
[image: Cover]


Also by Louise Pennington

The Dreambreakers

The Diplomat’s Wife

Sins of Angels

Jessica’s Lover


About the Author

Louise Pennington, Baroness Bentinck, worked in advertising for five years before writing full-time. She was born in Bristol and has lived in Vienna, the background to her novel The Diplomat’s Wife. She has recently completed Bricks and Bones, a thriller novel set in East Sussex where she now lives. Louise also writes for performance and her first full length feature, Don’t Stop Breathing, was shortlisted for the Oscar Moore Screenwriting Prize, and a play, Fractured, forms part of Brighton’s Little Theatre’s 2012-13 calendar of productions.


THE STALKING OF EVE

Louise Pennington

[image: Logo Missing]

www.hodder.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 1996 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Louise Pennington 1996

The right of Louise Pennington to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

 No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

Ebook ISBN 978 1 444 77701 7

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.hodder.co.uk


In memory of my father, Alan Pennington –
for your wit, your gentle humour, your fruit cakes
– and for making me change the ending . . .


His sister was his guard . . . The mighty Isis who protected her brother, seeking him without tiring, not resting until she found him . . . She received his seed and bore his heir, raising their child in solitude in an unknown hiding place . . .

New Kingdom hymn to Osiris


One

For the first time in years she thought of him, but there was no conjuring up of his face in her mind – or his name, or the place she had last seen him. Nothing as simple as that.

Her eyes flinched and she leaned her weary head back, lapping up the hypnotic drone of all-night cabs speeding down the drizzle-soaked Fulham Road as she shuddered away from the memory.

He would come back though, somehow, some way. He would.

‘Eve?’

She wheeled round. Andrew was sitting up in bed, watching her. Usually he slept deeply, like a baby, and it soothed her to hear the soft snory murmur of his breathing, it helped quell the nasty thud of her heart.

‘What’s the matter?’ he said. Even in the half-light she could see the worry creasing his face: a nice face, a warm face, a face she needed.

‘I couldn’t sleep.’

‘Again?’

‘Again.’

‘Nothing else?’

She crossed the room, sat on the edge of the bed. ‘What more could there be?’

He shook his head, but it was an odd sort of answer, he thought, even at three o’clock in the morning. ‘Come back to bed.’

Wordlessly she climbed in beside him, felt his body close up against her, his arm snake around her waist, knowing what would come. And she didn’t want to, not now, not tomorrow, or the day after that. Sometimes she thought that never having sex again would be too soon.

He was pulling up her nightie, lifting it gently over her head. Andrew liked her naked, he wanted to see everything, love everything – because he did love and much more than her. ‘With this body I thee worship’. And he did.

She stiffened just perceptibly, tried to suppress her revulsion as he crouched above her, but made her lips move as he leaned down to kiss her, made her body go limp and opened her legs enough to let him inside. Even when he prolonged the lovemaking with foreplay designed to please, it did nothing to arouse or excite; but she would play the game – moaning a little, sighing a little, keeping up the pretence, silently praying for it to be over.

She could not tell him because it would hurt him too much and he had never guessed, or, if he had, he’d said nothing and that would bother her if she cared to think about it, except that Andrew wouldn’t keep something like that to himself. He would want to talk about it, understand, for heaven’s sake. And she didn’t want that. God, no.

He was playing with her now, teasing her, and she was astonished that he was unable to detect her disgust. It seemed horrible to her then, a travesty, that they could be so physically close, that their sweat, saliva and sexual juices could mingle and run together, yet in the purest sense of the word they still remained apart.

But something was happening inside.

Something inside her rising up in eagerness. He was straddling her, his body silhouetted against the dull light of a lamp so that she couldn’t see his face.

He could be anyone.

She watched him for a long moment, then reached up and began raking her nails across his chest, down, until her hand closed around his erect penis, felt it pulsate beneath her fingers.

Her tongue passed along her lips.

It was like the sudden remembrance of some dark, delicious promise, a black secret put away long ago and then lost. And she was actually giving in to it, savouring it, and the savouring was somehow an inexpressible relief. She wanted him – it – wanted to be filled up, made complete in some bizarre way and she didn’t know why. Except it didn’t seem like Andrew, it seemed like someone else, and she knew who it was. Really she did, if she made herself look.

Rain was still spitting at the window when she awoke, but the sky was brightening and she wondered if the sun was going to come out; the weatherman had said it would and Andrew deserved a good day for the surprise party he had arranged for her birthday. No real surprise, of course, Eve had found out from Pansy in the end, and it would have been churlish to make a fuss after all the trouble he was taking. A shadow momentarily dimmed her eyes and she brought her knees up to her belly, arms crossed against her chest, and turned her face to the wall.

She should have foreseen the lake house, it was perfect for a party, even if Andrew knew of her dislike of the place. He had never been able to understand her reluctance to spend time there and so she hid behind the feeble excuse of its remoteness, its neglect, the overgrown garden and crumbling walls – as if that was all she found distasteful – but he had taken care of all that, apparently. Andrew was very good at taking care of things. He thought he was taking care of her now.

She slid a hand between her legs and held it there for comfort; it was tender there, a little bruised, and she closed her eyes.

Andrew was on the phone, she could hear his voice floating up from the study. Perhaps he regretted all the extra work involved, no matter how beautiful the outcome: three rambling sixteenth century cottages knocked into one and bordering on a small piece of water. The plumbing was bad, the wiring worse. If something should go wrong after all his efforts there was probably very little they could do, because it was so far off the beaten track, practically in the middle of nowhere. The Fulham house wasn’t big enough, of course, not for two hundred people.

And she didn’t like the water, that great pond which her mother had ostentatiously christened a lake. She snapped her eyes open and abruptly pushed back the bed clothes.

For an instant her expression was both wary and perplexed and when she looked down at her hands she saw that they were shaking.

‘Nerves,’ Eve murmured soothingly to herself, ‘just nerves,’ and walked into the bathroom where she turned on a tap and let the crystal-clear water run through her fingers.

Andrew had once managed to coax her into the lake. It had been very late and he was sober and she a little the worse for several glasses of champagne – a naughty, naked swim designed to drive her dislike away. He had held out his hands to her as she stood on the jetty and she had slipped effortlessly into his arms and with no protest, not even the ghost of a frown. Odd, that.

Now she could only remember how cold it had been, how the moon had carved an alabaster path across the water, how she had stared with disbelief at the whiteness of their bodies against the blackness of the water, her breasts lying on the surface, glistening, like two silver orbs; beneath and between them a clump of weeds, tendrils streaming eerily like human hair.

And that thick slimy mud squirming up between her toes.

Nothing after that, because she had blanked out.

Eve began to pour scented oil into the running bathwater, trailed her fingers across the surface.

Poor Andrew. The experience had really frightened him and he blamed himself, but it had only been the result of a lethal combination of tiredness and champagne.

Yet it made her wonder. Sometimes during those endless waking moments she wondered a lot.

‘Thought you might like a tea . . .’

Eve swung round, startled.

‘Hey,’ Andrew said gently and put the cup and saucer down, ‘it’s only me.’

‘Sorry.’

‘You’re tired, that’s all.’ He slipped his arms around her, felt the curves of her body through the silk of her kimono. ‘That’s why I let you sleep on – after yet another of your broken nights.’

She nodded.

‘But this time I can’t say I’m entirely sorry . . .’ He stroked her hair and felt the outline of her skull beneath his fingers, caught the sweet warm fragrance of her and thought of their feverish lovemaking. Eve’s uncharacteristic reaction to his caresses had surprised, no, stunned him because generally she was a passive partner: pliant, amenable, but passive. Perhaps he had unwittingly stumbled upon some invisible switch in her that neither of them had suspected existed. He frowned softly, trying to comprehend this mystery, but wondered whether he hadn’t simply and finally got it right with her. These things took time, hadn’t he told himself that often enough?

He cupped his wife’s face in his hands. Even the grey smudges beneath her eyes did nothing to reduce her attraction. Eve was an innocent voluptuary, if there was such a thing: dark and opulent and sensitive, perhaps too sensitive.

‘You do love me?’ she said suddenly. ‘Don’t you?’ The words tumbled out from nowhere and Eve sent a hand to her mouth as if to catch and bring the clumsy words back.

Andrew gaped at her and when he spoke his voice was gentle, disbelieving. ‘How can you ask that? And after last night? What is it, Eve – what’s the matter?’

But sex wasn’t love. She wrinkled her brow; one of the nuns at school had told her that sex was bad because God hated it. Sister Rosemary with her white shiny moon face and big mannish shoes who thought that sexual sin was worse than murder. ‘I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing to say.’

‘Very.’

‘And there’s nothing the matter. Really. I just need to make up some sleep.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re worried about something.’

‘I’m not,’ she protested.

He scrutinised her sharply. ‘Sure?’

‘Yes.’ Eve smiled a little, her luminous eyes never leaving his.

Andrew sucked in a breath. ‘Well, thank God for Pansy. Now at least Jack shouldn’t be disturbing your sleep so much. Our gorgeous little son has hardly given you a decent night since he was born.’

‘It’s not been as bad as that.’

‘It’s been pretty bad.’ More than that, Eve was different somehow, and he couldn’t explain exactly why. The post-natal depression seemed to be passing, but she didn’t spend enough time with Jack now that Pansy was here. In fact, she seemed to avoid him, which was crazy and probably an exaggeration when he remembered how much she had wanted their child. Andrew sighed softly; maybe he was tired, too.

‘All right,’ she said with a trace of impatience. ‘But let’s not dwell on it.’ Perhaps Andrew was right, she told herself and it was as simple as that: lack of regular sleep, followed by the depression which had dogged her since Jack’s birth.

‘Perhaps you stopped taking the tablets too soon?’ he queried gently.

‘You mean good old Prozac?’ she replied dryly. ‘No. I don’t think so. I hate taking pills.’

‘I understand all that,’ he said. ‘But just watch points. Okay?’

‘Okay.’ If things didn’t get any better, perhaps she would see the doctor and get something to help her sleep. Nothing long-term, just something mild, to tide her over.

And the feeling would go.

‘Better now?’

She nodded.

Andrew’s gaze came to rest on her mouth, lips that could still tantalise and arouse with startling ease. He thought back to last night and heat flooded him again; she had abased herself, that was the only word that seemed to fit. There had been a sickening sensation of power having her on her knees before him. Yet what bothered him most about her behaviour, and his subsequent reaction, was the fact that he had liked it.

‘Wow!’ Pansy exclaimed. ‘I had no idea it was so dreamy.’

‘Your father’s obviously been doing a lot of work on the place,’ Eve said quietly. It was her stepdaughter’s first visit to the lake house, and she had forgotten how beguiling its charms could seem to a newcomer. It had beguiled her once; it had been her home, everything.

‘Do you like it?’ Andrew darted a glance at her as he drove further up the long gravelled drive, drawing them closer to the house. She knew he was anxious, it was all there: in his voice, the expression on his face.

‘Yes, of course,’ she said with an effort. ‘You’ve done a wonderful job.’

‘I wasn’t sure . . .’ he said. ‘I knew you weren’t keen on the place, but I thought after a bit of renovation . . .’ He shrugged. ‘It seemed such a waste to let it sit here and rot.’

‘Don’t you like it?’ Pansy sounded incredulous. Eve could feel her stepdaughter’s eyes boring into the back of her head.

‘Memories, I suppose,’ Eve answered with a shrug. ‘I don’t know really.’

Andrew looked at his wife out of the corner of his eye, but her face was closed. She never spoke of the past, not in any real sense. Her father was dead, her mother had lived in the States for years, and there was a brother, James, somewhere in the Far East who never wrote, never came home.

‘There used to be a pair of swans,’ Eve said abruptly. ‘They used to come every year, nesting beneath one of the willows until the cygnets hatched.’

Andrew stopped in front of the house just as Eve finished speaking and he and Pansy followed the direction of her gaze to the water.

It was very quiet and a little lonely because of the silence. There were no other buildings close enough to desecrate the skyline and no noise, not even birdsong, any animal life sheltering from the heat of the day. The trees still crowded thick and dark to the water’s edge where the moss would be succulent and green and where an odd ring of mushrooms grew: red-capped brilliant things with white, pulpy stems. Eve drew in a breath, caught the old clinging, earthy scents in her nostrils. She had often walked there in that other time, sat on the bank and trailed her toes in the water, watched for tadpoles, water-snails and the birth of dragonflies.

Later came other things: the stench of cigarette smoke, a pair of monster feet striding through long grass.

She licked her lips, slowly, carefully.

Amongst the reeds there were probably moorhens and ducks, furtively rustling the tall stems alongside the other things – the small, unknown and nameless ones that only come out into the world at night to live for a while, and breathe, and have their moment.

Baby Jack began to grizzle as if the stillness of everything had snapped him out of his dreams.

‘He’ll need his nappy changing,’ Pansy said and wrinkled her nose.

‘If you’ll do that for me,’ Eve suggested, ‘I’ll make up a picnic lunch. You can have it down by the water.’

‘No problem,’ Pansy enthused. ‘And I love eating outdoors.’

‘Can’t stand the bugs myself,’ Andrew remarked, pulling a face. ‘They never leave you alone long enough to get your teeth into a good sandwich.’ He started rummaging in his pockets. ‘Now let me see – I’ve got the keys here – somewhere.’ When he found them he held them up in the air and grinned as if he had just won a prize.

Eve watched Pansy as she walked with her father to the house, Jack swinging gently in his baby-seat by her side. She wore a bright yellow waistcoat with red tassels and a long black skirt from which huge Doc Martens protruded like clowns’ feet. On her head perched a wide floppy-brimmed hat, pinned up at the front with a cameo brooch; beneath the hat her hair sprang forth, a mass of tiny dark-brown plaits into which she had woven gold thread. Eve liked Pansy, she was almost as nice as her father, a little wild maybe, but goodhearted. Eve wanted her to stay with them as long as possible, and hoped that Pansy’s burning desire to obtain an Equity card, and hopefully commence an acting career, would not materialise for a very long time.

She felt very guilty about this secret wish and found herself over-paying and over-indulging her stepdaughter to salve her conscience. It had done wonders for their once thorny relationship, but not much for Eve’s guilt. That was always there in some shape or form, clinging to her back, her very own bête noire.

She slammed the door of the car and stood on the path for a moment, looking up at the house. All the paintwork had been renewed, the brasswork on the front door cleaned of verdigris and polished, a wall rebuilt, an old cracked pane of glass which had sat in the leaded windows for years replaced. It looked strange and familiar at the same time and she wondered if that was a good thing.

Andrew had not removed the parasitic creeper and wistaria climbing the walls because the bricks were probably held together as much by this as by the ancient mortar. Her mother had pointed that out the last time she had come. Eve sucked in a breath and thought of September, the next time she made her annual pilgrimage from the States. Did her mother really think he would care whether she were there or not?

Eve felt uncomfortable suddenly, hot and sweaty, and she brought a hand up to sweep her hair away from her flushed face before realising Andrew was standing in the doorway watching her, a trace of that funny, worried look on his face. She forced a smile and walked towards the house.

There was a flagged-stone terrace which met a sloping lawn leading down to the water – a black rippleless pool, blacker where trees crowded thickly to the bank and willows trailed their leaves in the water. Magical. Pansy loved it, loved it even before she had taken a step outside the confines of the car.

After dumping her bags and changing Jack’s nappy she had brought him straight down, leaving her father and Eve to sort out the preparations for the party.

The sun was strong now, as if the weather had finally made up its mind to stay fine, and Jack was sleeping on feather cushions set down on the red and blue car rug, curled in a ball, like a little hibernating animal.

Pansy was sitting up, hands clasped around her knees, staring out across the water.

This was Eve’s childhood home, she had even been born here apparently. Pansy’s eyebrows drew together in a frown; her own father would have been fourteen then. When Eve reached the same age he was already a director of a very successful advertising agency, and married to her mother, Minty.

Pansy winced inwardly and wondered if she would make an appearance at the party. She would be drunk, of course, and it would be cringingly embarrassing – which was why she intended staying in her room. No doubt she would also be hanging on the arm of that wanker, Tony, he of the flashing choppers and coke-glazed eyeballs. He looked used-up and worn out, she thought meanly – penis probably withered and redundant like some ageing chipolata sausage – but then felt a little disgusted with herself for speculating on the state of her mother’s boyfriend’s genitals. No, she didn’t want to think about that at all.

Instead she thought of Frank and what he had told her at the weekend. Hadn’t it been a little cowardly to wait until they had slept together several times before informing her that he was polygamous? And what was that supposed to mean, exactly? That he wanted two women in his life – three? Thirty-three? Or perhaps it was simply a sophisticated way of telling her that he preferred sleeping around.

What a shit.

And he called her his ‘Little Flower’ because of her ludicrously twee name. Her mother must have been in orbit when she thought that one up.

Unfortunately Pansy liked Frank, she liked him a lot and she didn’t know if that meant she was stupid, or in love.

She took a deep breath and looked down at Jack. She would try and focus all her attention on her half-brother (who was she kidding?) and he was a handful all by himself, even if he was only five months old. A very demanding, lusty baby who reminded her of her father, which was probably just wishful thinking. She’d always wanted a brother. Eve had a brother, apparently, and a real loner by the sound of it. At their wedding, no one from Eve’s family had attended, not even her mother, and that must have hurt, surely?

Pansy threw a stone into the still water, watched it disappear and the ripples wash away into the bent reeds until they hit the bank.

The water was supposed to be very deep in certain places, so her father had told her with a warning note in his voice, particularly on the far side where the inflow, or stream, entered the lake. Here, too, the water silted up rapidly, several feet in only a few years, so there would be a wall of mud, like a sandbank, out there somewhere. Pansy grimaced, but the mud was out of sight and almost instantly out of mind. There was nothing to disturb the dreaming landscape, only the endless flitting butterflies. She had never seen so many: cabbage whites, red admirals, blues and peacocks all dancing among the swaying seed-headed grass and creamy foxgloves.

The water and the land and the house all seemed faultless and serene as they slumbered ever so peacefully beneath that pale summer sun. There was nothing visible to disenchant.

Eve had told her that there was a small grove of trees close to the boundary of the grounds, but it would be overgrown now, she thought, clotted with saplings, brambles and thorn bushes left to run riot. Eve said it was old, older than the house.

She felt a sudden chill as if a breeze had bitten the back of her exposed neck and pulled a cardigan up around her shoulders. Jack stirred in his sleep and rolled over on to his back, arms outstretched now, little chubby palms open to the sky. He would wake soon and probably grumble and cry until she fed and watered him and made him smile.

She glanced again at the water. They would have to be careful once Jack started to walk because little ones had a way of finding danger, self-made or otherwise. She was beginning to realise that there was not a lot of peace of mind to be had once children came along. Sometimes she actually leaned into Jack’s crib just to check that he was still breathing.

That, she supposed, was the way of things, but when little ones were suddenly quiet or out of sight for too long that was different. That was when worry crept in and fright, and all the other dreaming horrors that never cease to haunt the guardians of children.

Almost all the guests had come, even Andrew’s first wife, Minty, who was notorious for being late. She had swept through the door in a blur of devastating bronze lamé, the colour of orange gold, her white-blonde hair which had hung right down her back in her modelling days, now cropped into an elfin cut that framed her finely-boned face in wisps of platinum. Around her neck hung a huge Aztec-style choker dripping with fine chains matching the pieces circling her wrists, and on her arm was Tony, an old colleague of Andrew’s and Minty’s new man – tall, tanned and in Armani; a man who grinned a lot.

It struck Eve that they looked like something plucked out of the pages of Hello magazine and she longed to laugh, except the spectacle of them both leaning against each other was hardly funny. Minty swayed because Minty had already been drinking, and at the height of Eve’s scrutiny her husband’s ex-wife met her steady gaze, casting an ironic, knowing look which lingered and made Eve’s heart sink because Minty would come over – she just couldn’t resist.

‘Eve,’ she said, approaching, an unconvincing smile lifting her mouth. ‘How lovely to see you.’

‘And you, Minty.’

‘I take it this splendid celebration is all in aid of your birthday,’ she said dryly, ‘isn’t it?’

‘Yes.’

‘How thoughtful of Andrew.’ She paused. ‘How very, very thoughtful.’

Behind her, Tony sidled up and placed a predatory hand on her lower back, let it slide down further so that it came to rest on one of the cheeks of Minty’s pert bottom.

‘Hi, Eve,’ he smarmed, his eyes travelling over her with great avidity. ‘Are you the one who’s so very thoughtful – I couldn’t help overhearing . . .’

‘Andrew.’

‘Ah,’ he said, nodding, fixing his eyes on her breasts. ‘Of course. Such a thoughtful guy. One of the best.’

Minty caught Tony’s gaze and their eyes gleamed with shared amusement. She began to giggle, huskily, and Eve found herself wondering whether it was natural or contrived.

What a remarkably tiring scene. She sighed inwardly and looked beyond them, relieved to see one of the caterers cross the hall, which would give her the excuse she needed.

‘I must go . . .’ She nodded vaguely in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Duty calls.’

They said nothing as she moved away, but she could hear Tony start to chortle and Minty’s bitchy giggle turn to bitchy laughter. Par for the course, really.

The two women were very different, of course. Notwithstanding the age difference, ten years, Eve was as dark as Minty was fair and possessed the sort of curves Andrew’s ex-wife termed derisively as ‘Rubenesque’ which was not entirely fair, since Minty considered anyone a size removed from her rapier-thin frame almost abnormal.

Theirs had not been an amicable divorce. Towards the end bickering and name-calling had become an accepted part of their relationship, but apparently none of that mattered any longer – so much water under the proverbial divorcees’ bridge.

Yet, ironically, Minty seemed to appreciate Andrew – his thoughtfulness – far more now than she ever had when they were together, which rankled Eve somewhat. In fact it rankled Eve a great deal when Minty was playing her ‘helpless woman act’ and leaning on Andrew to sort out a tedious time-consuming problem she had dreamed up. She did it to annoy, of course, which didn’t make it any the less annoying. Eve wondered why she let it bother her; there was no real love lost between them. It was stupid, childish even.

She paused for a moment in the narrow passageway between hall and kitchen and glanced through a window at the sky; at least the weather had stayed fine for the party, like an omen, and the air was almost balmy. Andrew had wanted to hold it at the end of July, but had changed his mind; which was just as well because it had rained nearly every day.

From where she stood she could see the lake very clearly, her parents’ pride and joy. During the 1880s her maternal grandparents had enlarged it and landscaped the surrounding area, but nature had taken over long since. Now it seemed semi-wild and beneath its black silent skin the water teemed with minuscule animal life: tiny creatures living in the silt and mud and amongst an abundance of weeds – starwort, watermoss, blanket weed, taking up every inch of space and absorbing huge quantities of life-giving oxygen so that larger living things like trout and carp could not survive. Yet frogs thrived and at certain times the reeds and lily-pads seethed with them and their harsh ugly cry, grinding in chorus as the sun went down.

She switched her gaze to a covered walkway, strung with fairylights, leading down to the jetty from a marquee which had been erected on the lawn. Along the water’s edge Chinese lanterns on sticks swayed a little in the early evening breeze. Surprisingly, all the preparations had gone off without a hitch, and later they would all congregate in the marquee, when the cake would be wheeled in proclaiming her thirtieth birthday, if a little late.

Hands forked around her waist and she caught a startled breath.

‘What are you doing here? I thought you’d be in the garden somewhere, not hiding in the house.’

‘I wasn’t hiding.’ She leaned her head back against her husband. ‘I was merely observing from the sidelines.’

‘Liar,’ he said. ‘Going well, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, very.’

‘How are you feeling?’

‘Fine.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ she said a little impatiently.

He sighed.

‘No sighs tonight,’ she said firmly. ‘I know what you’re thinking and I want you to stop. You see,’ she continued earnestly, ‘I don’t want to go into it all again, Andrew, it’s just not necessary.’

‘I thought I was being terribly clever holding the party here, now I’m not so sure, which is a bloody stupid thing to say at this stage.’ He gazed uselessly at the crowded lawn.

‘Can’t we forget it – once and for all?’ She was pleading, trying to shrug everything off.

He regarded her steadily for a moment, then, ‘All right, if that’s what you want.’ But it wasn’t as simple as that for him, nor, he suspected, for her.

‘You worry too much.’

‘Maybe.’ He could never tell her how their unhappy excursion into the lake still haunted and horrified him. How an abrupt and frighteningly powerful urge to couple with his wife had nearly driven reason away. And her face – what had he seen – desolation, grief? A sense of loss so great had shaken him that he thought she had died.

‘I don’t want you developing another ulcer, and all because of me,’ Eve said, taking his arm and tugging him gently towards a side door. They stepped out and into benevolent evening sunshine and walked towards the marquee. She slowed and made him stop, as if she still had not done, or said enough, and looked into his eyes, large and pale brown, almost honey coloured, eyes alight with a sharp and delightful intelligence. Below them was the nose that so amused her. He had broken it playing rugby, the scar was still there and it made him look less than respectable, more some street-wise conman. ‘I’m all right.’ She kissed him lightly. ‘Really. Now stop fussing.’

‘Oh, take no notice, it’s probably just my mood, or maybe I’m having my mid-life crisis. It is a little overdue, you know.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ she said with a wry smile.

‘Just a joke.’ Except, just lately, he did wonder.

They took each step together and when she shot a glance at him from the corner of her eye his face was still set and that stung, made her feel guilty because nothing she said or did ever seemed enough to reassure him. ‘Hey,’ she said gently, ‘this is supposed to be my birthday party. Remember?’ There was a throng on the lawn, a kaleidoscope of beautifully clad people. ‘And if we’re not careful Bob might catch us looking glum on his damned video camera. Couldn’t he have left it at home, just once?’

‘He’s into filming in a big way, I’m afraid.’

‘So I’ve noticed.’

‘Have no fear – you look mouthwateringly desirable.’

She laughed, but suddenly thought of Minty all in amber. Her own black velvet seemed tame beside it.

‘Have I also told you that you have a very sexy laugh?’

‘Yes.’

‘– sort of low and throaty, almost edible.’

‘Like Minty.’

Andrew sighed and wondered why today of all days their talk constantly seemed to turn sour. ‘I wasn’t thinking of my ex-wife, I was thinking of you.’

‘She looks wonderful.’

‘She looks halfway to be being drunk. Stop being polite.’

‘Well,’ Eve said obligingly, ‘if she wasn’t drunk she’d look wonderful.’

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Besides, in case you hadn’t noticed I’m not married to her any more, so why on earth should I be interested in how she looks? I had twelve years of it, my dear, and that was more than enough. All that’s over, was over in fact long before I met you.’

‘I know, I know.’

‘And she’d bristle with pleasure if she knew that you were even the tiniest bit insecure.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Liar.’

‘I’m not, but sometimes I’m simply curious. It seems a long time to spend with someone only to part and live separate lives. A waste, if you like.’

‘It is a waste, but I don’t wish for it back. Most of it was sheer hell. I’ve rarely met a woman as insecure as Minty, but she hides it all beneath that brittle, if dazzling, exterior. At least when she’s not drunk.’

‘Do you think she could stop drinking? I mean, if she really wanted to?’

‘I’ll say no to the first part of your question and yes to the second.’ He shrugged. ‘Frankly, I think it’s too late and frankly I wish she hadn’t come. Needless to say I didn’t invite her. Poor Pansy let the cat out of the bag.’

For a few slow steps they fell silent.

‘She doesn’t like me.’

‘You’re my lovely new wife and substantially younger than she is, I don’t think you can expect anything else.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘Besides, she doesn’t like anyone much.’

Impossible to explain how the person one marries changes into someone else. It was like a tale plucked from a dark Germanic legend which told of doppelgangers and shape-changers. Except it was never as simple as that; there were always clues, little things that one didn’t choose to notice and the sex, of course, that was a blind in itself. Minty had been very good at that. But even that had gone, in the end, just like everything else.

Now he could only remember the rages, the depressions, the bitterness. God, the misery of it all.

‘One of the times I broached the subject of a separation she tried to kill herself. Cut her wrists in the bath.’

He had never seen quite so much blood. Clouds of it, staining the water.

‘We’d had a row, you see, and I’d stalked out of the house – the usual – and by the time I’d got to work something . . . I don’t know what . . . told me to get home.’ He’d almost lost an account worth three million. Just walked in and out of that boardroom as if it were of no importance at all. He supposed, on the scale of things, a life was worth more than a new brand of figure-hugging blue jeans, even one badly fraying around the edges.

She had still been partially conscious, a parchment-white thirty-five year old woman lying in a bath who looked more like some pitiful starving child – except for the joint in one hand and a broken whisky glass in the other. ‘She meant to do it, there’s no doubt about that.’

If he hadn’t found her when he did he would have had her on his conscience for the rest of his life; she would have been there, always, contaminating everything he touched. There would have been no sense of relief, no secret joy like that which comes when a burden dies and leaves you safe.

‘Poor Minty.’

‘Yes. But don’t, for God’s sake, ever let on that I told you.’

His wife, his ex-wife, hated pity.

‘I won’t.’

Eve scanned the garden, saw her on the terrace watching them and, caught out, Minty waved in a lacklustre sort of way. ‘Maybe she’ll remarry.’

‘God – I hope so.’

The accident happened much later, just as some of the guests were deciding the night had been long enough. It was perhaps one in the morning, but the band was still playing and waiters and waitresses in black and white still flitted amongst the thinning throng on the lawn, carrying trays of drinks.

Eve had left for a few minutes to ensure that all was well with Jack, she had hardly seen him all day, but she’d been busy, hadn’t she? Occupied with other things. In the peace and quiet she had slipped the shoes from her aching feet and stood by his cot, run her fingers along the bars of his little wooden cage. He was a beautiful baby. Sometimes there was no avoiding echoes.

Her eyes narrowed in puzzlement, but then she moved to the window and looked down on the party.

Andrew was standing in the entrance to the marquee with some friends, unaware that he was being filmed by Bob and his faithful video camera. Further down the garden stood Minty’s man, Tony, and he was alone, or rather Minty wasn’t with him. He was talking animatedly to another female, a very young thing, the daughter of a neighbour as far as she could recall, and he was still grinning, expertly. Eve could see the glow of his flashing white teeth even from where she stood. No wonder Minty had wandered off.

She was standing at the end of the jetty and in the shadowy half-light Minty seemed almost ethereal. It was the fragility of her body, of course, and the bronze she wore reflected in the moonshine on the water . . . something in the tilt of her partly bowed head.

She wasn’t contemplating a swim? Surely not.

Eve hesitated, but only for a moment before moving quickly out of the room and down the staircase to make her way back into the garden. She abruptly slowed on reaching the terrace because now Minty was only sitting on the edge of the jetty, dangling her feet in the water. Eve looked down at her own feet; she had forgotten her shoes. She sighed heavily in exasperation and walked down to the lake just the same, but nevertheless approached her husband’s ex-wife with the usual irritating trepidation.

‘You’re not thinking of going in, I hope?’

Minty was smoking a cigarette. She shrugged, blew out a slow cloud of smoke and said, ‘I might.’

‘The water’s freezing.’

‘How do you know? Been in, have you?’

Eve coloured. ‘You know I haven’t.’

‘No,’ she said dryly and with one eyebrow cocked-up. ‘I suppose not.’

Eve closed her eyes for a moment and wondered why she’d bothered.

‘Andrew looks well,’ Minty said tapping ash into the water. ‘How’s his ulcer?’

‘Better.’

Minty stared out across the lake. ‘Must be your calming influence. When he was mine . . .’ she said, ‘he was mostly creased-up in agony.’ She paused. ‘I did that. I nearly drove him insane.’

Eve said nothing.

‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘it hardly matters now – does it?’

‘Why don’t you come back to the house? I could make some coffee.’

‘You think I’m pissed, don’t you?’

‘No.’

‘Yes, you do. Or doped up . . .’

‘I could do with a cup myself, that’s all.’

‘Well,’ Minty said mockingly, ‘you go and have your nice cup of coffee while I have a swim. Then I might join you.’ She threw her cigarette into the water, stood up and began slipping the delicate straps of her dress from her shoulders. The rest was easy, the garment simply rippled down her narrow body to fall in a pool of liquid bronze at her feet.

‘You can’t, Minty,’ Eve protested, ‘it’s too cold. And there are weeds, masses of them . . .’ So easy to get a limb caught in the eager grasp of those lush green tentacles.

‘Don’t be such a baby. It’s a beautiful night for a swim.’

‘It’s also freezing and black as pitch.’

She was just standing there, completely naked, except for the elaborate jewellery she favoured so much still adorning neck and wrists. In the unsettling half-light these pieces seemed to hint at the primitive, at metal collars and prison chains once worn by slaves and serfs and chattels.

‘You’re quite right. It is very cold and visibility is at a minimum,’ Minty responded sarcastically, ‘but I’m very hot blooded and I do a lot of things with my eyes closed,’ she laughed drunkenly.

Eve averted her eyes, darted an uneasy glance at the water. ‘Look it’s very late and . . .’

‘. . . I’ve been drinking.’ Minty raised her eyes to heaven. ‘Or snorting. Frankly, your touching concern surprises me. I didn’t know you cared.’

‘I do, as it happens.’ Pity had come for her, finally, just as it had come to Andrew she supposed.

Minty looked back at her warily, then jerked her head in the direction of the party. ‘No one else has noticed that I’m standing here stark naked. That’s funny when you think about it – not even randy old Tony, he’s too busy chatting up that little tart. He’s almost fifty, you know, but looks more like forty, don’t you think? And he swears he hasn’t had a facelift.’ She grinned unpleasantly, ‘But he has trouble in the loins department, you know, his precious-great-bloody-prick . . . can’t keep it up.’

‘Come into the house.’

‘I think he really believes that a young girl will make him feel young – be young – in some pathetic way. Then, maybe his big dick will stay horizontal long enough to let him do it.’

‘Minty,’ Eve pleaded. ‘Come on.’

‘He says I don’t turn him on enough – says I’m hopeless in bed.’ She shook her head and mumbled something Eve did not understand, then – ‘I suppose if I was twenty instead of forty, or even thirty instead of forty, it might inspire his uninspired cock. Why is it some men, some men just won’t . . .?’ Her words faded for a moment and her mouth drooped like a little girl’s. ‘I just bloody wish I could be . . .’

Different?

She stopped abruptly as if she had said too much and gazed into the black water. Like a tar-pit full of bleached bones and husks of decaying things. She blinked the image away and shot a dark glance at the woman who stood beside her. ‘Well, what do you think, Eve? Aren’t you going to give me the benefit of your infinite wisdom?’

‘Wisdom? I’m not sure I have any, infinite or otherwise.’

‘You’re too modest. Do you know, Andrew talks about you with such reverence you’d think he’d married the Virgin-bloody-Mary.’

‘Stop it, Minty,’ Eve said wearily. ‘Not funny.’

‘Well, you do have Andrew.’ Her eyes were set and cold. ‘And I suppose you’ll keep him.’

‘Are we getting to the point now?’

Minty shrugged her fragile shoulders. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said, feigning innocence. ‘After all, I thought I began this conversation with Tony in mind.’

Eve looked back at her, puzzled.

‘About Tony and his need for a young body.’

‘For God’s sake, Minty. I don’t know.’

‘You can do better than that. Try a bit harder. Indulge me. Use your imagination.’

They stared at each other, full in the eyes. Somewhere far away a door was banging.

‘This is silly, and I’m getting tired.’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing’s the matter.’

‘Well, then . . .’

Finish this, Eve’s mind said. Get it over with. She tilted her head back and stared at the night sky, shifted her gaze slowly back to Minty. ‘Perhaps,’ she began haltingly, ‘it’s the lure of innocence.’

‘Yes,’ Minty coaxed.

‘And power.’

‘Power?’

Eve swallowed hard. ‘It’s easy for an older, more experienced man to have power over a young girl, hold someone in thrall with intelligence and sexual guile – easy to impress your image on an empty page . . .’

‘Interesting. Go on.’

‘Something forbidden,’ Eve said flatly. ‘There are men, people – who cannot resist breaking the rules and upsetting the established order of things. It is the risk, you see, the exhilaration of defying the norm.’

‘But Tony . . .’

‘Something missing inside them,’ she sighed dreadfully, ‘a void they can never fill.’

‘Eve?’

‘Ignorance,’ Eve continued in that same dull monotone as if she had not heard, ‘and misplaced trust.’ She was staring blankly into the water. ‘Misplaced love even . . . because the older man is so good at deceit and she is all unknowing. Sweet,’ she said in a soft, grieving voice, ‘so sweet.’

She shook her head agonisingly slowly. ‘But he never stops – not with his words . . . nor with the touching.’

Minty was watching her with surprise and something close to astonishment. ‘You sound as if you’ve been there.’ And tasted it.

But Eve was silent, her face pale and her dark eyes unnaturally fixed.

‘Eve?’

She jumped and in two deep and steadying breaths the tension was released. ‘What?’

‘Who was he?’

Eve rubbed at her temples, her expression one of bewilderment, even momentary fear. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Minty opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again.

The band had started up once more and automatically they both turned their heads in the direction of the house and the moment was gone.

Minty swore as her eyes came to rest on Tony. ‘Christ,’ she seethed, ‘just look at him. He’s still at it. Do you think he even bloody-well remembers he came with me?’

‘Maybe he feels you’re neglecting him,’ Eve offered feebly, not caring very much. She was so tired suddenly, exhausted.

‘Oh, sure,’ Minty said with a sneer. ‘And he’s trying to make me jealous? Pull the other leg.’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘He’ll soon get bored. I don’t see his new little friend performing the sort of tricks I do for him, somehow. He’s into S and M, you know, likes the bizarre does good old Tony . . .’

She let off a peal of joyless laughter. ‘I let him pee on me, I even let him make me bleed if that’s what he wants. If you look closely at my nipples you might see the teeth marks, you might see the holes at the tip through which he puts a little gold hoop and then a little gold chain and then he pulls. Hard.’ She was looking directly into the other woman’s appalled gaze. ‘Life is shit, Eve, but people are worse.’

‘Come into the house. Please.’

‘No,’ Minty said. ‘I like it here.’ Tears were very close now and she blinked, quickly, snapping her eyes shut on her weakness. ‘Besides, that other guy I was talking to said it’s perfect in there – not really cold at all.’

‘What guy?’

‘The man in the water.’

‘There’s no one in the water, Minty.’

‘Yes there bloody is. I was talking to him just before you came and interrupted things.’ She was all sullenness now, but there was distant pleasure in her eyes as her gaze wandered back to the lake.

Eve frowned, perplexed. The surface of the water was flat and still and empty.

‘Very tall, very lean . . .’ Minty continued wistfully, ‘with the most wonderful voice. Sort of seductive.’ The things he had said had made her tremble inside. Dreadful, dark, exciting things, but then he had gone and a sort of bleakness crept up and gathered her in.

‘There’s no one there.’ But for no reason at all Eve felt a chill; something wrong, something in the atmosphere, seeping into her pores.

‘I’ll prove it to you.’

‘Minty, don’t.’

‘Watch me.’

She slid into the water. Disappeared.

Eve held her breath, but a moment later Minty reappeared a few yards away.

‘It’s fantastic,’ she gasped. ‘Why don’t you join me?’

‘Come out.’ Eve peered anxiously over her shoulder at the now almost deserted lawn. Where was Andrew, or even Tony for that matter?

‘What are you afraid of, Eve?’ Minty was close now, one hand resting on the jetty, beads of water lying like sweat on her upturned face. ‘What is it, exactly, that bugs you so much?’

‘I don’t think right now we should really be concerned about me. Do you?’

‘Only trying to help.’

‘No,’ Eve said suddenly. ‘Not help – hurt.’

Minty didn’t reply. She only stared for what seemed like a long time and then moved away.

‘Minty?’

Minty’s head was cocked to one side and her expression had changed, seemed touched by wonder and then raptness, as if she were listening to a voice only she could hear. It was not unlike the expression Eve herself had worn only minutes before.

And the voice was insisting that things changed in the dark – and in the water – that, freed of the suffocating chains of this world, everyone, everything could take on a different shape, a different name, a different meaning.

‘Come in. Join me,’ Minty said seductively.

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

Minty moved back, snaked a hand around Eve’s ankle. Tugged her gently. Drawing. Slid wet fingers over her flesh. ‘Come in.’ She was smiling, a full sweet smile of such peculiar and angelic brightness that Eve wondered if she’d suddenly gone mad.

She snatched her foot away. ‘Stop it.’ She felt obscurely frightened, looked again over her shoulder. ‘Get out of there, Minty, for God’s sake. This is crazy.’

They looked back at each other.

‘Perhaps we could have been friends,’ Minty said quietly. ‘In another time, another place.’

Eve felt an odd, vague anguish. In another time, another place it had been darker than this.

Minty was swimming away, and so smoothly it was beautiful to watch, even then. She turned on her back and stared up at the stars, floating: like a piece of flotsam or a fragile insect; a water sprite with delicate papery wings.

‘Minty?’ Her voice tailed off flat and echoless in the darkness.

Eve followed her with her eyes for a few moments, then turned back and ran along the jetty towards the waning party. A waiter appeared from inside the marquee and she waved at him. ‘Fetch my husband, please.’ The man looked blank. ‘Hurry!’ She tried to prevent the shrillness of panic from creeping into her voice, but knew it was there. She returned to the edge of the lake and squinted into the blackness, searching for Minty.

And there she was, a blonde wraith, nestling close to the bank on the far side.

Minty waved and Eve found herself waving helplessly back, like a half-wit or an impotent child who has no control over the events that are speeding towards it.

Minty shrieked at her and she was jolted out of her thoughts.

‘He’s here, Eve,’ she screamed feverishly, joyously. ‘He’s here.’

As if she should know who it was.

She was trying to frighten her, that was all. Bad joke, Minty. Bad, bloody joke.

Suddenly Minty was jerked up out of the water and a shadow swung across her upper torso, enfolding her.

Eve felt a kind of dreamy terror wash over her, a feeling both languid and repellent.

That wet sound, suction tight, flesh against flesh.

Sex in the water.

The blonde head was thrown back, the eyes closed tight, but flashed open again as Minty’s mouth stretched wide into a permanent gasp. Bug-eyed and frantic she screamed at the moon, ‘Yes, oh yes, oh yes . . .’

A naked limpid dance. A squirm. A twitch.

Minty went under and Minty didn’t come up.

Pansy squeezed her eyes shut before opening them slowly and staring again at the spectacle of her mother standing naked at the end of the jetty. She obviously intended outdoing herself tonight. Thank God she hadn’t invited Frank, although he wouldn’t have been shocked, nothing phased him, but that was hardly the point. And how would her father react to Frank? He would be fair, wouldn’t he? Her father always tried to be fair, even if it almost killed him in the process.
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