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One

The lift was out of order again. Weary from a busy day, crushed from the homeward journey in a crowded tram and dusty from walking along the sun-drenched street, Meredith Mitchell glared at it resentfully. Not that it was unheard-of for it to be out of action, nor surprising. The lift was a museum piece, composed of ornate cast-iron bars like a monkey house in some Victorian collector’s private zoo. The bars burst at the top into metal acanthus leaves and the winding gear, proudly displayed in full visibility, resembled something from a Boy’s Own annual. Affixed to one metal acanthus stalk and stamped with German words, a metal disc indicated that the lift had been installed at the height of the Austro-Hungarian empire. Some wit had obtained, probably on a trip across the border to Vienna, a picture postcard reproduction of a portrait of Franz Josef and sticky-taped it up inside. There it remained, treated by the elderly Croat janitor with the kind of reverence normally reserved for holy pictures. Meredith grimaced at the old emperor with his blue military-style coat, brass buttons and walrus moustaches. Today Franz Josef had the lift all to his imperial self.

She picked up her briefcase and set off to climb the  gentle curve of the stone steps, hugging the stairwell wearily. Despite chipped paint, cobwebs in the arches and an air of slowly sinking into dust, the apartment block still had a fin-de-siècle elegance about it: the staircase up which Meredith now toiled to the third floor was wide enough to accommodate crinolines. But the heating seldom worked well, the plumbing was erratic, there were rats in the cellars and sometimes one took a wrong turning and arrived on the higher floors. Meredith had once walked out of the flat late at night and found a rat washing his whiskers on her doorstep. Nevertheless she liked this building and did not envy other members of the consular staff their more modern flats in soulless concrete blocks out in the wilderness of the new suburbs. It put things in perspective; it tipped the visitor a wink both conspiratorial and slightly malicious, like that of a faded old boulevardier who had not lost all his dash. Time, after all, takes care of all our aspirations, one way or another.

She arrived before her own front door, panting slightly and beginning to perspire on the airless landing. Marija, the cleaner, had been today and polished up the brass letterbox which still read ‘Briefe’ in worn Gothic script. Not that any modern postman troubled himself to haul his bag of letters up here. All post was left in numbered metal boxes affixed to the wall downstairs in the entry. Other people’s post, that was. Meredith’s personal post, when she received any, arrived courtesy of the Outward Bag Room in London, in a canvas sack with the diplomatic mail delivered by the regular courier. But the truth was she rarely received any personal letters.

People at home don’t forget you after you’ve  worked abroad for a number of years but keeping in touch becomes more and more of an effort. At least that was what Meredith told herself. Lives diverged and with less and less in common you drifted apart. Both Meredith’s parents were dead. She had no brothers or sisters. She kept up an intermittent correspondence with a couple of old schoolfriends – one of them hadn’t written last Christmas, only sent a card and next Christmas probably even the card wouldn’t make an appearance – but they were both married with growing families and rightly realized that Meredith wouldn’t be interested in the minutiae of their family lives. Her one close relative, a cousin, was the only one who did not come into this category. Eve Owens led an eventful life in which domestic events tended to be overshadowed by happenings in what she called ‘the business’. The two of them did manage to keep in touch, just. Whether that was a good thing was another matter.

A letter had arrived today, filling Meredith with pleasure and unease. Reading Eve’s news was always unsettling. It stirred old, half-buried memories better left undisturbed. Toby Smythe, the vice-consul, who always got to the personal mail first, had brought it in to Meredith with a meaningful, ‘Here you are!’ which was explained by the fact that Eve had thoughtlessly written her name and address on the back and Toby had read it. Unasked questions had radiated from him but the steely look in Meredith’s eye stopped him putting them to her – for the time being. She had taken it with a crisp thank you and had not opened it, even after he had reluctantly taken himself off. She put it on her desk and sat looking at it before stuffing it  hurriedly in her pocket, still unopened. It reminded her of its presence now, as she rummaged for her key, rubbing stiffly against her fingers and crackling.

‘You wait a bit!’ said Meredith silently to the letter. She let herself into the flat. Marija had left but an odour of wax polish lingered. Meredith dropped her bag, hung up her coat and went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. As was typical in flats of this age, the living rooms were enormous and the kitchen a tiny marble-floored galley where the cook had sweated, hardly able to turn round, while the family had sat and shouted at one another from either end of their vast drawing room. Meredith fiddled about, taking her time, concocting a peanut-butter sandwich she didn’t want. She finally carried letter, tea and sandwich through to the spacious lounge and put the tray down on the obtrusively modern wooden furniture which officialdom decreed should be supplied for her. The moment she had been putting off had arrived. She sat down in the last of the evening sun and, after a mistrustful stare at the smooth ivory surface of the envelope, opened it.

No wonder it was so stiff. It contained a letter and a card. The card, it was soon apparent, was a tastefully engraved wedding invitation. For a moment, Meredith thought Eve proposed taking the plunge for the fourth time but quick scrutiny revealed that the bride-to-be was Sara, Eve’s daughter and Meredith’s godchild.

A fresh wave of remorse enveloped her with a distant memory of a chilly church and a wailing baby. There, in memory’s eye, stood Eve looking young, pretty and charmingly maternal. Beside her stood Mike, the proud father – he had been so proud of his baby  daughter. Another couple had also been godparents besides Meredith but she had quite forgotten their names. She had been a very young godmother and the occasion had weighed on her shoulders. She had felt a dreadful responsibility. She had also been a prey to guilt, a guilt which made her want to hate Eve, whom she really loved. She had been locked in that particular kind of adolescent purgatory with sentiments which frightened her, which she did not understand, which exhilarated and made her miserable at the same time.

They had made a charming, outwardly united trio, the pretty wife and mother, a beautiful baby, and the proud young father and husband. Standing directly opposite to them, Meredith, pressed against a pillar, skulking behind the high carved stone font, had wanted to die, sink through the uneven slabs which floored the ancient church, sink straight down to the crypt beneath and join the dead who were beyond all fleshly torment. She had believed then she must be the wickedest person in the world. The vicar intoned the question to the godparents, ‘Dost thou, in the name of this child, renounce the devil and all his works, the vain pomp and glory of this world, with all covetous desires of the same, and the carnal desires of the flesh, so that thou wilt not follow, nor be led by them?’ Despite her every effort to prevent it, her gaze had been dragged up and she had met Mike’s eye across the font and felt that everything in her heart must be branded on her forehead for them all to read.

‘Response!’ the vicar had prompted testily.

Meekly she had mumbled, ‘I renounce them all . . .’ and to this day did not understand why an immediate bolt of lightning had not struck her dead, right there on  the worn stone slabs. Even now, sitting here with Eve’s letter and the card in her hand, she seemed to smell the candle grease, the earthy dampness which lurks around old stones, the dust in the hassocks. She could hear in her mind the splash of water, the rustle of the priest’s wide-sleeved surplice, a surprised little squeak from the infant in the crook of his arm.

Sometimes, Meredith reflected later, you grow out of adolescent confusion and sometimes it just matures into confusion on an adult scale, and then there is no other way to deal with it than to run away. No other way out. In due course, Meredith had set out on a wandering existence. Posting to posting, country to country. She was British consul here, thirty-five years old, good at her job. Meredith, said everyone, is a career woman. She was also a fugitive.

Fate, however, has a nasty way of hanging on to your coat-tails. Here was that squawling infant, grown to womanhood and about to marry. Malicious fate must have been waiting for this day, sneering at Meredith and doing a ghostly triumphant little dance in the corner of the lounge as it watched her read. And it was, undeniably, a nasty shock to think how quickly the years had flown by.

‘Cripes,’ Meredith muttered. ‘How old is she?’ She did some rapid sums on her fingers. Nineteen. ‘Blast, I never sent her an eighteenth birthday present. When do they celebrate coming-of-age now? Eighteen or twenty-one? I’ll have to give a splendid wedding present. Who on earth is she marrying?’

Inspection of the card announced this to be one Jonathan Lazenby. As for wedding present, Eve would have to be consulted. The last thing Meredith  remembered sending her god-daughter was a Beano annual. She began to read the letter.

‘You will try and come, won’t you, Merry?’ Eve’s sprawling handwriting swooped back and forth across the page, occasionally falling off the edge altogether, leaving words curiously truncated. ‘We’re such a small family. No proper relatives at all and the Lazenbys will probably turn up in force. It’s just a little family wedding, you see, and it will embarrass Sara if our side of the church is empty. She’s being married in our little local church which is more or less disused and has to be opened up specially. I do hope it doesn’t smell of damp hassocks. It’s got nice stained glass and should look good in the wedding photos. I’ve lost touch with all Mike’s family. I should have kept in with them, I suppose, for Sara’s sake, but I didn’t after the way things turned out. PLEASE DO COME!’

‘The way things turned out,’ Meredith repeated. She sat for a few minutes, the letter in her hand, in a world grown still. A bluebottle colliding with the window-pane recalled her to the present. The fly lay on its back, buzzing uselessly. She got up, shovelled it up on Eve’s letter and dropped it out of the window. A burst of warm, late afternoon air gusted in, bearing on it the sound of trams clanking a block away. She suddenly found herself filled with an overwhelming nostalgia for England and a home which was not something she carried on her back like a snail: a dim, beckoning impression of a world of double-decker buses, chintz covers, summer rain pattering against window-panes and toasted tea-cakes.

Why not accept? She had more than enough leave due to her and did need a rest. It would be nice to see  Mike’s daughter married. Mike would have liked it, too. How would it be possible to stand in church and not remember that other service, the questions and the responses? How not to think of Mike? Because she still did, more often than was good for her and certainly more often than was any use. She pushed the invitation back into the envelope. A decision could wait. Not for long because the wedding was not that far away, but it could still wait for a week until her reply went into the next UK-bound sack. It had been a long day, she felt sticky and dusty and her indecision clung to her with a multitude of other, unresolved feelings. She went into the bathroom and turned on the taps to wash the whole lot away.

 

‘I don’t like weddings,’ said Alan Markby firmly. He peered up at a hanging basket. ‘The heat’s affecting this thing. I’d better move it.’

‘Bit late,’ said Paul, his brother-in-law, turning the steaks on the barbecue. ‘I’m afraid the lobelia’s pretty well smoked by now. Keep away, you kidsl’

Laura, Markby’s sister, uncoiled from a deckchair and organized her brood into a corner where they sat with cans of coke and, Markby noticed resignedly, hideous red ice lollies on sticks which dripped faster than small mouths could eat them and were peppering the flagstones of his patio with violent scarlet patches. He wondered why he had asked them over to ruin his Sunday afternoon. Bad conscience, he thought.

Laura, veiled behind outsize sunglasses, turned up her face to the sun. Fair-complexioned, her blonde hair was turning to a Scandinavian whiteness as the English summer progressed, and she was nicely tanned. She  was displaying long, shapely legs and Markby thought with some humour that he had never seen anyone who looked less like a successful solicitor in a reputable and old-established county firm.

‘Here we go!’ announced Paul. ‘Steaks for us, hamburgers for kids, sausages for those who want them.’

As they ate, conversation turned again to the wedding invitation pinned up on the larder door in Markby’s kitchen.

‘It’s flattering to be asked to give the bride away,’ said Laura coaxingly. ‘Especially when her mother’s the famous Eve Owens.’

‘It’s only flattering if you’re an old family friend. I knew Robert Freeman slightly. I played golf with him and had a few drinks with him. But he wasn’t Sara’s father, only stepfather number two, and he’s been dead eighteen months. I’ve met Sara two or possibly three times. She dresses like a visitant from outer space, bounces about like an untrained puppy and saves whales. Eve Owens I’ve met about the same number of times, and I’m hardly a fan of those films of hers. The last time I saw her, on screen or off, was at poor old Bob Freeman’s funeral when she looked stunning in black and was surrounded by photographers. I don’t say she wasn’t decently grieving but when she let fall a single rose into the open grave, flashlights went off in all directions. The whole thing was grotesque and this wedding is going to be on a par with it. Paparazzi pushing each other out of the way trying to snap the bride’s glamorous mother and yours truly in a top hat trying to look as if he knew what he was doing there.’ Markby raised a haunted face from his steak. ‘God, they’ll call me “Eve Owens’ latest escort!” ’

‘You should be so lucky.’

‘Got a bit of newspaper I can stick down under those kids? They are making a bit of a mess of your patio, Alan,’ observed Paul amiably.

‘For chrissake, it looks as if they’ve slaughtered a pig. Whatnot’s dropped his hamburger – the grease will leave a mark.’

‘His name is Matthew! Alan – you ought to know your own nephew’s name!’

A diversion followed whilst the children were cocooned in newspaper, too late to save the damage.

‘You can’t refuse to give the bride away, Alan. It would be churlish.’

‘I don’t like weddings. I’ve never liked weddings. I didn’t like my own much and that was a portent if ever there was one.’

‘You ought to get married again. You’re forty-two. You ought to have a family.’

‘No thanks,’ said Markby, staring morosely at grease sinking into his flagstones. ‘As for marriage, once was enough. Matthew, stop popping the fuchsia heads, if you don’t mind.’

‘It makes them open up.’

‘They’ll open up by themselves, thanks. Can’t I turn down this wedding thing? Why has she asked me? She rang me up and said Robert would have liked it. Pure rubbish. He wouldn’t even have thought of it!’

‘If he was alive, he wouldn’t have to. He’d give his stepdaughter away himself.’

Markby surrendered. ‘All right, I’ll do it. But it’s a mistake, I feel it in my bones!’

‘Mum, Vicky’s picked all those red and purple flowers . . .’



Two

Meredith had never thought of her cousin as any kind of country mouse. To bury herself away from all her friends and professional colleagues was simply not Eve’s way. As Meredith drew up before The Old Rectory, Eve’s present home, and switched off the engine, she wondered whether it had been the idea of Robert Freeman, Eve’s last husband, to buy this attractive if slightly crumbling yellow-brick pile in the rural setting of the Oxfordshire-Northamptonshire border.

The village was called Westerfield, or so a sagging sign half obliterated by long grass informed approaching travellers. It lay some six miles from the market town of Bamford and to find it on the ordnance survey map had required squinting at tiny print before discovering the name, printed hard by a symbol and the laconic indication ‘earthworks’. Exactly what comprised the earthworks goodness only knew; there were no tangible signs anywhere that she had yet seen showing where these historical curiosities might be found. They were probably just a series of bumps in some farmer’s field betraying bronze age fortifications. Man had long tilled the soil at Westerfield.

Primitive man had probably had his shaman or  druid priest but eighteenth-century Westerfield had had a rector to watch over its souls, collect its tithes and represent authority. And he had lived here. Eve’s house stood at the end of a tree-shadowed gravel track. Opposite stood the church with which it had once been associated, half-hidden behind the trees in an untidy churchyard. Meredith could only see that the church was late Gothic and appeared to be locked and deserted. The rectory, or what could be seen of it from behind a high brick wall and closed wrought-iron gates, was Georgian with some late Victorian additions. Unsightly pipes swarming up the exterior bore witness to likely Edwardian attempts to modernize the place. A television aerial atop the roof indicated the priorities of a later generation.

Meredith got out of the car and shivered in the dank coolness, rubbing at her bare forearms as she peered up at the first-floor windows. Behind her the wind soughed mournfully in the churchyard trees and without warning something large flew out of nearby branches and flapped away, making her start. But it was only a wood-pigeon which landed on the television aerial and cooed at her. Meredith grimaced and shook the bars of the gates. They were locked and now she could see that there was a perforated metal disc on one gatepost and a button.

There was something else, too. Tied to a bar of one gate was a brown paper bag. It was secured by a length of pink satin ribbon tied in a bow and pinned to it was a small card of the kind florists affix to bouquets delivered on order. The curious and rather unpleasant thing was that this card had a black border and was the type which usually accompanied wreaths  or floral tributes intended for the graveside.

Meredith stepped closer and peered at the card. In printed lettering it read ‘Welcome Home, Sara’. No signature. She frowned. No doubt the anonymous well-wisher had good intentions but it was a silly mistake to make, to pick out a black-trimmed card. It was then she noticed that the bottom of the paper bag was wet. Whatever it is, it’s leaking, she thought and put out her hand to touch the sodden paper.

Her fingers came away sticky and stained scarlet. She gave a gasp and tore at the pink bow, destroying it. The paper bag fell down on to the ground and burst open. Inside was a grisly bloody mess. Meredith dropped on to her heels and gingerly pulled the paper away. It was an ox heart.

‘What a perfectly filthy practical joke!’ she muttered and was glad she had found this nauseating offering before anyone else. Meredith picked up bag, heart, ribbon and card and carried them at arm’s length across the track to the far side where a ditch full of nettles bordered the track. She dropped the whole lot into the middle of the nettle bed and saw it disappear from sight. A dog or some night-prowling predator would find the meat and dispose of it by morning. Meredith wiped her fingers carefully and gave herself a mental shake to dismiss the unpleasant image. Just then, she heard the faintest crunch on the gravel surface of the track behind her and whirled round.

Behind, some twelve feet away, a man stood watching her. He was as unlikely a figure as any she could have imagined in the quiet of the country lane. He was of middle height, slender and pale and could have  been almost any age between thirty and fifty. He wore a dark suit and looked almost obsessively clean and tidy so that for a wild moment she took him for an undertaker inspecting the churchyard with a view to some future professional visit. But then he spoke.

‘Kind of unpleasant,’ he said. The voice was American but the accent careful, the words clearly enunciated in a slightly old-fashioned, prim manner. He did not sound shocked, only disapproving.

Meredith said hotly, ‘Yes – did you know it was there?’

The corners of his mouth turned up but his pale grey eyes remained watchful. ‘I just saw it as I was coming down the track. You got to it first.’ He moved forward and held out his hand. ‘You’ll be the lady consul. My name is Elliott – Albie Elliott. I’m a friend of Evie’s. I’m staying here, too.’ He jerked his head towards the rectory as he spoke the last words.

A little unwillingly, Meredith took the soft white fingers in her palm. She spoke her own name automatically, although obviously he already knew it. ‘Wasn’t it there when you went out?’

Elliott blinked. ‘I’d have noticed it, wouldn’t I? But I went out early this morning. I’ve been into the little town near here – Bamford they call it. One-horse place. I took a ride in on the bus. It was interesting but I don’t say I’d do it again. There was nothing on the gate when I left, but, like I say, that was at nine this morning.’

Several questions sprang into Meredith’s head, but the only one she asked was, ‘Have you come for the wedding?’

‘Oh, yes – the wedding.’ Elliott rubbed his smooth  palms together. ‘Evie wants me to stay on for that. Not too many people on your side of the family, I understand. But I don’t know that I can spend much more time here. I have business back home.’ On his finger was a large, singularly unattractive dark red stone in a clumsy setting. ‘Mine’s a business visit,’ he said.

‘Film or television?’ she asked promptly. It was presumably one or the other, unless Eve had decided to write her memoirs. But it was difficult to know what to make of Mr Elliott, other than that at least in one way he operated under false colours. Behind the ‘preppy’ accent, the carefully clipped hair and dark ‘Ivy League’ suit, to say nothing of the monster fraternity ring – all of it so consciously WASP – lay pure Bronx. Meredith was sure of it.

Elliott’s mouth turned up again. ‘I both produce and direct The Inheritance.’ He paused and, seeing that she looked quite blank, added with a little note of annoyance which made his voice more nasal, ‘It’s an on-going saga of three generations of New Jersey bankers.’

‘Oh, a soap opera!’ said Meredith, enlightened.

‘That’s right. Surprised you haven’t heard of it. But let’s see, you’ve been in . . . ?’ He paused.

‘In Yugoslavia. The – um – Inheritance hasn’t reached them yet, I’m afraid.’

‘It will.’

‘I shouldn’t think they would know what to make of it.’ That sounded rather rude and she regretted it, but Elliott did not appear to take offence.

‘It has something for everyone. It’s my baby. My idea. I set it up. I make sure we stick to the original  formula. But right now, it needs a little something . . .’ His eyes drifted towards the rectory again.

‘You want Eve to take a role in it?’ she asked, surprised.

‘Yes, ma’am. We have action, drama, pathos, passion and we’re not afraid to be controversial without actually upsetting anyone, you understand.’ Elliott paused and frowned as if not entirely pleased with this wide-ranging scenario. ‘But we need a touch of class,’ he said reluctantly, adding with returning optimism, ‘Evie can fix that.’ He turned bland grey eyes on her. ‘Shall we go on up to the house?’

‘No, wait, just a minute!’ Meredith put out a hand to prevent him. He paused and fixed his pale expressionless gaze on her. ‘What are we going to do about – about that?’ She pointed towards the nettle bed and the grisly mess it concealed.

‘Do we have to do anything?’

Taken aback, Meredith gaped at him. ‘Yes!’ she said at last, finding her voice.

He looked disapproving again. ‘What are you planning, lady? You want to pick it out of there and go on into the house, waving it in front of you?’

‘Don’t be silly!’ she returned angrily. ‘Of course not!’

‘Fine. So leave it there. Let me take care of it, right?’

There was an edge to his voice which had not been there before. Meredith found herself taking a second look at him. The pale grey eyes didn’t seem nearly so fish-like and blank. There was a hard glint in them. But as she watched the look, it faded. Elliott smiled placatingly. ‘You don’t need to worry about it right  now. You just arrived. Why not go in and say hallo first? Evie’s waiting on you. Why spoil the reunion? Evie’s talked about nothing else since yesterday but that you’re coming. I tell you, I’ve been real curious to see you.’

Meredith repressed a desire to snap, ‘So, what do you think, now you have?’ Instead she said in a starchy voice, ‘All right. But we will talk about it later.’

‘Sure,’ said Elliott smoothly, giving her the unwelcome impression that he had dealt with her as capably as he might have done with a temperamental actress on one of his sets. He crossed to the gates with a brisk light step and pressed the button. A disembodied, crackling voice dimly identifiable as Eve’s asked who it was.

‘It’s Albie, Eve honey,’ said Elliott. ‘And I got your cousin right here with me.’

A sudden jarring electronic buzz made her jump out of her skin and resulted in the opening of the gates. Ahead of her now Meredith could see on the wall of the house the conspicuous blue-coloured box of a burglar alarm. Between security gate, high wall and burglar alarm, Eve seemed pretty well fortified. Presumably in the country these days one could not take chances. Certainly not if one had nasty-minded practical jokers about.

As if in echo of her thoughts, Elliott murmured a reminder, ‘We don’t mention that little package back there, right? No point in upsetting Evie.’

Meredith nodded in reluctant agreement. In the countryside of her childhood people had habitually left their doors open all day, even when they left the  house to go to the village shop. Country trust and village shop had both disappeared. Property prices had gone up a bit, too. What did a house like this cost nowadays? she wondered as she climbed the steps to the front door. Plenty of ‘period character’, no doubt five or six good bedrooms and a couple of maid’s rooms in the attic, two bathrooms probably and perhaps a separate loo in the downstairs cloakroom, several good receptions and an enormous kitchen (stone-flagged she imagined and now doubtless housing a dishwasher and other mod cons), a sprawl of out buildings and a large walled garden . . . By the time I come to retire, she thought wryly, I shall be lucky if I can afford to rent a bed-sit! As this thought ran through her head, the front door was thrown open.

‘Darling!’ cried Eve flinging out her hands in a gesture of greeting. ‘How lovely! Here you are at last!’ Meredith was enveloped in a warm embrace and a faint aroma of some very expensive perfume. ‘Come right in!’

‘My car’s still outside.’

‘Oh, bring it in later. No one uses that road. It’s very quiet here! Oh, I know, give Albie your keys. He’ll drive it in.’

Elliott grimaced and held out his hand. A little embarrassed, Meredith handed him the keys. ‘That’s kind of you.’

‘Why not?’ he said enigmatically.

Meredith was propelled through the hall and into a drawing room. Her shoulders were grasped. ‘Now then!’ declared her cousin happily. ‘Let’s have a good look at you!’

They were standing in an elegantly furnished drawing  room. There were few signs of its original clerical use. Now the walls were peach-coloured, the windows draped with the looped net curtains once associated with Viennese cafés, the one painting an indifferently executed portrait of Eve herself, and there wasn’t a book to be seen. Instead, glossy magazines were strewn across the coffee table. Even the rector’s affronted ghost had fled.

‘I am so happy to see you, Merry . . .’ Eve said. Her voice, which had been raised in enthusiasm, suddenly sank to become almost inaudible. ‘Damn it. I think I’m going to cry!’

‘Don’t!’ Meredith exclaimed. ‘Don’t be daft, Eve. I’m not about to present you with an Oscar.’

‘I just need you!’ Eve said fervently. ‘I’m run off my feet. This wedding . . . and everything else. You’re always such a tower of strength, Merry!’

‘Less of the “tower”, please! I can’t help being a bean stalk.’

There was the sound of a car being parked outside the front door. The gates clanged shut distantly. Elliott reappeared, holding out Meredith’s keys.

‘I put your valise in the hall. Anything else you want me to do, Evie?’

‘Bless you, darling, only to come and join us and meet my cousin properly.’ Eve turned back to Meredith. ‘You look so well!’ she said emphatically. ‘Doesn’t she, Albie?’

Elliott, standing a little to one side with his hands folded, allowed himself a spontaneous answer. ‘How the hell should I know, honey? I never met her before till ten minutes back. Sure, she looks great.’

‘You look fantastic, Eve,’ Meredith said sincerely. 

Eve radiated well-groomed charm from every pore. Her beautiful face seemed little changed since Meredith had last seen her cousin, some six years earlier. Elliott was nodding. He was watching Eve in a slightly proprietorial way, like a proud parent.

‘You must be gasping for a cup of tea,’ said Eve, suddenly practical. ‘That long drive. Lucia – she still cooks for me – has gone to the dentist. I do hope she’s going to be all right for this evening. Jonathan is bringing Sara down from London and I’ve arranged a little dinner party. Sara is longing to see you and I want her to stay a few days and discuss all the last-minute wedding details. There’s so much to do – you’ve simply no idea. I’ll fetch the tea – just sit down there and relax!’

‘Don’t bring me tea!’ said Elliott hurriedly. ‘I’ve got work to do. Besides, you girls want to talk. I’ll see you both later.’ He walked out with his brisk light step.

‘Who is he?’ Meredith asked in a hoarse whisper. ‘He says you’re going to lend a touch of class to his appalling soap epic!’

‘I’ll tell you about it later—’ Eve glanced rather furtively at the door. ‘Albie is a sweetie. I’ve known him for years. I’d love to work with him again. No, don’t come and help. I can manage!’ She departed to fetch the tea, her heels clicking on the parquet floor.

Alone, Meredith wandered across to the other side of the room and gazed at the portrait. A date, just beneath the signature in one corner and above a slight chip in the frame, showed that it coincided with Eve’s last marriage. A wedding present to or from the bride? The artist’s name was unfamiliar and difficult  to make out, his brushwork clumsy and style slapdash, but he had an eye for colour and had caught something of Eve. Looking at it, Meredith realized that Eve had changed: only a little, but it was there. The dark tawny-blonde hair still looked much as it did in this painting. The fine violet eyes stared out as confidently but in real life the skin beneath them was just starting to sag a little. The jaw line in this picture was firmer. Either the artist had flattered or, again, the slight loss of tension of skin and muscle had come over the last year or so. What the artist had done was blatantly to ignore the fine mesh of faint lines which had marked Eve’s skin since she turned thirty, the legacy of hot bright lights, dusty, windswept, sun-drenched locations, heavy stage make-up and the famous wide, beautiful smile which had slowly led to crow’s feet in the corners of the eyes and little vertical lines either side of the mouth.

In the portrait Eve wore a dress the colour of her eyes. Eve’s appearance had always been the subject of meticulous care. Today she was wearing black pants, a loose white silk tunic and a wide black belt. In it her body had appeared slim, supple and full of a youthful elasticity. Eve was nine years older than she was but Meredith accepted without rancour that, presented with the two of them, any man would only have eyes for Eve. She thought of Elliott and that almost paternal look he had given Eve and a slight frown momentarily creased her forehead. Then she sat down in one corner of a very comfortable sofa upholstered with some exotic design of birds and foliage and waited for Eve to come back.

Her cousin tottered in shortly, bearing a large tray  laden with miscellaneous china. Eve and domesticity had always gone ill together. Meredith repressed a smile and took the burden from her to set it down on the coffee table, pushing aside the glossy magazines.

‘What have I forgotten?’ Eve peered at the assortment on the tray. ‘Those are some of Lucia’s biscuits. We don’t need forks for biscuits, do we? I haven’t brought any. The lemon is for me, unless you like it too.’

She subsided onto the sofa beside Meredith and splashed tea haphazardly into the cups from a rather nice Victorian teapot. They chatted together for some time, exchanging general gossip and then Meredith brought the conversation back to Elliott’s soap opera, prompted by real curiosity.

‘Are you going to do it, Eve? It’s a bit different to films.’

‘Oh, I haven’t made a cinema movie for ages. Let’s face it,’ Eve said with sudden candour. ‘None of my films was ever a box-office record-breaker.’

‘I liked that one you made years ago, when you wore that fur bikini and were chased round by radioactive dinosaurs.’

Eve’s mascaraed eyelashes flickered. ‘Oh, that one. Did you really? It wasn’t one of the best.’ She brightened and wagged a slender, well-manicured forefinger. ‘But the special effects in that film were quite advanced for its day. Of course, now the moviegoers all cut their teeth on Star Wars and Indiana Jones and our poor old creaky monsters make audiences laugh . . . except for the kids, who still love them.’

‘I still love ’em,’ Meredith said grinning. ‘King Kong was one of the best films ever made. I think so, anyway.’

‘I hope you’re not suggesting I starred in that!’ Eve said severely. ‘It was well before both your time and mine. As a matter of fact, Albie and I go way back to my movie-making days. But he’s been in television for some time. He’s doing well. He’s had several successes but The Inheritance is the biggest and the chance to star in it, well . . .’

Meredith made a mental resolve to see an episode. In the meantime there was little more she could say about it. Instead, she said, ‘I’m looking forward to seeing Sara again. Give me a clue about a wedding present and tell me about the boyfriend, sorry, fiancé. Where did she meet him?’

A shadow crossed Eve’s face and a new line was added to the fine mesh beneath the make-up. She put down her cup abruptly. ‘You know I had a lot of trouble with Sara, don’t you?’

‘You did hint at it in one of your Christmas letters.’

‘It was much worse,’ Eve said. ‘Much worse than I wrote to you.’ She made a gesture of despair which though no doubt genuine still managed to look slightly theatrical. Meredith felt a sudden pang of pity for her. ‘I messed it up,’ said Eve bleakly. ‘I messed up being a mother, Merry.’

‘Oh, come on. You’re devoted to Sara, I know it!’

‘Yes, I am!’ Eve’s fists clenched in frustration. ‘But I still made a rotten hash of bringing her up. Mike wouldn’t have approved.’

Another, more painful twinge shrivelled Meredith’s heart. ‘No, I suppose not.’

‘Mike was so practical. He was good for me,  Merry!’ Eve sighed. ‘If we hadn’t split up when Sara was eight, if he’d been around, it would have been different. We were going to get back together again, you know, when that damn kid—’

Meredith put out a hand and touched her cousin’s arm. ‘Don’t get worked up about it now, Eve. It’s over and done with.’ Her words sounded hollow in her own ears. She knew it wasn’t. Aloud she said, ‘You did your best for Sara, Evie.’

‘No, I didn’t! I did sod all! I never had any time, you see. And my second marriage, to Hughie – well, I’m not going into
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