print the part about me trying to find myself, but
everything else is off the record.”

Peter’s mouth dropped open, and his
eyes blinked several times. “Off the record,” he sputtered. “But .
. .”

“That’s your first
test, Mr. Brooks,” she said without malice. “Peter, I mean. Sorry,
it’s an old habit, hard to break.” She shook her head. “As I was
saying, it’s a test. I hand you a juicy tidbit, then ask you not to
gobble it up.” Graceful hand movements punctuated her words. Her
voice was soft. “That gives you two choices: use it as a flashy
headline and there won’t be much of a story to follow; or leave it
out and you get a better article, because you’ve gained my trust.
It’s up to you.”

Peter ran his hand over his hair. His
eyebrows knitted together as he looked into her face. He could find
no trace of hardness to go along with those words. He saw only
vulnerability. He also saw that he would have to work hard to gain
her trust and find the woman behind the perfect veneer. There was
something else. What’s she hiding? Somehow his game did not work
with Miranda. He could not create a history for her. Maybe that was
why he wanted to interview her.

He desperately wanted to reach out and
stroke her hair, to touch her cheek, to have some form of contact
to assure her he’d never hurt her; but he felt awkward, so he
settled for a smile. “Do you do this to your friends too?”

“I don’t have many
friends,” she said simply. Her eyes shifted upward as she paused in
thought. “Acquaintances, yes. Real friends, not many.” Now her eyes
were on his again, awaiting his answer.

“Can I print that?”
he asked uneasily. He took the nod of her head for a “yes,” and he
sighed aloud. “Anything you want off the record is off the record,
Miranda, regardless of substance. Why don’t you have many
friends?”

The smile on Miranda’s face faded
imperceptibly as she thought back . . .

~

Beverly Hills, California - 1944

The puppy’s name was Brutus. He was
snow-white—a Samoyed only twelve inches long when they brought him
home. Miranda spent all her free time with the puppy. She loved to
pick him up, turn him over so his pink belly faced upward, and
cradle him in her arms like a baby. She would put her face close to
Brutus’ to watch him yawn—eyes shut tight, mouth wide open—and
breathe in the sweet smell of puppy breath, the smell of warm
milk.

Miranda had chosen him because of his
color; she thought if he matched Sybil’s decor, her mother would
like him better. She was wrong.

Sybil and Brutus never got along. One
day, while Miranda was rehearsing, Brutus had an accident on the
white rug in Sybil’s conservatory. Although the puppy was
snow-white, his accidents were not. Sybil called the cleaning
service and the orphanage.

When Miranda came home and saw the men
cleaning the rug, she called to her puppy.

“Your dog isn’t
here.” Sybil had a victorious look in her eyes.

Miranda ran out to the patio, calling
in desperation. “Here, Brutus, come on honey!” She clapped her
hands together and tried to whistle, but frustrated gusts of air
were all that came out of lips too young to form the right shape.
“Brutus! Brutus!” Miranda ran through the back yard and into her
mother’s garden with tears streaming down her face as she trampled
the delicate flowers beneath her shoes.

Sybil’s mouth dropped open as she
watched her wailing child. “Miranda, come out of the garden. There
are thorns in the garden, and you start shooting next week! He’s
not here; he’s gone! I gave him away.” Sybil was halfway across the
yard when she saw her enraged child fling herself to the ground
with a strangled scream.

In an instant, Sybil was getting
scratched by thorns and slapped by her daughter. She dragged the
flailing Miranda out of the garden. Sybil was shaken. She had never
seen Miranda in such a rage; she knew she had miscalculated the dog
thing badly. She carried Miranda back to the patio and sat her down
on a chair. The child was covered in dirt; leaves were in her hair,
and thorns had clawed at her arms and face. There was a scratch on
her nose that began to trickle blood.

“I want my doggie!”
Miranda yelled, refusing to look at her mother.

“We have to get you
cleaned up, and we’ll talk about it later.”

Miranda broke away and ran back toward
the garden, but Sybil reached her before she could do any more
damage to herself or it. “All right, Miranda, I’ll get the dog
back. I’ll call and get the dog back.” Sybil hugged her shaking
child.

“Promise?” Miranda
sniffed.

“Promise.” She kissed
Miranda’s cheek. “Who do you love?”

“You,” Miranda
whispered.

Sybil rocked Miranda in her arms. “And
who do I love?”

“Me.” Miranda buried
her face in the smooth skin of her mother’s neck.

“You go inside to
Anne,” Sybil told her.

So Miranda was bathed and bandaged, and
she waited patiently for the return of her puppy.

The puppy was returned, but behind him
stood seven orphans. One of them, a boy of about eight, handed
Miranda the leash as the other six children, the director of the
orphanage, and Sybil stood watching. Miranda said “thank you” as
fast as she could and turned to leave the room. She was happy to
have Brutus back, but her instincts told her to flee. Sybil’s voice
stopped her.

“Miranda, don’t run
out; these are our guests. Don’t you want to make them feel
welcome?”

No. No she didn’t. Miranda knew that
she had to get far away from these people as quickly as possible.
There were too many of them in the room; she felt uneasy, anxious,
as if her heart had been tugged upward and lay just below her
collarbone. Miranda had her hand on the doorknob.

“Miranda, come talk
to these children,” Sybil said softly. “They’re from the orphanage.
Do you know what that means?”

Miranda nodded as she reached down to
pick up the puppy and held his wriggling body in her arms. He
nuzzled his face into her neck, and she rubbed the spot behind his
ear he liked so much.

“What does it mean,
Miranda?” Sybil prodded.

“It means they don’t
have mommies or daddies, and that’s why they have to live there.”
Miranda’s grip tightened around Brutus, and he grunted in protest
until she loosened it.

“That’s right, no
mommies or daddies, and that’s why I gave the dog to them. They
don’t have as much as you. They don’t make movies, have a nice
house like this, or a mama like me.” Sybil’s voice was
smug.

“But I don’t have a
daddy!” Miranda opened the door and stepped through it with Brutus.
She was almost free when she heard Sybil’s voice. The tone was
shrill.

“Miranda, get in
here!”

Miranda knew she would never see her
puppy again. It was an epiphany. She realized that a person—even a
mother—could break a promise and keep it at the same time; that she
must never, never again become attached to living things.

~

New York, New York - 1961

“I don’t have friends
because—” Miranda shifted uncomfortably. Could she tell him she
trusted no one except her mother—that the protective wall was
always up? No. “A lot of friends would take too much energy.
Hollywood makes things so perfect, and I work hard to be perfect
too, but it’s impossible to keep up in private. Sometimes it’s more
painful to be around people in real life because there’s no
script.” She was saying much more than she thought she should, much
more than should be printed, but in spite of her need to keep
people at a distance, she wanted Peter to know the real Miranda. “I
don’t mean just casual exchanges of ‘May I have your autograph?’
‘Sure, here.’ ‘Thank you, bye.’ I mean real contact. Do you know
how many people earn money from my career?”

Peter shook his head.

Miranda began ticking them off.
“There’s my mother. My accountant/manager, Morton Decker. I was
under contract with the studio, so G.B. Grant—he’s the studio
head—and about a hundred people for each picture I did. Everyone on
the television show—that’s thirty-five people. Grace, of course;
and the staff of seven at Sybranda—that’s our house in Beverly
Hills. So that would be—” Miranda began.

“One hundred
forty-six,” he said without pause.

Miranda nodded. “I didn’t even mention
the people who do the records, or the doll, or the perfume. That’s
a lot of people being nice to me because they have to. I hope they
like me, but they don’t even know me really. In real life, clothes
wrinkle, hair frizzes, you get that junk that gathers in the corner
of your eye throughout the day, and there’s no makeup person to
tell you to wipe it away. Real life is scarier because you’re
always heading toward imperfection.”

Suddenly she brightened. “On celluloid,
nothing is disappointing. You do take after take until it’s right.
That’s the one that’s printed and every other take gets thrown
away.” She was thoughtful. “I think that’s why you make me
nervous.”

“Me? I make you
nervous?”

She nodded. “I feel awkward. You’re so
real, and I’m never absolutely me. I’m not sure what me is
even.”

“Well, I think I’d
take a phony you over most people’s real. Now, are there many more
tests?”

The beaming smile returned to her face.
“I knew I was right about you. I just had to be sure, before we
really get started and all.” She felt like hugging him but jumped
out of her chair and sat next to him instead. “Okay, shoot,” she
repeated.

“You didn’t answer my
question,” he pointed out.

“What?”

“Are there many more
tests?”

Miranda chuckled. “I don’t know yet . .
. but I’ll tell you as soon as I do.”

Peter pushed the microphone closer to
Miranda. He clicked on the tape recorder and, as its reels began
winding, picked up his note pad. “Wait a minute.” He tapped the pad
with the end of his pencil. “How are you going to know if you can
trust me until the article is done and you’ve read it?”

She smiled coyly. “You’re a very smart
man, Peter Brooks.”

Very complex.
Definitely hiding something. “All right,
let’s start with the fragrance.”

“Tiger Lily. Do you
like it?”

Peter nodded.

“It’s a misleading
name, because tiger lilies don’t have a scent, really. It’s the
scent of another lily, mixed with other stuff. We named it Tiger
Lily because that’s my favorite flower.”

“In true Hollywood
style, things are never what they seem?” he asked.

“Exactly.”

“What about the
outfit. It looks official. Is it?”

“Yes. A very
official, Air Force-issue jumpsuit.”

“How did you get
it?”

“This was from a tour
of McGuire Air Force base. They made me an honorary pilot. The base
got some publicity, and I got the suit.”

“Do you get many
things?”

“Oh, sure. If you’re
a celebrity, there’s always some group who wants you to be its
spokesman or wear its jacket or hat.”

“Do you?”

“Well, sometimes, but
you have to be careful. Sometimes a group might seem pretty
innocuous but will turn out to have ties you don’t want to be
associated with.”

Peter nodded so that she would
continue.

“For instance, you
could be doing some charity work only to find out that the real
head of the organization is a Nazi war criminal or involved with
the Klan.”

“Does that happen
often?” He was amused.

She wanted him to take her seriously.
“Well, that example was a little extreme; I’m just saying there are
causes that I believe in. There’s this fellow Tom Hayden, and I
wanted to go . . .”

“Tom
Hayden?”

“Yes, he’s a student
who’s organizing the most—”

“I know who he is.
How do you know who he is?”

The animation fell away from her face.
“Because he speaks to my generation.” She looked pointedly at him.
“I’m not stupid, Peter.”

He felt the sting of her words.
Suddenly, the eleven years between them was a huge gap. Was he old
at thirty-two? “I’m sorry. I know you’re not. It’s just . . .
politics is my area, and it’s a little disconcerting to have—”

“An
actress?”

“A movie star,” he
corrected, “take an interest in my field.”

“I don’t think that’s
what bothers you. First of all, I don’t want this interview to be
just about show business; you could have gotten that from the press
conference. I have opinions about other things.”

“Such as?” He was
smiling.

Miranda kept her tone even. “Such
as—things that are going on. Like Kennedy’s summit with Khrushchev
this summer. Kennedy botched it, Khrushchev devoured him, and now
there’s a wall that divides a city. Surrounds the western part, I
mean. And, I guess, symbolically divides the country.”

Not a bad summation,
movie star or not. He couldn’t wait to
tell Tom Reis.

“What bothers you is
that I’m a woman with an opinion. So let me bother you some more. I
take a big interest in politics.” She had started the sentence
slowly, but the pace picked up, and her tone grew impassioned. “But
not politics as it exists today; it’s tainted and
corrupt.

“I probably take more
of an interest than you might think I should, considering that all
my needs are covered. But I do because it bothers me that there are
people starving all over the world even though there is a surplus
of food. It bothers me that a little girl who wants my autograph on
an airplane is treated badly when she steps into first class
because she’s a Negro. It bothers me that there is only token
integration going on. Thomas Welch—is that his name?”

Peter nodded as she asked about the boy
who made history in August as the first Negro to enter a white
public school in Atlanta.

“Thomas Welch and
another little girl were finally allowed in to the school, but it
bothers me that there are still children attending segregated
schools because of the ‘with all deliberate speed’ clause in the
Supreme Court’s addendum to the Linda Brown case. Four words and
what a big loophole. Do you think that seven years is ‘all
deliberate speed’?”

Peter blinked several
times, as if trying to get his bearings. She’s quoting from a Supreme Court decision.
The smug feeling left him. She was intelligent,
but he couldn’t tell just how much history she knew. Peter had no
idea what school life between takes consisted of.

Would she buy the fact that during the
potato famines in Ireland, there was a surplus of British grain
available but never sent, because of politics, and so millions
died? Or that the Jews had been slaves in Egypt for hundreds of
years and were persecuted throughout history? Or that politics
today is tame compared to Tammany Hall days? Would she dismiss
these parallels in history as inconsequential, as young people
often did? For now, he would keep quiet. He was here to get her
views, not debate her. Maybe another time they would debate.

“It bothers me,” she
continued, without waiting for him to answer, “that the president
that I believed in could allow the”—she searched for the right
word—“massacre in Cuba to happen. It bothers me that the press
doesn’t let us know what really is going on.”

“We don’t always
know,” he said quietly. He knew he shouldn’t be defending himself
to her, but he couldn’t help it. But he couldn’t discuss politics
with her now. Some other time, he would discuss the Bay of Pigs
with her. Will she buy the fact that the
CIA’s plan had been in place before Kennedy was sworn into
office? Youthful zeal was why he disliked
the young political activists, students who’d spent a summer
hitchhiking across the country forming political
opinions.

Peter was impressed, however, that she
knew that the president wasn’t a perfect man. Everyone else, it
seemed, was starry-eyed about Jack Kennedy and treated him like an
Adonis instead of a man capable of mistakes. It excited him to talk
to someone so beautiful and so bright. He imagined himself
embroiled in a heated discussion with her, Miranda arguing
passionately without all the facts, and felt himself becoming
aroused. He tried to focus on the interview.

“Okay, so what are
you doing to change it?”

She was quiet for a moment. “You know,
Peter, some people think it really doesn’t matter what we do. That
it will be all over if they drop the bomb.” She dusted off the palm
of one hand with her other hand’s fingers and continued
matter-of-factly. “Just death and destruction everywhere, and life
as we know it won’t exist anymore.”

Since Nikita Khrushchev violated the
nuclear test ban last month, Americans were skittish. Advice on
bomb shelters and surviving the blast and its aftermath was in
every paper and magazine and on every television and radio news
program. If the Russians really dropped the bomb, there wouldn’t be
much time to flee.

“Does it scare
you?”

“Yes. I keep looking
up in the sky to see if I can spot the fallout. But all I see is
soot.” She laughed.

“Welcome to New
York.”

“California’s no
better. We have smog. It probably looks just like fallout. But I
did read that New York City is the safest place to be if it hits.
We just run down into the subway. They’re ready-made giant fallout
shelters,” she said.

Peter didn’t like the prospect of being
a guest of New York City’s subway system for longer than an hour at
a time. “I think I’d rather take my chances with the
radiation.”

She became serious again. “Okay, so
even if they don’t drop the bomb, the whole idea that they could at
any time makes me think I should be doing something that really
matters. I had been thinking about joining the Peace Corps that’s
being formed. It sounded like a great idea, but I’m not that good
at roughing it. I guess I’m a coward.”

“At least you’re
honest.” Peter fought to keep his face impassive, but everything
she said made his heart swell a tiny bit each time she looked at
him. He felt like the Grinch in Whoville.

“Up to now, I’ve just
given money to charity. I give ten percent of my income to a
variety of charities and another five percent to one special
charity each year. Usually that one is for underprivileged
children.”

She saw the condescension was gone from
his face. She relaxed as she looked at him. “Peter, I realize I am
very lucky. My father died in World War II, when I was very small—I
don’t remember him—and my mother had to raise me alone. If I hadn’t
been successful in movies, and later on television, she would have
had to raise me on just her income as a waitress and coat model.
The first few years we were in Hollywood were a big struggle for
her.” She stood up and paced the length of the room.

“Do you realize that
my mother has been mocked and ridiculed in the entertainment
industry for the same behavior that would have been respected and
revered if she were a man? Do you know that women in show business
earn less than men do for the same work? I’ve earned a lot of money
in the film industry, but my mother was there demanding it every
second. Most actresses don’t earn one-quarter of what actors do.”
Miranda paused a moment to let that sink in.

“One-quarter,” she
repeated. “Actually, it’s not just women who are cheated in this
business. Producers always try to pay as little as they can, and
they get away with it because performers are so eager to work,
they’ll agree to almost anything. It’s happening a lot now that the
industry is changing. No one expected television to take off the
way it did. Except Mamma, that is. I’m on the board of the Screen
Actors Guild.” Miranda stopped and studied him. “Do you know what
that is?”

Peter smiled. “It’s the union for
actors.”

“It’s one of them.
It’s the film union, but there are television rights to consider
now because of all the old movies being shown over and over on
television. This generates a lot of advertising money, but none of
it was being given to the actors in these movies. We—the Screen
Actors Guild—just negotiated for actors to get future payments for
work like this.” She wrinkled her brow. “Now we didn’t get
everything we wanted.”

Peter realized that
he had severely underestimated her. She had a sizable brain and was
knowledgeable on a variety of topics. Just
lowered the old batting average.

“For instance,”
Miranda raced on, “actors in movies made before this year will not
get residual payments—payment each time the movie is shown. But
producers did give a two-and-a-half-million dollar contribution to
the actors’ pension fund. Which is a big victory, because now many
actors who in the past might have wound up penniless will be able
to live more comfortably in their old age. And they will have
earned it. It’s not a hand-out.”

Peter was amazed. “Why do actors put up
with that kind of treatment?” The sound of tape slapping freely
against the recorder startled him. He stopped the machine and put
on a fresh reel.

Miranda waited until the tape was
running before continuing. “It’s very hard to explain to someone
who doesn’t have the need. Acting—whether it’s onstage or in film
or radio or wherever—is an addiction. That’s why they call it ‘the
bug.’ Often, people pursue it at a high cost. They give up personal
lives, families, vacations, and nice homes. They do it because they
must. Only a very small number of us ever make a living at it. Very
few women do.”

Now Peter saw something else, something
beyond the intelligence. “Miranda, you should have been a
suffragist, right along with Susan B. Anthony or Alice Paul.” He
looked quizzically at her. “It really makes you angry, doesn’t
it?”

She was breathing heavily, as if she’d
been exchanging punches with him instead of words. She never had a
temper before; there was never a need to have one. Sybil took care
of all the tirades for her. “I . . . I don’t think I needed to get
angry before.” She thought a moment and smiled broadly. “But I
guess I am angry, and I like it.” She was nodding her head up and
down. “And I don’t like being addressed with condescension.”

“I didn’t
mean—”

“Yes, you did. Peter,
if I were a man, would you have been so surprised by my
opinions?”

He gathered his thoughts. “We have to
go a step further. You’re not just a woman, you’re a beautiful
woman. You’re also a movie star. There are many expectations that
go along with each of those.” He paused and added: “But I guess it
is a little threatening to be talking to a beautiful, rich, movie
star with valid, well-thought-out opinions.” He paused a moment,
then added: “I never thought you were stupid.”

The anger was gone, and suddenly she
looked embarrassed. “I’m not beautiful, Peter.” She shook her head.
“I’m cute. One syllable. Don’t you read reviews?”

“No, Miranda, you’re
a beautiful woman.” He thought of the mother/daughter picture and
wondered if she compared herself to Sybil. He stood up and walked
to her as he spoke. “I don’t care what the studio image of you is.
You’re a beautiful, vibrant, intelligent woman. The energy you give
off—even when you’re angry—is very . . .” sexy. He debated for a moment.
“Captivating,” he said at last. They were very close now, inches
away from each other. He could smell her perfume. He saw the rise
and fall of her chest.

“Thank you.” Her
breathing was shallow, and she knew she was standing too close to
him. She was eye level with his lips. They were rich and full and
drew her toward them. She dropped her eyes and wondered what it
would be like to kiss him.

The sound of the door slam made her
jump, and Peter reached out to steady her. She felt the muscles in
his biceps and forearms flex and looked up at him. She could feel
the heat of his body against her hands. She wanted to get closer.
It was the sound of the nearing footsteps that made her step back
from him. Suddenly, she could breathe again.

Grace walked into the room with Peter’s
hat on top of a large package. “Well, did we have a nice
interview?”

Peter looked at his watch. “Is it an
hour already?” Peter reluctantly took his fedora from her.

“It’s five minutes
past three, Mr. Brooks. Miranda has a three-thirty,” Grace informed
him.

“But we haven’t
finished.” He looked at Miranda. “Have we?”

“No. No, we haven’t.”
Her voice was barely audible, and she didn’t trust herself to look
at him.

Grace looked at her dazed employer.
“Miranda, are we not feeling well? Our cheeks are flushed.”

“I’m fine. It’s a
little warm in here.” She cleared her throat. “Grace, can you
schedule Mr. Brooks for another appointment, please? Anytime he
likes.” She extended her hand to Peter. “It was a pleasure seeing
you again, Peter.” She was looking at his ear.

Peter took her hand and squeezed it
gently.

“Miranda, this was
sent back.” Grace held up the parcel that had been marked “RETURN
TO SENDER.” There was a Beverly Hills address on it.

~

Peter’s spirits were high as he waited
in the hall for the tiny elevator. Still, he could not figure
Miranda out. Beautiful, smart, and complicated—very complicated.
Innocent and savvy. Is that possible? One thing he did know: she
was attracted to him. He could feel it. Hearing the apartment door
open, Peter pressed the elevator button again. As Miranda rounded
the corner, the elevator door opened. She had changed into a black
and white checked wool skirt and souffle jacket that covered a
white silk blouse and was pulling on her gloves as she approached.
Her black and white Swiss Braid turban covered just the left side
of her head.

“Well, I get a
one-minute reprieve.” He saw that her composure was back, and she
smiled pleasantly at him.

“Did you reschedule
with Grace?” She walked onto the elevator.

Peter nodded as he stepped inside.
“Where are you going now?”

“The head of my old
studio, G.B. Grant—I mentioned him earlier—just happens to be in
town, suspiciously enough, and wants me to have lunch. It’s with
some producer. I wouldn’t even be going, but apparently I owe
someone a favor. That’s why I’m playing dress-up.”

The elevator door opened, and Miranda
stepped out. She put a pair of sunglasses on as she walked down the
hall. Peter hurried to keep up, silently cursing the weight of his
reel-to-reel.

“Hi, Bobby, how are
you?”

“Fine thanks,
Miranda, ” Bobby said.

The other doorman opened the door for
them. “Thanks, Jonathan, how are you? How’s school?”

“Going very well.
Thank you for asking, Miss Lane. Taxi?” Jonathan asked.

“Yes, please.” She
turned to Peter. “I’m going to the Russian Tea Room—can I drop you
somewhere?”

“I’ll take a rain
check.”

She stood on her toes
to whisper in his ear. “Jonathan is the only person in the
world who calls me Miss
Lane. It makes me feel like Superman’s girlfriend.”

 



Chapter 5

 


Macon County, Alabama

Orderly Beau Davis walked into Ward
Seven, the clump of keys hanging from his belt jangling slightly as
he did. His twenty-five-year-old, strapping and six-foot-three
frame made it easy for him to manage his hospital tasks. Like many
large, imposing men, Beau Davis was a gentle man, as if protecting
those around him from his strength. He flipped the television on as
he brushed the straight blond hair away from his soft hazel eyes.
He had forgotten to Brylcreem his hair in place, and would spend
the better part of the day brushing it off his face.

It was time for “The Miranda Lane
Show”—his favorite. Beau loved Miranda Lane. He wrote her letters
all the time. She once wrote back to him and enclosed her picture.
Beau had that pinned up on the wall in his room at the
boardinghouse. He was heartbroken that she was retiring and had
just written to tell her so. At least, he consoled himself, he
could still see her show.

He would change the bedpans and tend to
the patients extra slowly so he could be around the television for
the whole half-hour. Ward Seven was essentially a Negro ward.
Although segregation was illegal, the hospital found ways around
that: officially, patients were segregated according to income and
health insurance; in reality, there were whites with less money
than Negroes still in the white ward. The disparate treatment
disturbed him.

Beau had grown up in poverty in
Hackleburg, Mississippi, just one block from the Negro section of
town. When he was three, his mother died, and his father became a
drunk. If it weren’t for the Taylor family, Beau wouldn’t have
eaten most nights. A lonely boy of four, Beau had been playing in
his yard when a Negro boy his age walked by. “Hey!” Beau called out
as he waved.

“Hey,” the boy
responded without looking up. He began to walk faster, as he had
been told to do when walking through the white section of
town.

“You wanna ride my
tire?”

And so it began. Beau and his new
friend, Junior Taylor, played all afternoon. At one point, Junior
stopped what he was doing to examine Beau’s face “How come you got
a funny nose?”

Beau reached up and touched the tip of
his pinkish, long straight nose. “What’s the matter with my
nose?”

Junior shrugged. “It’s all long and
pointy. How you breathe?”

Beau examined Junior’s nose. It was
short and wide, and the nostrils were easier to see than Beau’s
were. “Well, how come you ain’t got no bone in your nose?”

Junior shrugged. “Just don’t, I
guess.”

Differences duly noted, the boys
continued to play. Then, midswing, Junior stood up on the tire. He
was holding onto the rope with only one hand when he lost his grip.
He sailed through the air and fell to the ground. Beau waited for
his friend to get up. He shook Junior. Junior did not move.

Beau ran up the block to the house
Junior had pointed to as his own. He banged on the door and blurted
his story to the woman who opened the door, grabbing her hand as he
ran.

When they got back to Beau’s house,
Junior was sitting up and rubbing his head. Mrs. Taylor began
scolding her son for being on the wrong side of town so close to
dark. She took Junior by the hand and turned to go home. Beau was
so relieved that his new friend was all right that he began to cry.
Junior put his arm around Beau to comfort him. Mrs. Taylor looked
down at the scruffy boy and saw that his scrawny limbs stuck out
from tattered clothing, his hair was greasy, and he had a
dirt-smeared face.

“You’re the Davis
boy, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Yes,
ma’am.”

Beau hadn’t realized it at the time,
but his perfunctory politeness probably saved his life. Mrs. Taylor
knew all about his family; everyone in town did. She knew his
father was in jail on a drunk charge. She knew the house behind
them was empty. She took the two boys home and bathed and fed them.
Mr. and Mrs. Taylor, Junior, and the older sister Nettie (on whom
Beau immediately developed a crush) had watched in awe at the
amount of food the frail little boy put away. Beau spent the next
fourteen years as a constant guest in that house. He loved it
there; there were flowers in the garden outside, and inside the
furnishings were homey. Most importantly, there was always enough
food and love to go around.

Junior Taylor became his greatest
friend; the boys cut their wrists and became blood brothers. Beau
had often wished he would wake up one morning and his skin would be
the color of a cup of hot cocoa and that he and Junior would really
be brothers.

Beau did not understand, two years
later as they entered the first grade, why they could not go to the
same school. It just didn’t make sense.

~

The noise brought Beau out of his
reverie.

In the center of the room, Old Slim was
having a fit. He was crouched over, slapping himself in the head,
and the sunglasses he liked to wear were on the floor several feet
away. It was a shame, Beau knew, because there were still times Old
Slim had lucid moments. Those times he would talk to Beau about the
good old days—how he’d been a big performer, how he’d been
handsome. Beau found it difficult believing either. Old Slim’s face
was hard to look at. His mouth was twisted, and there was usually
drool spilling out of the corners of it as his head twitched from
side to side. His eyes were often squeezed tightly shut. He was a
fair-skinned Negro, whom other patients called Old Yellow Slim.
According to his records, he was fifty-one years old. He looked
more like eighty, all shriveled and shrunken.

Beau talked to Old Slim as he picked
him up off the floor. “Let’s go, Slim.” He wiped off Old Slim’s
mouth and sat him in a chair in the television area after
retrieving his sunglasses.

“There ya go, buddy.”
He pointed to the television screen. “There’s a good show on, so
just relax.” He spoke softly as he patted Old Slim’s shoulder. Beau
brushed the hair from his eyes again.

The show was just starting, and Old
Slim’s eyes opened slightly as they tried to focus on the
screen.

“It’s a rerun,” Beau
told him. “But I don’t guess you’d care about that, do ya?” He
looked around at the ward’s other patients. “Would y’all keep an
eye on him, please? Not just let him roll around on the floor?”
There were eight other men on the ward; six were heavily medicated,
four still in bed. Beau addressed the other two who sat in the
television area. “Stan, Curtis? Can I count on y’all?”

Slowly, one of them turned his shinny
bald head from the television. He nodded at Beau, a big toothless
grin spreading over his face.

“Thanks, Stan.” Beau
walked away and picked up the first bedpan.

 



Chapter 6

 


New York, New York

Miranda was wedged between G.B. Grant
and a large sweaty man with a foreign accent in one of the Russian
Tea Room’s coveted booths. She didn’t care for the restaurant.
Although it was the place to be seen, the food was too rich and the
clientele too pretentious for her taste. They fought for
reservations and bribed the captain to get prominent tables.
Getting a table at the Russian Tea Room was like buying real
estate: location was everything.

G.B. Grant was an immaculately groomed
man with impeccable taste. He had silver hair, tailor-made suits
with silk shirts, manicured nails, and highly polished shoes. He
also had a sharp business sense. Granowitz was the name his Polish
parents had come to America with in 1924. G.B. had Americanized it
because, as he once told Miranda, “I’m a Jew. I’m proud to be a
Jew; I keep the Sabbath and all, but in business it’s better not to
have such a Jewish name. Look at Sam Goldwyn—he knew a name like
Goldfish would hinder him.” When Miranda had asked if it really
mattered, if anyone truly cared what he was, he’d laughed at her
innocence and patted her cheek.

G.B. insisted the sweaty man was an
important producer, so Miranda tried to be gracious. The sweaty man
repulsed her. He stuffed a hefty forkful of Chicken Kiev in his
mouth as he spoke to her, and its buttery filling ran down his chin
while parsley flakes lodged between his tobacco-stained teeth. The
vodka he slurped did nothing to dislodge the greenery. Miranda kept
her eyes averted.

“It is a wonderful
role for you to play, Miranda,” the producer was saying. “It is a
beautiful thing, your new independence, and now you must choose
wisely. I know you must be tired of this retirement by
now.”

She couldn’t help
thinking the accent was phony. She’d never heard one like it. It
sounded like a combination of Russian and Italian with some German
guttural utterances thrown in. I’m going
to slap him if he touches me again. The
producer was constantly rubbing her hand or shoulder for emphasis
as he spoke. She felt trapped. Miranda looked at her watch: five
o’clock.

A waiter came to their table. Refilling
her water glass, he asked, “Can I get you anything else,
Miranda?”

She smiled at him and muttered,
“Arsenic?”

“Excuse me?” The
waiter leaned in closer to hear her.

“I said, I’m fine
thanks.” Except that I’m going to lose my
mind if I don’t get out of here. I don’t know how Mamma did
this. She wondered if all business deals
were like this—dressing up for boring lunches at the most exclusive
restaurants in town.

The sweaty man was right about one
thing: she was tired of retirement. After less than two months, she
wanted to work—but she did not want to act. She decided it was time
to put her own agenda on the table. She looked at the man and tried
to find something redeeming about him. He was now wiping up the
juices from his plate with a hunk of bread. She averted her eyes as
she spoke to him. “You know Mr. Kro—”

“Yuri—call me Yuri!”
he insisted as he grabbed her around the waist and
squeezed.

“Yuri,” Miranda
complied, as she freed herself from his grip, “I’m not really
interested in acting right now. What I’d like to do is
direct.”

Yuri burst out laughing, releasing a
fine mist of butter and saliva into the air. “What does a little
girl like you know about directing?” he demanded.

“I’ve directed one
scene in most of the movies I’ve appeared in since I was twelve.”
Miranda had always been curious on the set, and after her third
picture with the director, Nelson Kunert let her direct a scene. It
was a simple one. There were four shots and one actress: a golden
retriever. The dog entered through the dog door with a newspaper in
her mouth, walked into the living room and placed the paper on the
master’s easy chair, then lay down next to the chair to wait for
the master. It was a sad scene, because the audience would know by
this point that the master would not be coming home. Miranda’s
closing shot was a close-up of the dog lying on the ground, head
between her paws, looking up at the chair with a furrowed brow.
Miranda shot the scene with no sound so she could talk to the dog
while filming, letting the cameras roll on the close-up until the
dog’s responses matched the poignancy of the scene.

After that, Miranda got to direct one
scene in each Kunert movie she’d starred in.

“G.B., is this true?”
Yuri asked.

“I . . . well . . .”
G.B. looked at Miranda. “Of course it is, Yuri; Miranda doesn’t
lie.”

I bet he’s angry he
never knew about this when I was on contract with him!
Miranda smiled sweetly. “Of course, if you’re
nervous, you can assign one of your best assistant directors to
me.”

“Perhaps something
could be worked out.” Yuri’s smile revealed the green flecks
again.

Miranda felt a hand on her knee and sat
perfectly still, not breathing, unwilling to comprehend what was
happening. It was as if she’d been suddenly hurled into a dream
where everything was thick and murky. The hand slid slowly upward.
Her stomach knotted as she came out of the fog. Reaching for her
water glass, she pulled it to the end of the table as Yuri spoke of
his plans for her.

“Yes, I can tell she
has many talents. We will test her out as a director,” he said to
G.B. while his hand continued to caress Miranda’s thigh.

Miranda feigned a sneeze and spilled
the glass into Yuri’s lap. He let out a yelp and a string of
foreign words as water and ice found their mark.

“Oh, I’m so sorry.”
Miranda opened her eyes wide as she spoke. “Gosh, I hope it won’t
shrink anything. Anything important, that is.”

~

In the cab uptown,
Miranda looked at herself in the driver’s rearview mirror. She was
pleased with the effect. With the straight red wig and oversized
glasses, she was just another New Yorker. Her face was
chameleon-like and seemed transformed with each role she played.
Miranda could be unrecognizable when she wanted to, and on
occasion, she wanted to. “Miranda, dear,” Sybil had once said,
“you’re lucky. You have a nondescript face. You can play any role.”
Sybil always felt she was complimenting her daughter with such
remarks. Miranda pulled out a fresh pair of gloves from her purse.
The ones sitting on her lap during lunch were now soaked. She
thought back with pleasure to how quickly the lunch had ended and
how completely Yuri’s English had left him. She’d said her
good-byes, but she could not shake her anger. No one had ever tried
to touch her like that. With Buddy Cavanaugh, it had been
different. She knew that Buddy, in his own clumsy way, had cared
about her and that she was never in any danger with him. Sitting
next to the producer made her feel like a girl for hire, as if it
were his right to touch her in exchange for work. She thought she
was beyond the casting couch, that all her years of hard work—film
after film, credit after credit—would merit a chance to direct. She
wondered if Sybil had ever had to submit to G.B. Grant’s advances
to get Miranda a role. Miranda smiled in spite of herself.
Of course not; she might smear her
lipstick. She was sure her mother had not
had a lover since 1952, when her second husband left
her.

Miranda looked out the window. Central
Park was on her right, and the view was glorious. The leaves were
vivid oranges and yellows. The sun had been shining all day, and
the sky was edging toward dusk. A crisp autumn day. She thought New
York City weather was wonderful. A day like this meant something
because it alternated with gray and dank days. In Los Angeles, the
weather was warm and sunny ninety percent of the time. The other
ten percent was distributed among earthquake tremors, fires from
the Santa Ana winds, and mudslides. Sunshine or devastation: most
Californians thought it was a fair-enough trade.

Miranda put Yuri and Sybil out of her
mind as she thought about her situation. How could she direct a
film if no one took her seriously enough to fund one? The answer
was simple: she’d have to put up the money, some or all of it,
herself. She would call her accountant tonight to arrange it. It
was then when she remembered that Morton Decker was still on his
honeymoon. Next week would be soon enough. The more she thought
about the idea, the more she liked it.

Mary Pickford had helped create, and
was a partner of, a major studio. This would be Miranda’s first
step to gaining control. Her bad mood was beginning to subside, and
by the time the cab pulled to a stop, she was in good spirits
again.

Miranda stepped out on the street. It
was filled with men and women eager to get home after work—nearly
running for their buses, trains, and taxis. There were hundreds of
them, all moving at the same frenetic pace. No one bothered her;
most people whisked by, never looking at her face.

A woman with curlers wrapped under a
large scarf and oversized sunglasses bumped into her. “Go to the
park, you wanna sightsee,” she said without stopping.

Miranda laughed out loud as she touched
her red wig. It was always freeing to be inconspicuous in public,
but now it was especially important. She entered the bookstore and
walked slowly through the aisles.

“Cash or check?” the
cashier asked as Miranda placed four books on the
counter.

There’s no way I’m
giving you a personal check for these books! “I will pay cash,” she said, using a French
accent.

~

Later, Miranda walked into her
apartment, turned on the lights, and took a deep breath. She was
alone; Grace had already left for the day. She still couldn’t get
over it. Her first apartment. The most exciting part was that
nothing here was Sybil’s. Miranda made sure there was no pink and
white anything.

In the five weeks since she moved in,
she had dedicated herself to creating her home. She had been
tentative at first, unable to make a decision without thinking,
“What would Mamma do?” She became worried. What if she had no
opinions of her own or was incapable of functioning by herself? She
ended up making a list: all the things she hated about her mother’s
house. Pink and white was number one; elegant but unyielding
furniture was number two. She hired the decorator and chose the
colors: teal, aqua, and mauve. Soothing colors. Breathable colors.
Colors she liked. She chose an overstuffed couch with a pattern
that reminded her of the sea. She’d been so busy redecorating that
she hadn’t been to one party, although invitations arrived daily.
She found she didn’t miss them.

She was pleased with the effect.
Everything was functional, bright, and definitely inviting. The
apartment had three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a dining room, living
room and kitchen, and a room just off the kitchen that served as
Grace’s office. Not one room was reserved for special occasions.
Not one room had white carpeting.

Miranda walked into her bedroom and
placed the red wig on the empty Styrofoam head in her closet. There
were twenty wigs lined up on three shelves of the walk-in closet.
They were her freedom. The queen-sized brass bed was her favorite
piece of furniture because it had no canopy. The apartment had two
fireplaces. One was in her bedroom, the other in the living
room.

She kicked off her shoes and sat in the
middle of the bed running her fingers over the chenille spread. She
couldn’t get Peter Brooks out of her mind. How he had gotten her
phone number, she didn’t know. She was glad he had. After he had
rescued her in L.A., she’d thanked him profusely and promised to
call him, but the awkwardness of the incident stopped her. How
could she explain her mother to him?

When they spoke on the phone, he hadn’t
mentioned the party. He was either smart or extremely uncurious.
Somehow, she felt she could trust him.

She decided that he would be the one.
Her virginity, the commodity that Sybil had guarded so ferociously,
felt oppressive now. She had sexual feelings, longings, desires;
but they were cloudy, and she was unsure of what should be done
with them. Standing so close to Peter earlier, she had wanted to
fling her arms around him and kiss him passionately. She knew she
wanted him, wanted to feel his powerful body, covered with its
silky hair, blanketing her, warming her. She could imagine the
weight of him pressing against her—the heat of him, the smell of
him—but she couldn’t go any further, and it baffled her. He would
be the one, but she had some preparation to do first.

She reached into the bag and pulled out
one of her new books. Miranda loved the feel of a new book—the
slickness of the pages, the stiffness of the cover. She flipped
through it until she saw a drawing of a naked man. Her eyes dropped
to the limp penis between his legs. It was ugly and wrinkled, like
a snail without its shell, and she didn’t understand why it should
arouse her. She flipped through more pages. Same man, but now the
penis was erect. The penis was now huge and seemed angry. It jutted
straight out from the man, forming an L when aligned with his
belly. This drawing frightened her. She flipped back to the limp
page, then to the erect one. She shut the book and swallowed.

Suddenly she wished she weren’t a
virgin. She recalled her one aborted attempt to insert a tampon,
when she began menstruating at twelve. Sybil had been rattling off
instructions from the other side of the closed bathroom door.
Between her embarrassment at the changes in her body, the sight of
the blood, and vainly trying to find—as Sybil had put it—“that
third opening, Miranda. In between where you poop and pee,” she
fainted. She never tried the tampons again. No, there wasn’t much
room down there at all.

She opened the book again and hoped she
wouldn’t faint. She tried reasoning with herself. Since she knew
that the opening could accommodate a baby, as long as she was
anatomically normal, a penis should fit. It seemed reasonable, but
it didn’t help her nerves.

She turned her thoughts to Peter. He
was the only man she used in her fantasies now, ever since she met
him at the press conference. Miranda knew she was full of
contradictions: savvy about men and able to protect herself—yet she
was a virgin; and although she was a virgin, she knew all about
orgasms. She discovered them two years ago, quite by accident. She
smiled at the memory of the riding lesson in which she led the
horse from trot to gallop and clung to the saddle as she let him
run wild for a mile and a half until they were both quite
breathless.

Peter would be the one; but she would
not make a fool out of herself. This was just another area of her
life where she would take control. She would study these books,
figure out what she was supposed to do, and then do it. There was
no need to tell Peter. She opened the book and turned to the index
to look under V for virgin and the best remedy for it.

~

Peter paced the length of his small
home office. There was a fresh sheet of paper in his typewriter,
but he couldn’t sit still to type. It was the oddest interview in
Peter’s memory. It felt more like a first date.

One thing was certain: Sybil Lane,
although three thousand miles away, was a formidable force in her
daughter’s life. If even a small part of the descriptions of Sybil
were true, the woman was Lizzie Borden, Ethel Rosenberg, and the
Queen of Hearts from Alice in Wonderland all rolled into one.

The telephone’s jarring ring brought
him back to the present. He picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Hey, Petey! How are
you?” The voice on the line squealed.

Peter smiled at his old nickname and
the sound of his sister Gabrielle’s voice.

“Hi, Gabby.” Gabby
had just celebrated her twenty-fifth birthday and was dating a
loser, as far as Peter was concerned. With luck, she was calling
for his counsel on that. Dump
him.

But Gabby’s love life was not on her
mind.

“Saw your picture in
the paper today, Pete. How fab! You going to tell me about it?” She
prodded. Gabby’s little-girl voice got even higher when she was
excited. Right now, she sounded five years old.

“My picture in the
paper? I don’t know what you’re talking about. Are you sure it’s
me?”

“Well, you’re listed
as ‘an unidentified man—dash—a new love—question mark’—but it’s
you, Pete. You and that ugly suitcase you carry. So what’s going on
between you and Miranda Lane? Tell me.” She was nearly screaming.
“I can’t believe you haven’t called me. Miranda has been my idol
forever!” Gabby finally took a breath.

“Gabby, hold on.
There is a picture of Miranda Lane and me in the paper today? Which
paper?”

“A picture of you and
Miranda embracing,” she corrected. “Could almost be a kiss.
In The News.”

As Peter kept Gabby waiting, he could
see her clearly in his mind. Eyes wide, barely breathing, she was
leaning forward and had every nerve ending focused on the receiver
as she waited for his reply. Peter searched his memory. He had not
embraced Miranda Lane. Then he remembered. Outside her building
after the unfinished interview, Miranda had stood on her toes to
whisper in his ear. Peter had not seen a photographer. Since it was
a bright sunny day, there had been no need for a flash.

“Peter Bartholomew
Brooks,” Gabby said. “Don’t I tell you absolutely everything that’s
even slightly racy about my life?” she asked, her tone bordering on
testy.

It never ceased to amaze him: all his
sisters were nosey, but Gabby was the queen. She seemed to live for
gossip, lapped it up like it was a nutrient.

“Gabby, nothing is
going on. I promise, if anything does, you’ll be the first to
know.” Peter’s other line was lighting up. “Gabby, I’ve got another
call. I’ll keep you posted.” His little sister brought out the
teenager in him. “Hey, kid, you flip me.” He disconnected Gabby as
he picked up the other line. “Hello?”

“Peter, I have just
seen the photograph that threatens to undermine and dismantle your
entire professional career!”

Alexandra was the high-strung sister.
She was two years older than Peter, married, and always involved in
some major crisis, usually of her own making.

“Hi, Lexie,” he
answered calmly. Better sit down, Pete.
This is only sister number two. This could be a long
morning.

 



Chapter 7

 


Beverly Hills, California

Sybil reclined on the white shantung
chaise lounge in her white conservatory and listened as Anne picked
up the phone. She knew from the woman’s excited chatter that
Miranda was on the line, but she made no move to pick up the
extension at her fingertips.

She touched the
bandages that covered her eyes, impatient to get them off. If the
swelling wasn’t too bad when she removed them, she would go to
Rodeo Drive. She desperately needed the contact with people that
shopping gave her—the respect that came to her as Sybil Lane,
mother of a movie star, shopping. If she played it right, wearing
big sunglasses, no one would ever know she’d had work done on her
face. Her surgeon was the best in the business, and—more
importantly—he was very discreet. Next to her was a copy of
The News with Miranda’s
picture on the front page. Sybil hadn’t seen it yet, but four
“friends” had already called to tell her about it.
That’s why the little trollop wanted to go to New
York, so she could shack up with the first gigolo she
met!

She heard the sound of slippered feet
brushing across carpeting, and Anne walked into the room. The
telephone was picked up and Anne’s voice rang out. “Hold on,
Miranda; I’m still looking for your mother.” Sybil stirred her
screw-driver as she carefully shook her head from side to side.

As Anne held the phone out, Sybil heard
her daughter’s voice. “Mamma, I know you’re there. If you weren’t,
Anne wouldn’t have had to check. Mamma, it’s been weeks—I want to
talk to you.”

Sybil heard a frustrated release of
breath from the receiver and pushed the phone away. She felt a stab
of pain in her chest and was glad that she could share it with her
daughter.

Anne spoke again. “What’s that,
Miranda? Tell your mother you love her?” she yelled past the
receiver. “I will, honey. You take care of yourself.” Anne hung up
the phone.

“That was a cheap
shot.” Sybil raised the straw to her lips and sipped carefully.
“Don’t start, Anne. I don’t want to hear it. Now be a dear and get
me a pair of scissors. I want these bandages off. I feel like I’ve
been kidnapped.”

“The doctor said not
until—”

“Crow, Anne!” Sybil
bellowed. “Who are you working for, the doctor or me? Get me the
damn scissors.” Sybil couldn’t see the scowl that crossed Anne’s
face as she left the room. “And bring me some aspirin!” Sybil
called after her.

Love? Miranda knows nothing about love.
She thinks she loves the boy in the newspaper picture. That’s lust.
Love is having a child, protecting it from harm, doing the best you
can for her, always putting her first. That’s love. Watching the
child every day for any sign that the past had caught up with you.
And I am repaid with desertion!

Sybil had watched
Miranda like a hawk until she was five, every day fearing they’d be
caught. Sybil knew Miranda remembered nothing of their early years
alone. When Sybil had fled the two thousand miles from Louisiana to
Los Angeles, fled the poverty she had endured . . . for
what? For love again. She took another sip of her drink. She needed it, needed it
to calm her nerves. It always angered her to think back to those
days.
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