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About the Book


The unrivalled partnership of Gerald and Isabel Partridge, both on and off the stage, had been a sensation and their early and tragic deaths set the seal on a legend which is still enshrined in their old home, Mistleden Ladies. Deep in the heart of the Kent countryside, the house is open to a public ever eager for details about their idols, and run by the Partridges’ only child, the redoubtable Winifred Fleming, and her former daughter-in-law, Eve.


For Eve, Mistleden Ladies and her family are her life, and though one Partridge has deserted her, Gerald and Isabel remain untarnished. Then the chance discovery of a missing miniature drives her into understanding that the Partridges may not be all that they appear. The looming publication of a book that will threaten the family’s reputation makes Eve determined to seek out the truth – even if this means approaching her former husband, Rick. Eve is pitchforked into a maze where no path is as it seems, and at its centre there lies a secret that throws the family into turmoil.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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My thanks are due to those who have greatly helped me in the preparation of this book: the aviation historian Norman Franks, Dot Lumley of the Dorian Literary Agency, and all at Headline, who magic typescripts into books with such expertise and flair.




PROLOGUE


1935


Isabel. He watched her in the mirror of yesterday’s life. He hungered at the lines of her slender figure swaying under the white linen tennis dress, as she moved with idle grace across to the bed; saw the rise and fall of her breast as she carelessly threw off the scarlet Schiaparelli jacket and reached up with both white arms to sweep back her long dark hair, a Pavlova swan. Hair as dark as his own, framing a face lit by dark eyes as passionate as his, reflecting his. Isabel, his wife.


At his soundless cry of despair, she was aware of his presence, turned to where he stood in the doorway, the instant flash of delight dying away to fear.


‘What is it?’ she whispered. And when he shook his head dumbly, stared at her with wounded animal’s eyes, she cried:


‘Tell me, Gerald, tell me.’


Outside in the gardens beneath came a child’s scream. Winifred’s, some remote part of his brain registered automatically. Registered and ignored, as painstakingly, hungrily he sucked in every detail of his home. For the solidity of Mistleden Ladies had power to give him strength: Parelli’s miniatures, the Queen Anne chair, the Academy Award, the chipped old Toby jug that had held their first savings, the seventeenth-century bed they’d found rotting in a barn and restored with such care. The bed in which he’d spilled his passion and love into her, while her long pale arms entwined him, as eternally as the Siren’s song, as he lay between the Scylla and Charybdis of her breasts.


Through the fog of despair, he was aware she was moving to him now. Could she not see the veil? Could she not see? Her hands were outstretched towards him, reaching to embrace him; he saw it in slow motion, as if in one of their early silent films. Harper’s Spinning Wheels. That was it. Were they still in it? This fog, this pit, could not be real. Yet the hands made contact, flesh on flesh, red hot in agony. He shivered, cried out, drew back too late, as octopus arms held him close.


‘Tell me, oh tell me.’


He tore them from him, unable to speak. Surely she must read it in his eyes?


Isabel turned away, hurt. ‘It was that man, wasn’t it? That man who came to see you.’


Who had come in his insignificant trilby hat and shabby overcoat, alighting from the Canterbury bus this June morning, sauntering up the long drive of Mistleden Ladies. He’d seen him from the window. Wondered. How could he have known? Catastrophe should strike with clashing cymbals, its prophets come riding on thundering steeds to spew their vitriol, not by public omnibus on a sunny summer’s day, with its messenger strolling over to admire the ducks on the lake.


Now at last his lips managed to speak.


‘Yes.’


‘Who was he?’ Fear cut like jagged glass.


Isabel, his wife. He stood on the brink of darkness. Telling her would catapult him from the last remnants of hope into the nightmare of day. The voice when it came seemed none of his, as though it spoke the first speech of a new role for some unknown audience.


‘He said his name was Kane. Bernard Kane.’




CHAPTER ONE


There wasn’t going to be enough quiche.


Nonsense, of course there would be. Eve firmly banished the butterflies unaccountably leaping around inside her, and concentrated once more on the play. After all, it was the same every year, wasn’t it? The good old adrenaline pumping round like crazy, the irrational panics. She should know by now that everything would be all right, especially on a night such as this. The Saturday performance of the Partridge Memorial Play in the gardens of Mistleden Ladies had always seemed gloriously exempt from the normal vagaries of the weather gods and the machinations of gremlins, and this year so far had been no exception, thank heavens. This year, of all years, they needed a financial flop like a hole in the head. But all was going well. Even the roses seemed determined to play their part tonight, their heavy scent drifting in the warm air across from the borders by the red brick walls.


She could almost smell the audience’s tension in the still night air. High above her vantage point, in specially ordered tiered seating, two hundred people, well supplied with unneeded rugs, were absorbed in the run-up to the climax to end the first half of Just Gods, which, though some critics dismissed it as ‘thirties melodrama’, most decreed to be Gilbert Harper’s masterpiece.


‘Mrs Fleming,’ a voice hissed in her ear, as on stage the embittered Michael Hardcastle gloried in the fruition of revenge, ‘how many bottles of Moët shall we open ready?’


‘None,’ she yelped, returning abruptly to the world of the 1990s.


‘Nigel’s already done some.’


‘Blast Nigel.’


Fervently consigning heavily tattooed, punk-haired, gentle Nigel to perdition, Eve rushed back to the scene of the crime. Not that this could be counted as catastrophe yet. She spared a glance of cautious pride at the buffet laid out ready on the trestle tables on the lawn, as she hurried through the archway from the theatre garden. In the half-light of the overcast sky, with her helpers slipping silently into place, ladles and plates at the ready, it could almost be a scene from one of the Partridges’ early silent films, all brooding atmosphere and meaningful movement. In a few moments, the lighting would go on and the illusion would be lost with a vengeance, as the audience swarmed towards them for sustenance.


And there was still no sign of any wine.


‘Nigel,’ she hissed, rushing into the wine tent, with hideous fears of potential disasters chasing through her mind. ‘Wine, now.’


There was no response. Crossly, she dashed over to him, pulled off his Walkman to his pained surprise, and rescued a bottle of champagne from his hands. ‘Wine, now.’


‘Right on, Mrs F.’


Thank goodness James wouldn’t be on till after the interval. At least she’d be able to relax to enjoy her son’s performance. And it was good, no doubt about that. Although the role of Hardcastle’s son in this ‘modern’ version of Wuthering Heights was small, James had definitely made his mark. All the strength of his great-grandfather’s acting, and Gerald Partridge’s good looks too. She tried in vain to subdue yet another rush of maternal gloating. After all, Winifred had been just as delighted that James seemed set fair for a brilliant career on the stage. She’d been positively oozing pride, as she made her opening speech of welcome to the audience. ‘The Partridge family welcomes you to Mistleden Ladies and to the final performance . . .’


The family was Winifred’s greatest achievement. That her son and daughter-in-law had inconveniently divorced was something she had managed grandly to ignore. Rick obligingly turned up to support the flag when required, Eve remained Winifred’s right hand, heir elect in the running of Mistleden Ladies. The week-long summer performance of one of the Harper plays written for Gerald and Isabel Partridge was the jewel in her crown of triumph, when not only the house and grounds were open to visitors, but the whole Partridge family was on parade for public inspection.


No one, least of all Eve, begrudged Winifred this triumph. That the Mistleden Ladies Association, the guarantee company that ran the museum, still existed at all was thanks to her forceful leadership after the débâcle of two years previously when their faithful, loyal secretary decamped with the embezzled proceeds of the entire season’s takings. Winifred had gallantly refused to acknowledge the disaster that stared her in the face, refused to wind up the company with all the particular horrors that would entail, and most of all had refused to amalgamate with the Partridge School of Acting. To all but Winifred the latter would seem the obvious solution, since it was run by a trust fund set up by Gerald Partridge. Instead, his daughter had begged and budgeted, cajoled and improvised, and would survive to totter on into next season. Just. By the end of next year they would know whether it was to be other than a temporary reprieve.


If it wasn’t – no, she wouldn’t think about that nightmare tonight, Eve decided. With her daughter Jennifer away in London taking law finals at King’s and James also in London at the acting school, Mistleden Ladies was her life. Its triumph was her triumph, its future hers. If one Partridge had deserted her, Gerald and Isabel remained untarnished. Tonight was their night, and Winifred’s, bless her.


‘Two vegetarian quiches.’


It was all happening. The burst of applause signalled the arrival of the interval, floodlighting assailed the supper lawns and tents and, simultaneously, it seemed, a large red floppy velvet hat was imperiously demanding service. A glance at Eve, recognisable through her photo in the programme, and ‘please’ was grudgingly added.


Hands shot at her from all directions: one, two, five portions served, then she was only aware of helpers’ elbows and hands at her side, taking money, dishing out dollops of salad, plates of jacket potatoes appearing mysteriously from nowhere. Faces flashed in front of her and vanished, then as the tempo quickened, she heard only disembodied voices. Snatches of overheard conversation, to be enjoyed later in the quiet of retrospection.


‘The old dinosaur should have lumbered off years ago . . .’


‘Not a patch on Gerald in the film version . . .’


‘Cowstop, a mix of Coward and Stoppard, wouldn’t you agree?’ Sycophantic laughter suggested they would.


‘Annabel doesn’t have time to marry them any more. I blame the HRT.’


‘One misses the Partridge passion – the mental bed they insisted on carting everywhere.’


‘Rather too English.’


Quite, thought Eve defensively, as English as Wuthering Heights. And what’s wrong with that? Surely tonight was the best of England, the old house with its quaint name of Mistleden Ladies, the gardens and the timeless stillness of the warm evening.


‘A dollop of tuna salad, Eve, and an interview for the colour mag. How about “The Family Business – Boom or Bust”?’


‘Peter,’ she exclaimed, glad to see him. It was a sign that the summer week of the Partridge Memorial Play was well entrenched in the social calendar if Peter Craig, gossip columnist of Sunday Scene, was here.


‘How,’ Peter began portentously, as she splodged salad somewhat inaccurately on to his plate, ‘do you find the stresses of family conflict with the struggle to keep the old pile going?’


‘There is no struggle and there are no stresses.’


‘You’d be the first family since Adam and Eve parented their brood to claim that. Come off it. How about the low-down about working for mother-in-law?’


‘I enjoy working for Winifred, as you well know, Peter.’ She waved the ladle loftily in his face. ‘For the record, Winifred Fleming, only child of Gerald and Isabel Partridge, is a charming and gracious lady who single-handedly created the museum at Mistleden Ladies, set up the Mistleden Ladies Association and is a governor of the Partridge Trust which runs the School of Acting, the PSA.’


‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. I can read all that in the programme. I fancy wringing my readers’ heartstrings with the story of the poor old widder woman battling to save her parents’ heritage. As told by her devoted – or otherwise – ex-daughter-in-law. I could keep off the financial side—’ he cocked an inquisitive eye – ‘if I’m given the dope on the family.’


She capitulated. ‘Ring me Monday.’ No way did they want the world and his wife to know the dodgy situation they were in, alarming creditors and guarantor members alike. Particularly one of them. In their precarious state, public support was their lifeline.


‘Too late. Tonight.’


‘Tomorrow.’


‘Twelve o’clock at the Squirrel. I’ll stand you a hamburger.’


‘The things I do for Mistleden.’


‘Hi, Mum.’ Her daughter blithely elbowed the august columnist of Sunday Scene out of the way and materialised in front of her, long fair hair plunging towards the potato salad.


‘Jennifer. Darling. There you are.’ Guilt made Eve over-effusive as she realised she’d completely forgotten she hadn’t yet seen her daughter. ‘What will you eat?’


‘Winifred’s doing the honours, thanks. See you afterwards—’ With a whisk of hair, Jennifer had gone. Peering into the VIP tent, Eve could see her with Winifred and her own parents. Eve was well aware, without resentment, that if her father had been Mr Smith of No Consequence, Winifred would undoubtedly not have bestowed this honour on him, but Geoffrey Parsons, well-known composer, she would consider worthy of standing at the side of true-born Partridges. Like Rick, who hadn’t even bothered to come over to say hello, though she could see him in the group. Probably he had some woman with him – if woman was the right word for his adolescent fancies, she thought viciously, wondering why she suddenly felt like Cinderella at her own ball.


Ah well, afterwards were the good times. Nothing could go wrong then, when all the hype and pandemonium had died down and clearing proceeded desultorily, while criticisms were voiced, judgements given, pats on the back administered. She could chat with her friends with the magic of midsummer in the air and a glass of wine in her hand. Perhaps tonight she would pull rank, leave the clearing up to her helpers and join her family and the VIPs.


Back in her vantage spot, she felt the second half of the play was going better than the first. The first half, much of it the conflict and passion between Hardcastle the gardener’s son, and Helen Curzon, his employer’s daughter, was too overshadowed by memories of Gerald and Isabel Partridge in the 1937 film version to be wholly convincing in the hands of others. Like staging Gone with the Wind with A.N. Other as Scarlett O’Hara. The second half, as Hardcastle succeeded in his object of gaining sole guardianship of Helen’s daughter by the man he had sent to his death, brought in other characters and dimensions, broadening the interest. At any rate the audience seemed to agree, judging by the applause at the end.


She began to despair of ever tracking the family down in the crush afterwards. No sign of James yet. Still, she’d have all day tomorrow with him. She caught sight of her father, still upright, despite his seventy-odd years.


‘Evie, darling.’ Her mother’s fragrant cheek pressed to hers, then her father’s.


‘Did you enjoy it?’ Eve asked eagerly.


‘Do you know,’ Geoffrey Parsons announced gravely, ‘I can’t say I did. It seems,’ a pause, ‘very contrived now. Don’t you agree, Maureen?’


‘James was splendid,’ her mother weighed in gallantly as always to the rescue, seeing Eve’s chagrin, and guessing the real point of her concern. ‘Don’t take any notice of your father, dear,’ she hissed in Eve’s ear. ‘You know what he’s like.’


She certainly ought to. Geoffrey Parsons was a father hard to please, however much she tried. Fair, a just god certainly, but uncompromising, his pedestal just too high for her to reach, though her mother seemed to have no difficulty. So Eve did what she always did. She laughed gaily. ‘Come on, Daddy, you know you enjoyed it really.’


‘If you say so, my dear.’


Unsatisfied, Eve watched them as they walked slowly away to find their car, jumping as Jennifer seized her from the rear.


‘Well done, Ma.’


‘Don’t call me Ma. Makes me feel a hundred.’


‘You don’t look a hundred. In fact you don’t look at all bad,’ Jennifer judged critically from her twenty-one-year old stance, upon the elderly age of forty-three, from crisp peach-coloured skirt and blouse to her own PVC trousers and Chinese top, then grabbed Eve by the arm and frogmarched her into the drinks tent. ‘I want to introduce you to someone special.’ She commandeered a young man talking to Peter, who winked at Eve. No sign of Rick, she noticed. He’d be here in the drinks tent if he was still around.


‘This is Michael, Mummy. Michael Newman.’


Jennifer hadn’t sounded this animated for a long time. It must be serious – or perhaps it was just the effect of finishing her law finals. Eve rather liked the look of Michael Newman. Good-looking without being outrageously so, serious, glasses – hard to tell much more in standard dress suit – about twenty-five or six, she guessed. Positively ancient by Jennifer’s usual taste.


‘How do you do, Mrs Fleming.’


At least he doesn’t call me ma belle Eve like the last one, Eve thought relieved. ‘I hope you enjoyed the play.


‘It was—’ a pause— ‘most interesting.’


Taken aback at his lukewarm response to her platitude, she asked inanely, ‘Are you staying down here?’ then wondered whether this were a leading question. How confusing these things were, at least to oldies of forty-three.


Jennifer didn’t seem to find it confusing, though.


‘No, we’ve got to get back to London, but we’ll be down again. Michael’s writing a book,’ she announced proudly.


‘Oh. On law?’


‘No, about the Partridges. That’s why he wants to see you, don’t you, Michael?’


‘I would indeed, when I’m further on.’


‘Does your grandmother know about this?’ Eve demanded of her daughter, more than a little annoyed at having this sprung on her as well as at the distinct lack of urgency in his voice.


‘Not yet,’ Michael told her ruefully. ‘I’m afraid Jennifer’s rather jumped the gun. Naturally I wouldn’t want to upset Mrs Fleming. I’ll be writing to her formally next week.’


‘Don’t you think there’s been enough written about the Partridges? The Mannings’ biography appeared only a couple of years ago.’ Eve was puzzled as well as having a distinct feeling she was being wrong-footed.


‘Mine will be different.’


That’s what they all say, Eve wanted to retort sarcastically, but restrained herself. If Jennifer was keen on this young man she supposed she would have to trot out the usual stuff, take him round the museum, introduce him to the Partridge circle in London . . .


‘It’s called The Rotten Pear Tree.’


And a partridge in a pear tree . . . The words of the old carol spun in Eve’s head even as Michael finished his casual statement. ‘Mine will tell the truth.’


His confident easy assurance, his youthful arrogance, grated on her; she forgot all about the need to be polite to Jennifer’s young man, ignored the warning bells ringing vigorously in her head.


‘For heaven’s sake, what truth? I suppose you’re another of those muckrakers determined to believe nothing is as good as it seems, that there has to be a maggot in it somewhere and if there isn’t, you’ll put one in it. You’re so caught up in the insecurity of today you just can’t believe in a better purer yesterday, can you?’


‘Mummy—’ Jennifer interposed pacifyingly, before Michael could speak. ‘It never does any harm to examine a legend.’


‘You know as well as anybody, Jennifer, that for years so-called biographers have tried to find some flaw in the Partridge partnership. There isn’t one.’ When she first came to Mistleden, she had been as curious as anybody on the point, since Rick had said little about his family. What she had found out since had reassured her that the Partridges were as happily wedded to each other and their art as were the Bancrofts, the Lunts, and today the Denisons. Nothing had ever occurred to shake her belief and nothing ever could.


‘Don’t you think by now with every gung-ho scavenger in the writing world burrowing away something would have turned up?’ she continued vehemently, conscious of Michael Newman’s slightly amused expression. ‘The Partridges have become a legend because they deserve to be. And you of all people, Jennifer, should respect and know that.’


‘That’s a little old-fashioned, Mum,’ replied Jennifer coolly. ‘You believe in the truth, don’t you?’


‘Certainly. Provided it’s all the truth and not just aspects chosen to suit the biographer.’


‘One has to delve down to the roots to see the complete story. Michael’s experienced. He’s the deputy editor of The Proscenium and you know how scrupulous they are. He’ll do a marvellous job.’


‘I wish I could be so sure. Your very title, Mr Newman, shows that you expect to find something you can turn into dirt. And not a thing have you yet got to show for it.’


‘Oh, but I have,’ Michael replied mildly. ‘Have you ever heard of Done Rovin’?’


‘What?’


‘It’s a cottage in Surrey not far from Thursley.’


‘What of it?’


‘It was bought by Gerald Partridge.’


‘Oh, come on,’ laughed Eve, relieved that this nonsense was all there was to it. ‘Gerald Partridge would never call a cottage by that name. He’d change it like a flash.’


‘It was called Chimneys when he bought it. He changed the name himself.’


‘Ridiculous.’


He smiled. ‘I’ll take you there.’


‘Don’t bother.’


‘Mum,’ cried Jennifer angrily. ‘Michael’s trying. You’re not even listening.’


‘When he calls his book The Pear Tree and not The Rotten Pear Tree, then I’ll listen. And then I’ll help. Not before.’


Michael shrugged. ‘I’m sorry about that, Mrs Fleming,’ he said sincerely. ‘I hope you’ll change your mind.’


‘These are your great-grandparents, Jennifer, your family,’ Eve said disbelievingly. ‘Surely you don’t want a hatchet job done on them?’


‘Hatchet job, Mum? I want to know the facts. Can’t you do the same? I know you think they’re perfect – and if they are they’ll withstand investigation. The trouble is you’re too obsessed with your own need to see them as perfect. I’m able to be objective.’


‘Obsessed?’ Eve ignored the appeal in Jennifer’s eyes, almost incoherent with the shock of the attack. ‘My God, I am being objective. I’ve spent eight years of my life at Mistleden Ladies. Don’t you think I know the Partridges? I know their house, their letters, their career, their marriage. Do you think if there was something the slightest bit rotten in the state of Denmark, I’d have smelled it? Houses can’t lie, whatever their owners do lives after them – and this is a happy house.’ It sounded sentimental, but it was what she firmly believed and felt every time she entered Mistleden Ladies.


‘I’ve always thought there was something a little sad here,’ said Jennifer obstinately, ‘all those portraits and miniatures watching you. It’s almost as if the house is waiting.’


‘If it is, it’s not for a book called The Rotten Pear Tree,’ Eve retorted tartly.


Jennifer stiffened. ‘We’d better go, Michael. See you later, Ma.’ She gave Eve a casual peck on the cheek.


Eve watched them go. She had been wrong. Afterwards were not good times. They caught you with your defences down, off guard. She had been right about one thing though.


There wasn’t enough quiche.


Why was she coming this way, through the formal wrought-iron gates of Mistleden Ladies instead of the side gate in the vegetable gardens? True, it was a much more dramatic entrance, especially in the summer, but she was uneasily aware that she was resorting to it in childish defiance. What could be wrong with this, she was in effect declaring. The tree-lined drive, the lake on the right and then the full glory revealed of the red brick William and Mary frontage of Mistleden Ladies. Opinion was divided as to whether the ‘Ladies’ derived from some former convent or ownership of the land by a woman long ago, or from the old English word for path. Personally she believed the latter. Mistleden was too full, too rich with sensuous warmth for it to have stemmed from celibacy. It spoke instead of fulfilment, of tranquil happiness.


This morning, however, the beautifully proportioned windows and mellow colours failed to cast their usual spell on her – perhaps because it was Monday morning and there was still a distinct nip in the air, perhaps because she was suddenly all too well aware of the vulnerability of such an image.


She wandered over to throw last Friday’s bread to the ducks on the lake, and reminded herself how lucky she was to work in such a place. She reflected on whether this might not cast her as a Pharisee, thanking God she was not as others. She decided it wasn’t the same thing at all. There’d been tough times before Mistleden Ladies: the first years of struggle after marrying Rick straight from university with Jennifer on the way and Rick fighting for a living as a journalist, determined with the idealism of youth not to live on Partridge money; on to a dead end job for her when Jennifer and James were at school – a job, not a career. And then eight years ago had come Winifred’s offer when Rick’s father had died – in a peaceful alcoholic haze according to Rick, having given up the attempt to keep pace with Winifred. It had seemed ideal, moving to the country . . .


And the idyll had lasted, she reminded herself, as she left the ducks and hurried to the stately portico of the main entrance. Mistleden was where she belonged, far more than her parents’ home in Buckinghamshire, where she always felt an unnecessary spare leg to the partnership of her parents. There she admired without having a role, save that of onlooker. Here she had one, and an important role, for Mistleden was becoming more and more business conscious, particularly in the desperate situation they were in at present.


Winifred opened the house to the public six days a week, and over the years had converted the eighteenth-century separate kitchen block to tea rooms and gift shop. Eve herself had been responsible for the conversion of the stable block into a home for Gerald’s cars and private aeroplane, which he had bought when he returned from America, and joined the Royal Auxiliary Air Force. She had had ample time to reflect over the weekend that all this would undoubtedly be doomed if Michael Newman’s book appeared in his proposed form. Like Chartwell, the public came to Mistleden to admire and honour great human beings – if that wasn’t such an outdated word. But what if sniggers replaced admiration? If concocted feet of clay were viciously attached to the Partridges’ pedestal carved by their own massive achievements?


Dismally she realised she must tackle Winifred. Despite constant friendly disagreements over policy she got on well with her mother-in-law. Ex-mother-in-law of course, though somehow it never seemed that way. Rick just seemed to have been swallowed up by the tide, so far as Mistleden was concerned. His picture still appeared with the rest of the family in the official guide and he still dutifully appeared at family occasions and Mistleden state occasions. Fortunately Winifred was never one to dwell on lost causes and simply bypassed Rick in her calculations. Like Jennifer and the shade of her late husband Bill Fleming, he was consigned to the reserve in the fighting forces of the Partridge family. In the front line was James, destined to carry the colours of the Partridges into battle on the stage, and, somewhat behind her son, Eve to succeed her at Mistleden.


‘I missed you yesterday. Where were you, Eve?’ Winifred called imperiously as she descended the stairs in the inner entrance hall just as Eve walked through the archway. Her stately figure, iron-grey hair and handsome strong face would have cast her automatically as Lady Bracknell if she’d been able to act, thought Eve admiringly. Even the old tweed skirt and blouse looked as if they had been donned for the role of Guardian-in-Chief of the Partridge Legend instead of for a day off (the house was closed on Mondays).


‘My free day, remember? Feet up time. Plus interview.’ Eve kept it light, determined to tackle trouble in her own time.


‘Interview?’ Winifred picked up this loaded word, as Eve knew she would.


‘With Peter Craig of Sunday Scene. I headed him off finance in return for a different slant on the Partridge marriage and partnership. He made some good points in fact,’ she added provocatively.


‘Such as?’ Winifred’s voice was dry. ‘Not that I don’t trust you, Eve.’


Eve laughed. The good thing about working with one person for so long was that one knew exactly how far to go before one reached quicksand.


‘That by luck or judgement, Gerald and Isabel balanced out. Isabel’s gentleness to Gerald’s strength in their marriage; in their stage and screen partnership her subtle timing to Gerald’s powerful strength; and her Hollywood solo success in The Rose of Yesterday was balanced by his role in Just Gods in nineteen thirty-five.’


‘Mm.’ Winifred reflected. ‘That’s if you think Gerald’s part overshadowed Isabel’s in Just Gods. There have been those who think it the other way round. I think you’ll find one or two critics – The Illustrated London News, for example – took that view and others.’


‘No, you’re wrong. That was Curfew. I’ll prove it to you.’ She collected the post to go upstairs to her office. She’d check the reviews while she was there.


‘Morning, Fido.’


Patting the carved wooden bulldog on the newel post, Eve ran up the main staircase, then along the corridor, saluting Gerald and Isabel’s portraits on the way. Back inside the house her sense of proportion was coming to her rescue. After all, what could Michael discover when there was nothing he could? She remembered someone once saying to her that whenever Gerald or Isabel entered a room to join the other, it was as if someone had switched on a light, so sharp was the instant electricity. How could there have been anything wrong between them?


Both she and Winifred had their offices on the second floor, approached by a back staircase. At the moment Winifred had her private apartments here too, though she was having a house converted in the grounds for the future.


She might as well find the reviews first. Eve tugged impatiently and disrespectfully at the drawer in the eighteenth-century desk in which the microfilms were kept. The drawer stuck. It was going to be one of those mornings, Eve thought resignedly, bending down to see if there were something obstructing it. She was nearly struck in the eye by a drawer which shot out at a higher level from what she had previously assumed to be the back of the desk. A secret drawer, Eve realised, highly diverted, about to push it shut.


Then she saw what it contained.


It was a miniature, exquisitely painted, of Gerald and Isabel Partridge, in costumes she recognised as those of Just Gods, the scene where Hardcastle finally triumphed over Helen, his revenge complete. Under the painting, in a scroll set in the wide gilt frame were some lines of verse:






‘So, we’ll go no more a roving


So late into the night,


Though the heart be still as loving,


Though the moon be still as bright.’







So familiar, so elegiac, so instantly terrifying. For insidiously, whispering in her memory were Newman’s words: Have you ever heard of Done Rovin’? . . . It’s a cottage in Surrey.


She stared at it, struggling for control. She must find somewhere where Winifred would not be likely to come, to try to divide irrational creeping panic from common sense. Hurrying down to the first floor, she went into the master bedroom, which remained much as it was when Gerald and Isabel Partridge had lived here, save that there were now many of the personal photographs and memorabilia of the Partridges on display as well. After Isabel’s death, Gerald could not bear to sleep there again and had moved to another room on the far side of the house.


Huge windows overlooked the gardens, designed to take the eye into the distance of the hillside beyond. Who could believe that anything could disturb the symmetry, that beneath this order might heave and swell a canker? Displayed between the windows were the Partridge miniatures, one of the house’s most famous exhibits, immortalising one of the great love stories of the century, as well as one of the great stage partnerships of husband and wife. Gerald Partridge had given a miniature painted by Antonio Parelli to his wife each Christmas since their marriage in 1925; each portrayed them in a scene from one of their plays or films of the year. It had been Winifred’s decision to leave them where they had hung in the Partridges’ lifetime, despite the resulting hours of consultation over security.


Eve knew everything about the Parelli miniatures. On most days she recounted their story to visitors. ‘The first is for nineteen twenty-five, Gilbert Harper’s The Man Who Wouldn’t, where Mary Armitage tries to woo John Scarsdale into marrying her. In nineteen twenty-six we have Harper’s April’s Lady . . . Each miniature, as you can see, carries a scroll beneath it with a line from the play or a love poem . . . In the miniature for nineteen thirty-four, Isabel appears alone, a touching tribute to his wife’s success in Hollywood in The Rose of Yesterday, with a line from the Burns poem “My love is like a red, red rose” . . . In nineteen thirty-seven, the play is Harper’s Curfew and the verse “A world to roam through and a home with thee”. That tragically was the last miniature for Isabel died in childbirth the following November.’


And every day the same question would come from some bright spark: ‘Why isn’t there one for nineteen thirty-five?’


To which Eve would reply that Antonio Parelli had been ill in 1935 and rather than give his wife a miniature by an inferior painter, Gerald chose to omit that year.


Yet there in her hand, her cold hand, lay a miniature. She knew just what she would find when she turned it over, and she did. Neatly written in Parelli’s unmistakable writing was: Parelli, 1935.


There had to be a reason, Eve told herself. Winifred probably didn’t even know about the secret drawer and its contents. So why was she trembling? She found Winifred still sorting through the morning mail and newspapers in the library with a coffee before taking them upstairs to her office.


‘I am definitely going to take action against that TV company,’ she informed Eve without looking up. ‘It’s a clear infringement of the Partridge copyright, not to mention my own.’ Her own book Gerald and Isabel Partridge: My Parents was a work of homage written in the fifties to coincide with the opening of Mistleden Ladies to the public. It was honest, naïve, devoted – and fairly useless to modern historians. She talked of writing another, more mature appraisal, but had never got round to it. The guide book had been effort enough.


‘Did you find the reviews?’ she enquired.


‘No, but I came across something else.’ Eve tried to steady her voice. After all, it would be a pleasant surprise for Winifred, wouldn’t it? It wasn’t as if there were anything wrong. She placed the miniature on the desk before her mother-in-law.


A fractional pause, as Winifred stared at it. Was it her imagination or was the reply somewhat calculated in its warmth? ‘I’m sorry, my dear. I should have told you.’


So she did know it was there. ‘Told me what?’


‘Why I kept this off display. That’s what’s worrying you?’


‘Yes.’ Eve was surprised to find how much tension had suddenly evaporated.


‘It’s difficult for me to explain. I’m not good at such things, but if you want to know, then I must tell you.’


Eve swallowed, aware she was being manipulated and equally aware Winifred would win whether she said she did or didn’t want to hear the explanation. Winifred usually did.


‘You’re lucky, Eve,’ Winifred began unexpectedly, ‘your father and mother are still alive. My mother died when I was eleven, my father when I was thirteen. It makes a difference.’






‘Isabel Partridge died in childbirth in 1938 at the age of thirty-five. The baby was still-born. Heartbroken, Gerald Partridge gave up the stage and on the outbreak of war he volunteered for service with the Royal Auxiliary Air Force but was consigned to ground duties on account of his age. He was then thirty-seven. Impatient at the lack of action, wanting to serve his country, he took up a Spitfire during the Battle of Britain when his squadron was under attack and was killed in an action that many think deserved the award of a posthumous VC.’








So the official guidebook to Mistleden read. Winifred’s mother, Winifred’s father. It was all too easy to forget that fact in the everyday routine of running Mistleden.


‘I was at boarding school when he was killed, in Wales where I was evacuated during the war. I wasn’t even allowed home for the funeral. Imagine what that meant for a thirteen-year-old girl. This miniature—’ her eyes flicked briefly to it and then looked away again, ‘was the only thing my father left me personally. Of course everything else came to me too, but this meant most since he bequeathed it with a sealed letter just for me, not for solicitors or guardians to read first. Somehow, Eve, I could never bear to put this one on show with the others. Does that seem foolish to you, my dear?’


‘No, no, it doesn’t.’ Eve slipped an arm round Winifred’s shoulders, gently removing the miniature in order not to distress her further. ‘I’m sorry. I thought you might not know about it.’


‘Give it to me!’


The sharp voice took Eve aback, a fact Winifred instantly registered and set out to rectify.


‘The public share most of my parents, Eve; they can spare just a little for me alone.’


‘You have nothing else of your own? Letters, childhood gifts—’


Winifred stared through the window over the rose garden towards the scaffolded house that would shortly be her home.






My rabbit, my rabbit, she kept screaming. Why did no one come? Why didn’t Mummy come? Or Daddy? Why did they leave her to scream over Hamlet’s mangled body alone? But no one came. No one. Ever again.








‘I’ll see you at lunch, Eve,’ Winifred said briskly, turning back to the post.


Aware she was being dismissed, Eve lingered dissatisfied, wanting to probe, not knowing how or where. ‘Does the name Michael Newman mean anything to you?’ She had to tell her some time, so it should be now.


‘That nice young man of Jennifer’s? What of him?’


‘Did that nice young man tell you he was writing a book about the Partridges?’


Winifred gave an exclamation of annoyance. ‘How irritating. No, he didn’t mention it and nor did Jennifer,’ she added grimly.


‘He’ll be writing to you about it. He’s digging for dirt.’


‘He won’t find it. Who’s publishing it?’


‘I didn’t ask.’


‘Ah.’


Winifred’s dismissive confidence, instead of being reassuring, perversely irritated Eve, annoyed with herself for not being able to supply the answer. Why couldn’t Winifred see the danger though? ‘He thinks he has struck dirt. He’s found a cottage called Done Rovin’, which he says belonged to Gerald. Suppose he publishes that? He might imply it was a love nest.’ Eve gave a forced laugh, waiting for Winifred to laugh too.


She didn’t. She gave Eve a long straight look. ‘You sound almost as if you believe his ridiculous story,’ she replied coolly. ‘Do you?’


‘Of course not. Perhaps it was another Gerald Partridge of the same name. Or perhaps he bought it for a friend. Anyway, the idea of a mistress is ludicrous.’


‘Quite,’ said Winifred smoothly.


This time Eve obeyed the implied dismissal, angry and still ill at ease. When she next descended to the library an hour later, Winifred was still there. She had made no progress on the post. She was staring straight ahead, unconscious of Eve’s presence, of anything save her own thoughts. As Eve hesitated, about to make her presence known, Winifred’s hand shot out to seize a pair of scissors, then held them jerkily over the miniature in trembling fingers. For one terrible moment, Eve thought she was about to deface it, score the points savagely across the memory of yesterday. But she didn’t. Instead she hurled first the scissors, then the miniature across the room to crash against the fireplace. Eve crept out again, unwilling that Winifred should know there had been a witness, as from inside the library came the sound of harsh gasping breaths, as of somebody holding back deep emotion at terrible cost.


Her die was about to be cast. She had only to walk out of the door of the Bell Hotel, turn left and left again and she would be almost at the cottage. Yet so far two cups of excellent coffee had been insufficient to propel her towards the small house with the yellow door and white-painted brick walls. Of course he might not be there. He’d probably be in London at his tiny flat, not in Sandwich. Suppose some girl opened the door? It wouldn’t be the girl. Naturally she hadn’t stayed the course. To Eve’s surprise, all the old resentment and hurt flared up inside her, at the mere memory of such pain. Rick had gone. Walked out one midsummer morning like Laurie Lee, but not to seek a life, only to sleep with a girl younger than his daughter was now. And he didn’t even have the guts to mention it to his wife first. He just went. Wounding. Demeaning. Without a word. Without a face-saving goddamned caring word. He had left it to Winifred to tell her, as shell-shocked as she was herself.


It had taken a year for the girl to get bored and four years for Eve to recover – and for that she had to thank three blessed consignments of manna from the heavens. The first was Mistleden Ladies, which absorbed and fulfilled her, as she flung herself into the establishment of the flying and motoring room in the stables, and the expansion of the gift shop. Both her ideas over which she worked till she dropped, too tired to weep at night or even to ask her heart if it were healing.


The second was James’ decision – long delayed, for that was James – to march in his great-grandfather’s footsteps on to the stage, and, again being James, not only to march but to climb the ladder of success as swiftly as possible. If to do that he had to climb on Gerald Partridge’s shoulders, it was a price he would willingly pay, Eve suspected. But her pleasure that her work for the reputation of the Partridges was to be thus rewarded in her son’s wearing of the mantle far outweighed her slight concern.


And the third delivery of manna was a man called John, whom she’d met at a London first night, and with whom she’d had a brief passionate affair. A few months later they had looked at each other, realised with mutual surprise that it was over and parted with difficulty but without rancour. With John had gone the bitterness, the desperation, leaving a new calmer Eve, happy in her work at Mistleden Ladies, even throughout the troubles of the last two years, and even able to greet Rick amicably. She scarcely gave him a thought now. When they met on family occasions or after a summons from Winifred to Mistleden they chatted inconsequentially, and parted without regret. Jennifer and James heaved sighs of relief that the Sturm und Drang were over, and that in some unorthodox way the Partridge family (including the Flemings) had come together again.


So why the hell did she feel like this now? Eve asked herself vehemently, paying her bill to push herself into action. Four minutes later she was thumping the griffin doorknocker on the yellow door and wishing she hadn’t. Wondering if she legged it down the street whether she could reach the corner in time to escape, and knowing she wouldn’t move.


The door opened.


Why did he blasted well have to look the same? Why hadn’t he grown horns, a bulbous nose and a beer belly since she last saw him? Saw him alone, that is. She didn’t count seeing him dutifully fulfilling his role as a member of the family. This was the way she’d seen him in the Hampstead flat, striding over the cliffs in Cornwall, ripping off his clothes to jump into bed . . .


‘Quite a surprise,’ he said at length, staring at her. ‘I was expecting—’


‘One of your nymphettes, no doubt,’ she leapt in, immediately cursing herself for putting herself in the wrong. It was his fault. For looking the same.


‘No,’ Rick replied mildly, ‘the central heating man, actually. You’ll do instead, I suppose. You’d better come in.’


Looking neither to right nor left in case she saw signs of feminine occupation, Eve marched behind his tall figure clad casually in cords and sweater, into the small study at the rear of the cottage. Why didn’t he take her into the other room? she thought suspiciously, What was there that he didn’t want her to see?


‘Coffee?’ he asked politely, after a moment or two’s awkward silence.


‘No thanks.’


‘You’d better sit down. You might remember what you came for,’ he suggested.


She flushed, moving a pile of books from an old chintz-covered armchair and sitting on it, then wishing she hadn’t because it immediately put her at a disadvantage, as he lolled in the higher chair at the desk. Still the same battered old desk she noticed. So he hadn’t sold it after all.


‘I came about Mistleden,’ she told him loudly.


‘What else?’


‘You don’t seem surprised.’


‘My dear Eve, since for the last eight years Mistleden has occupied your every thought it’s the first thing I assumed.’


‘That’s not—’ she broke off. ‘Is that why you left me?’ she asked, struck suddenly by this curious thought. ‘Because you thought I didn’t have time for you any more?’


He looked taken aback as though she had broken the rules. ‘I left you for a lady fair,’ he said lightly. ‘You know that. You’ve reviled me for my little vice often enough. And no, it wasn’t in fact.’


‘Then—’ No, she wouldn’t play his game. It didn’t matter any more. She was her own woman, with her own life, her own strength. And no matter if that strength were buttressed by Mistleden Ladies. Even Rick was held by it. He couldn’t escape the fact that he was a member of the Partridge family; indeed she suspected he was proud of the fact, thought it was true she never saw mention of it in his writing.


‘You met Michael Newman, Jennifer’s friend, on Saturday night, didn’t you? Did he talk to you about this book he’s planning?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is that all you can say? Don’t you mind if he’s out to demolish the Partridge story, by fair means or foul?’


‘That’s the point, isn’t it? If it’s fair means, surely even you’d go along with it? Or you wouldn’t be here.’


Deliberately, unerringly, he was knocking the ground from under her feet. How dare he read her so easily, know her so well, know she couldn’t rest till she was sure she had laid this demon of her fantasy to rest. But what if she couldn’t? What if Winifred’s distress had not been derived from some loving memory of her parents, but because she possessed some knowledge about them that Michael Newman now shared and she, Eve, did not. Yet how could that be? Winifred, above all, was honest. She could never have hidden anything detrimental to their memory.


‘There’s not so much gap between us, Eve,’ Rick added gently.


‘Then stop him.’


‘No.’


‘Don’t you care about your mother, the grief it could cause her all for nothing? The harm it could do the Association?’ The harm, she suddenly realised, with a touch of fear, that it might do James?


‘But if it’s not all for nothing?’ he countered. ‘What then?’


‘It depends how serious it is.’


‘And who is to judge that?’


‘I don’t know,’ she shouted, goaded. ‘But I do know there’s nothing sinister to find out. Nevertheless all the mud that’s stirred up can hurt your mother and, as things are at present, could blast the Association out of existence.’


He stared at her. ‘What have you really come here for, Eve?’


She hesitated, then stumbled over the words. ‘Something odd happened and somehow your mother’s explanation didn’t reassure me. She didn’t seem concerned by the effect it might have on the business and I don’t understand why not.’ She would keep to herself that terrifyingly inexplicable sight of Winifred hurling the miniature from her. ‘I suppose I want you to tell me it’s all right,’ she tried to joke.


‘Oh Eve, you haven’t changed.’ Impatience in his voice. ‘There’s nothing I can do.’


‘You haven’t changed then either.’


Rick laughed. ‘Touché. Were you hoping Superman would open the door? Disappointed again, my lovely. Nothing but your roving footloose feckless ex-husband.’


‘But you are involved in this, Rick, as well as me, whether I like it or not. That’s why I’ve come.’ Eve recovered ground. ‘You’re the Partridges’ grandson, and due to inherit the house. Even you can’t escape that.’


He winced at the this time unconscious slur of ‘even’. ‘I’m a grandson of Harold and Edith Fleming too, may they rest in peace, but I don’t feel the need to involve myself in their lives.’


‘But I need you.’


He raised an eyebrow. ‘To help at Mistleden? I’m honoured.’


‘In a way,’ she ploughed on. ‘Rick, I came to a decision before I came to see you. I’m going to tell you what I found, and if you can’t explain it, then I’ve got to go into it myself. Before Michael Newman does – the creep.’


‘I thought he was okay.’


‘He’s a slimy toad that wormed his way into Jennifer’s good books because of who she is.’


‘She doesn’t think he’s a slimy toad,’ Rick pointed out warningly.


‘Whether she does or not, I’m going to stop him.’


‘You have my admiration.’


‘Don’t be sarcastic,’ Eve retorted, this time keeping her temper. ‘You’re a journalist, surely you can tell me how to go about things, give me some contacts.’


‘I could.’ He considered. ‘First of all, tell me the terrible truth. It’s a love nest of Gerald’s, I presume?’


‘You seem very calm about it. You aren’t surprised?’


‘I am, as you say, a journalist,’ he told her apologetically. ‘I had always wondered if it could be as beautiful as it’s painted.’


‘You never mentioned this before. It is your family after all.’


‘Perhaps you never had time to ask me.’


‘There was plenty of time when we were in London. You never mentioned any doubts at all. You were proud of the family.’


‘Certainly. Of what they achieved. But the legend – I suppose I never told you because—’ he drummed his fingers on the table – ‘I’d nothing to go on.’


‘But—’ Eve was taken aback. Could there really have been so much misunderstanding between them when they lived together so closely? ‘You grew up seeped in Partridges.’


‘Precisely. I could hardly avoid them.’


‘So you’ll help me now?’


‘I wouldn’t touch it with a bargepole.’


‘Why not?’ she asked angrily.


He shrugged. ‘I believe there’s something about a good journalist needing an open mind. I’m hardly likely to have that about the Partridges. Ever since I was on solid foods I was fed a non-stop diet of Partridge Pie. Mother opened the house when I was about three. I can hardly claim to be unbiased. What I can do is keep away from it. And that’s what I propose to do.’


‘You were jealous of the Partridges as a child, because they took up Winifred’s time,’ she said, almost to herself, considering it from his point of view.


‘How quaintly psychiatric. No, my father and I just ganged up and went off and did the things men do. Sensible things. Huntin’, shootin’, fishin’—’


‘Oh, be serious.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I’m asking you to.’


‘All right.’ He grimaced. ‘How’s this? I distrust legends. Particularly legends as neat as this. Wonderful marriage, wonderful career, no jealousy, no rows, tragic death in childbirth, gallant bereaved husband flying to the rescue of poor old England single-handed and killed in a Spitfire having done so.’


‘And just suppose it was just like that? There’s no disputing the facts.’


‘Yet now Michael Newman’s found that cottage, you feel you must delve into it to reassure yourself the garden is as lovely as you think. That there are no slugs slithering out with the rain.’


‘Don’t you?’


‘No.’


‘Why not? Still running away?’


‘How melodramatic, Eve,’ he said mockingly. ‘If you’re going to be an investigative journalist—’


‘Go to hell.’


‘I’ve been there, ducky,’ he replied sadly. ‘It’s not the fun it’s cracked up to be.’


‘Keep your blasted help. I’ll manage on my own.’ Be damned if she’d tell him about the miniature now. She rushed to the front door, tears of frustration in her eyes.


‘Eve.’


She halted but did not turn round.


‘I’ll give you two thoughts to be going on with.’


Mutinously she stood with her hand on the latch, her back to him as he came up behind her. She thought he was going to touch her and stiffened defensively, but he didn’t. From the creak he had sat down on the wooden stairway behind her. She longed to tell him to stuff his sanctimonious thoughts but could not. She compromised by saying nothing, waiting.


‘You remember all that fuss on the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of Britain – about why Gerald never got the VC? I always thought Mother had engineered the hoo-ha in the press.’ He paused but she did not say anything. ‘Well, I went to the Air Historical Branch of the Ministry of Defence in London to see if I could sniff anything out. I had already had a chat with a military aviation buff who told me there was still some mystery about it because the powers that be were certainly wanting to throw a few VCs around at Fighter Command at that time, to balance up those given to Bomber Command. Only one fighter pilot actually got one. Anyway, I got a lot of guff about having to send for Gerald’s file from Gloucester or somewhere, but I told him I wasn’t interested in what the records said. I wasn’t going to publish. It was strictly for family interest. I didn’t get far. He hummed and hawed and told me that informally the thinking was that as Gerald was strictly ground duties only, and as he took up that Spit entirely without orders on a field he wasn’t even stationed at, pinched from a squadron he’d left some months before, it was hardly thought fitting that he should get the VC for it.


‘Then he relented a bit and said he’d give me the address of a chap who’d retired from the MOD and who had been a former Fighter Command pilot himself. I was still curious enough to go to see him. This chap told me off the record that the rumour was that Gerald had still been suffering from depression at Isabel’s death at the time of the Battle of Britain and had deliberately set out to kill himself as dramatically as possible. He put it more delicately than that, but that was what he meant all right. Virtual suicide.’


‘Suicide?’ Eve echoed, horror-stricken. ‘But that’s not like—’ She had been about to say not like Gerald, before it occurred to her that she ought to approach this on the basis that she might not know what Gerald was like. She was quite sure she did but she still had to prove it.


‘Why are you telling me all this?’


‘Because it seems a tiny chip on the outer edges of the legend.’


‘What did you finally do about it?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Why not?’


‘Escapism, dearest.’


At last she turned round. He was grinning at her. The old familiar infuriating grin. ‘And the second thought?’ she enquired grimly.


‘The second thought is that you might consider what sort of terrible secret might make my dearly beloved mother clam up, even to you. And the third thought—’


‘The third? Aren’t I the lucky one?’


‘You are indeed,’ he said softly. ‘The third is that there’s only a couple of feet between us and, if I stood up ever so nonchalantly and leapt on you, I could have that flimsy dress off plus anything else in the way of that sexy body of yours and give you the best fuck you’ve had in six years, all before you could cry Partridge.’


Outrage leapt with desire, pride battled with temptation, fear with sneaking pleasure. So blasted sure of himself. Or if he wasn’t, the façade was too thick even to think of trying to batter it down. Pride shouted loudest and anger came to its aid.


He was still sitting there as she walked out, banging the door loudly behind her.




CHAPTER TWO


The heat hit her like a blast from an opened oven door. Eve blinked in the early afternoon sun at Nice airport which exposed her mercilessly to the route she had chosen. If chosen was the right word. Forced into might be more accurate. It was only three days since she had returned from Sandwich but already Rick had been relegated to the past and an immaterial past at that. He had been a possible avenue of progress which was now closed and definitely not for retarmacking. Rick was not going to lift a finger to help her. Nor, obviously, and for whatever reason, was Winifred. As a result, she’d had to lie to her, make up some story about her mother having pleaded for a long weekend of Eve’s time. Winifred had not been pleased. Nobody, in her view, should need a holiday from Mistleden Ladies. Not that this was a holiday. This was work, Riviera or not. A wild goose chase maybe, but it might, just might, stop Michael Newman in his tracks.


The relief that had followed her bright thought that Gerald had bought the cottage as a retreat when he was posted back to the south in 1940, since Surrey would be a lot nearer than either London or Mistleden for short leaves, had speedily evaporated as she realised he’d only been in the south for a month or two before he was killed. Replacing it, at two in the morning on Wednesday, had been Rick’s words running through her mind: what sort of terrible secret might make my dearly beloved mother clam up? Was Winifred was keeping something from her? If so her life at Mistleden Ladies might be based at worst on a lie or at best on misconception. And that opened up the possibility that Michael Newman might just be on to something, no doubt insignificant, but which he could twist into something to suit his title, The Rotten Pear Tree.


Winifred was an honest woman, Eve had told herself, as she padded downstairs to make some cocoa. After all, she’d worked with her for eight years and known her for twenty-two. Wasn’t it disloyal of her even to consider Winifred was not being straight with her? ‘Never glad confident morning again . . .’ A line from Browning’s ‘The Lost Leader’ hammered at her as she drank the lumpy cocoa. Reason – or the kind of reason one can drag together at three in the morning – told her Winifred was not a lost leader and that the idea that Gerald might have had a mistress was surely ruled out on grounds of time alone. If the Partridges were in an average of three plays a year, plus screen roles, social appearances and entertaining etc., how on earth could Gerald have had the time to conduct a secret love affair in Surrey?


In her indignation at Michael Newman, she realised, she had stupidly not asked when Gerald was supposed to have bought the cottage. The twenties? The thirties? Even after Isabel’s death, perhaps? That’s if he had bought a cottage. And if he had, why? Fantasies pushed out reason and raced round unchecked until she finally fell asleep at 5 a.m.


When she awoke, she could see quite clearly what came next. Only one person could answer her questions: Gilbert Harper, the Grand Old Man himself.


The taxi dropped her on the busy Antibes road not far from Cannes. Before her were the familiar iron gates, unimposing, almost unnoticeable among the widely spaced similarly unpretentious entrances along this road. Tucked beyond them, out of sight, were the opulent villas of the famous, the rich, often the elderly who had earned their right to solitude and their uninterrupted views over the Mediterranean. From the road, Eve could see no sign of the Villa Lavande, which nestled beneath her on the steep hillside plunging to the sea. On tiptoe, just the hint of red Provençal-tiled roof could be seen, through the gently stirring leaves of olive and lemon trees – the mecca to which all serious members of the acting profession, young and old, as well as historians of the theatre, found their way – or rather the favoured few whom Gilbert Harper agreed to see. At ninety-two, he had told her on the telephone, he had earned the right to choose his visitors. And Eve, for the Partridges’ sake, she realised gratefully, was always one of the elect.


The sound of the bell clanged tinnily in the stillness of the late afternoon heat. Crickets chirped in the olive tree above her head. A lizard darted across the stone wall on her right. Somewhere a dog barked lazily, perhaps in indignation at being called upon to repel boarders as was his duty. She was aware of all these sounds, sharpened, etched upon the day, as a young man, with dark Latin insolent looks, appeared in answer to her summons. If it had been needed. That ancient bell could surely not be the only security device the Villa Lavande possessed. Hidden away, she guessed, must be the most sophisticated alarms and videos the modern world had yet devised.


A grudging: ‘Buon giorno.’


He was new since the last time she’d come. Gilbert must change them every couple of years like the geraniums. And Italian into the bargain. She followed his slim undulating hips down the steep path, assailed by scents of trees and flowers trapped by the hillside behind them, round the side of the villa and on to the terrace. Here nature aped art, as vines snaked up invisible posts, to form a roof to the terrace, then greedily sent tendrils curling down to the shade beneath, waving as they sought a stranglehold. Geraniums sprawled lazily from terracotta pots, a cat lay half on the terrace, half hanging over the edge into the sunshine. It looked up balefully, stretched and strolled away, contemptuous of intrusive women. No Gilbert yet.


Eve sat down in one of the armchairs and contemplated the Mediterranean. Now she was here, the doubts as to whether she was taking too big a risk in coming began to ebb away. If anyone was entitled to know that there was a threat to the Partridges’ reputation, it was Gilbert, irrespective of what further harm this might do to the Mistleden Ladies’ precarious financial position.


She decided honesty was the only course with Gilbert. After all, Winifred had been his ward until she was twenty-one, and Gilbert of all people could best gauge her reactions.


She tried to regain the momentum of urgency that had sent her on this mission, but in the Mediterranean sun, it was hard. The Partridges seemed like a footnote of history and Mistleden far away. Books and their biographers, even that elusive god truth which had seemed so vitally important in Britain, were whittled down to contemplatable size.


‘Eve, my darling, what a delightful surprise to get your call.’ The self-propelled wheelchair shot with amazing dexterity on to the terrace.


She hadn’t seen Gilbert for three years, when he chaired the AGM of the Partridge Trust and attended the board meeting of the Mistleden Ladies Association. A very important director, for his original share capital had more or less made possible the establishment of the Mistleden Ladies guarantee company. It had been unusual to have a guarantee company with share capital, but for Winifred, whose chief legacy from her parents had been the estate of Mistleden Ladies itself, it was virtually essential. He’d aged since she saw him last; he hadn’t been in a wheelchair then, eight-nine or not. But his face was as sharp as ever, and doubtless his tongue also. She wondered, after the sudden rush of pleasure at seeing him, why she had left it three years before returning to the Villa Lavande.


‘I don’t think much of this, Gilbert.’ She indicated the wheelchair as she bent over to kiss him. ‘But you look as chirpy as ever.’


He cackled. ‘At my age, the body strangely fails to keep pace with the spirit, alas. I have to bear in mind, however, that the spirit never had the pleasure of possessing a penis.’


‘You’re a wicked old man, Gilbert,’ she told him affectionately.


‘Regrettably no longer.’


‘Where is Jacob?’


‘The dear old thing does not possess my stamina. Still asleep, I expect. And he not even ninety yet.’


‘I am on my pins, Mr Harper.’ Querulously, Jacob Percival, film director and long-term lover of Gilbert Harper, had shuffled on to the terrace to greet Eve. Even more deeply lined by the Riviera sun than his partner, he looked a gaunt Boris Karloff besides Gilbert’s brown berry baldness. ‘What, might I ask, are you talking about so earnestly that requires my presence?’


If senility had ever been tempted to greet these two, Eve thought fondly, it had certainly changed its mind. One glance from the keen eyes of either master or watchdog, and it would have run off with its tail between its legs. She became aware that Gilbert was watching her appraisingly, for she had not divulged the reason for her hasty visit over the telephone. ‘Jacob, tell that too handsome Giulio that I don’t pay him merely to be beautiful. We will require one of his special effusions tonight.’


The special effusion when it arrived proved to be cointreau with passion fruit juice and various other unidentifiable ingredients. Whatever was in it, it beat the best offerings of the Squirrel in Mistleden village by a long chalk.


‘A matter of some importance, I believe you said, Eve,’ Gilbert gently prodded her at last, pushing his empty glass aside as though it displeased him. ‘How is dear Winifred? What a pity she could not join you.’


‘She doesn’t know I’m here.’


‘Ah.’ Blandly. ‘And Rick?’


‘Well, when I saw him last,’ she replied evenly. She’d been prepared for this. Gilbert could never resist a curious probe.


‘Such interesting articles he writes. And books, of course. I have them all, even the most recent, Tonight in Samarra. Most perceptive. And James – I heard of his success.’


‘Already?’


‘Naturally.’ In the gentlest possible way, Gilbert was reminding her that wheelchair or not he was still the spider in the web of the London arts scene establishment, and particularly in its theatrical and film world. Not only was he chairman of the trust administering the Partridge School of Acting, but on the board of Harper Management Enterprises and Harper Films. His main preoccupation for the last five years and now nearing fruition was the establishment of the Harper Percival International Foundation for Stage and Screen in New York, with branches in Europe. His bid for immortality was how he termed it – his, not theirs, for Jacob, as usual, was by far the junior partner.


‘Tell him to pop out and see me, Eve. We’ll discuss his future. Jennifer too if she wishes. I might be able to do a little something for her in the Foundation, though I doubt if she’ll care. Isn’t she so like darling Rick?’


‘It’s no use even trying, Gilbert,’ Eve laughed. ‘I’m not coming out to play. Rick and I are good friends.’ (Was this her saying this?)


‘How modern.’


‘At times you sound like your own plays, Gilbert.’


He grinned, like a naughty child caught out, and reached for her hand, patting it with affection. ‘I’d just like to see you two together again before I die,’ he quavered theatrically.


‘That’s going to give us a fair time to sort it out. Judging by the look of you.’


‘Mr Harper is fortunately in excellent health,’ Jacob put in, in his usual funereal tones.


It always amused her that despite the partnership off screen of over fifty years, and even with her, Jacob maintained formality. He too had known the Partridges, for in 1937 he directed the film of Just Gods, followed by that of Bird on the Wing in early 1938. Curfew, following in 1939, had not starred the Partridges of course and was the weaker for it. By then however Jacob was established, and when public fashion for films of stage plays changed and Gilbert’s and his public lives diverged, it did not affect their private relationship which remained private and with its essential core unaltered, despite Jacob’s eminence. Master and acolyte they still were, even at ninety-two and eighty-nine.


Old friend though he was, Eve wasn’t sure she wanted to speak freely in front of Jacob, even though she knew very well that Gilbert would tell him everything afterwards.


‘Do you want dear Jacob to leave us, Eve?’ Gilbert asked her innocently.


‘Well . . . it’s about the Partridges.’ She made her mind up. She had to put him in the picture, despite the risks of his possibly retiring as a guarantor if he thought he might become associated with a slur on his beloved Gerald and Isabel – no matter how innocent Mistleden Ladies was in the affair. After all, Jennifer would be involved. How could she have been so foolish? Eve steadied her voice. ‘No, of course, I don’t want Jacob to leave. But I don’t want Winifred to know about this visit just yet. Not till I’m ready.’


‘I, of all people, have learned the art of what and what not to say to Winifred,’ Gilbert reassured her. ‘Such an obstinate little girl.’


Eve laughed. ‘She hasn’t changed. She’s just polished it with charm, that’s all.’


‘Not “that’s all” in such a dismissive tone, Eve. Charm oils the engine of the world.’


‘Jennifer has a young man – you may have heard of him, Michael Newman, deputy editor of The Proscenium – and he is proposing to write a book exposing what he deems the truth about Gerald and Isabel’s marriage and partnership. What it is he hasn’t told me, but his evidence is based on a cottage owned by Gerald in Surrey called Done Rovin’.’


‘That hardly sounds like Mr Partridge.’


‘That’s what I said, Jacob. I would not have thought twice about it, except that I found the missing Parelli miniature of nineteen-thirty-five.’


‘Really?’ Gilbert looked as pleased as if it belonged to him. ‘Winifred must have been delighted.’


‘No, she knew it was there.’ She did not want to repeat exactly what Winifred had told her, and Gilbert did not enquire further.


‘Then what concerns you, Eve?’


‘The quotation on the miniature is Byron’s “So we’ll go no more a roving”.’ Even as she spoke it began to sound no more than a coincidence of a time far away and long ago. ‘The cottage is Done Rovin’. I wondered if you knew anything about it?’


‘I expect you would find that it was a cottage bought as a retreat for Gerald and Isabel from the pressures of Mistleden Ladies.’


‘Pressures?’ Eve repeated startled, even as she grasped in thankful relief at this most obvious of solutions. ‘But Mistleden Ladies was a retreat in itself.’


‘At first perhaps. Not once they had gained stardom. These were the twenties, you must bear in mind. Gerald and Isabel bought Mistleden Ladies in nineteen twenty-nine after the success of Spinning Wheels and The Cherry Tree on the stage. When they returned from Hollywood in thirty-four the pressures were even greater. Mistleden became their own personal prison of a stage, much as they loved it. The house was usually thronged with people, always I admit including myself. Players, aspiring players, Mrs Worthington’s daughters, musicians, painters, writers – I assure you Mistleden Halt became a main line railway station at weekends, winter or summer. On one occasion I recall dear Gerald and Isabel simply vanished for a whole Saturday to Monday and no one noticed. Except me, naturally. The house was alive . . .’ His eyes fixed somewhere behind her, not on the Mediterranean but on a mise en scène of sixty years ago. Perhaps the eyes were moist. ‘Gerald’s vital spark and Isabel’s dancing grace, my rose of yesterday.’


‘An immaculate performance.’ Jacob appeared to be deliberately misinterpreting. ‘The direction was execrable, but execrable. The scene where whatsisname returns to France after the war to find her, was simply hurled away. If he had pulled focus perhaps . . . used soft front lighting, had any conception of the use of light and shade in that reunion scene but, my dears, it was left for the script to take the weight. I ask you. In a film. And what a script. If only it had been yours, Mr Harper.’


‘Come, come, Jacob. You mustn’t be so prejudiced. Though I happen to agree with you. Had it not been for Isabel’s voice, the mere intonation of her: “I knew you would return to me. Comme les hirondelles, mon amour. With the spring.”’


‘I would agree had the foolish man used a dissolve—’


‘No, no, then her speech would have gone for nothing.’


‘I cannot concur, Mr Harper.’


Eve sat back to enjoy it. What a fool she’d been. The obvious answer had never occurred to her. She had let Michael Newman wind her up and then continued the process for herself. Now she could let relax, let tension drain out of her. Over the Esterel the huge red ball of the afternoon sun prepared to plunge behind the hills.
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