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Prologue



Anahita


I am a hundred years old today. Not only have I managed to survive a century, but I’ve also seen in a new millennium.


As the dawn breaks and the sun begins to rise over Mount Kanchenjunga beyond my window, I lie on my pillows and smile to myself at the utter ridiculousness of the thought. If I were a piece of furniture, an elegant chair for example, I would be labelled an antique. I would be polished, restored and proudly put on show as a thing of beauty. Sadly, that isn’t the case with my human frame, which has not mellowed like a fine piece of mahogany over its lifetime. Instead, my body has deteriorated into a sagging hessian sack containing a collection of bones.


Any ‘beauty’ in me that might be deemed valuable lies hidden deep inside. It is the wisdom of one hundred years lived on this earth, and a heart that has beaten a steady accompaniment to every conceivable human emotion and behaviour.


One hundred years ago, to this very day, my parents, in the manner of all Indians, consulted an astrologer to tell them about the future of their newborn baby girl. I believe I still have the soothsayer’s predictions for my life amongst the few possessions of my mother that I’ve kept. I remember them saying that I was to be long-lived, but in 1900, I realise, my parents assumed this meant that, with the gods’ blessing, I would survive into my fifties.


I hear a gentle tap on my door. It is Keva, my faithful maid, armed with a tray of English Breakfast tea and a small jug of cold milk. Tea taken the English way is a habit I’ve never managed to break, even though I’ve lived in India – not to mention Darjeeling – for the past seventy-eight years.


I don’t answer Keva’s knock, preferring on this special morning to be alone with my thoughts a while longer. Undoubtedly Keva will wish to talk through the events of the day, will be eager to get me up, washed and dressed before my family begins to arrive.


As the sun begins to burn off the clouds covering the snow-capped mountains, I search the blue sky for the answer I’ve pleaded with the heavens to give me every morning of the past seventy-eight years.


Today, please, I beg the gods, for I have known in each hour that has ticked by since I last saw my child that he still breathes somewhere on this planet. If he had died, I would have known the moment it happened, as I have for all those in my life whom I’ve loved, when they have passed over.


Tears fill my eyes and I turn my head to the nightstand by my bed to study the one photograph I have of him, a cherubic two-year-old sitting smiling on my knee. It was given to me by my friend, Indira, along with his death certificate a few weeks after I’d been informed of my son’s death.


A lifetime ago, I think. The truth is, my son is now an old man too. He will celebrate his eighty-first birthday in October of this year. But even with my powers of imagination, it’s impossible for me to see him as such.


I turn my head determinedly away from my son’s image, knowing that today I deserve to enjoy the celebration my family has planned for me. But somehow, on all these occasions, when I see my other child and her children, and her children’s children, the absence of my son only feeds the pain in my heart, reminding me he has always been missing.


Of course, they believe, and always have, that my son died seventy-eight years ago.


‘Maaji, see, you even have his death certificate! Leave him to his rest,’ my daughter, Muna, would say with a sigh. ‘Enjoy the family you have living.’


After all these years, I understand Muna becomes frustrated with me. And she is of course right to. She wants to be enough, just her alone. But a lost child is something that can never be replaced in a mother’s heart.


And for today, my daughter will have her way. I will sit in my chair and enjoy watching the dynasty I have spawned. I won’t bore them with my stories of India’s history. When they arrive in their fast Western jeeps, with their children playing on their battery-operated gadgets, I will not remind them how Indira and I climbed the steep hills around Darjeeling on horseback, that electricity and running water in any home were once rare, or of my voracious reading of any tattered book I could get my hands on. The young are irritated by stories of the past; they wish to live only in the present, just as I did when I was their age.


I can imagine that most of my family are not looking forward to flying halfway across India to visit their great-grandmother on her hundredth birthday, but perhaps I’m being hard on them. I’ve thought a great deal in the past few years about why the young seem to be uncomfortable when they’re with the old; they could learn so many things they need to know from us. And I’ve decided that their discomfort stems from the fact that, in our fragile physical presence, they become aware of what the future holds for them. They can only see, in their full glow of strength and beauty, how eventually they will be diminished one day too. They don’t know what they will gain.


How can they begin to see inside us? Understand how their souls will grow, their impetuousness be tamed and their selfish thoughts be dimmed by the experiences of so many years?


But I accept that this is nature, in all its glorious complexity. I have ceased to question it.


When Keva knocks at the door for a second time, I admit her. As she talks at me in fast Hindi, I sip my tea and run over the names of my four grandchildren and eleven great-grandchildren. At a hundred years old, one wants to at least prove that one’s mind is still in full working order.


The four grandchildren my daughter gave me have each gone on to become successful and loving parents themselves. They flourished in the new world that independence from the British brought to India, and their children have taken the mantle even further. At least six of them, from what I recall, have started their own businesses or are in a professional trade. Selfishly, I wish that one of my extended offspring had taken an interest in medicine, had followed after me, but I realise that I can’t have everything.


As Keva helps me into the bathroom to wash, I consider that my family have had a mixture of luck, brains and family connections on their side. And that my beloved India has probably another century to go before the millions who still starve on her streets gain some modicum of their basic human needs. I have done my best to help over the years, but I realise my efforts are a mere ripple in the ocean against a roaring tide of poverty and deprivation.


Sitting patiently whilst Keva dresses me in my new sari – a birthday present from Muna, my daughter – I decide I won’t think these maudlin thoughts today. I’ve attempted where I can to improve those lives that have brushed against mine, and I must be content with that.


‘You look beautiful, Madam Chavan.’


As I look at my reflection in the mirror, I know that she is lying, but I love her for it. My fingers reach for the pearls that have sat around my neck for nearly eighty years. In my will, I have left them to Muna.


‘Your daughter arrives at eleven o’clock, and the rest of the family will be here an hour later. Where shall I put you until they come?’


I smile at her, feeling much like a mahogany chair. ‘You may put me in the window. I want to look at my mountains,’ I say. She helps me up, steers me gently to the armchair and sits me down.


‘Can I bring you anything else, Madam?’


‘No. You go now to the kitchen and make sure that cook of ours has the lunch menu under control.’


‘Yes, Madam.’ She moves my bell from the nightstand to the table at my side and quietly leaves the room.


I turn my face into the sunlight, which is starting to stream through the big picture windows of my hilltop bungalow. As I bask in it like a cat, I remember the friends who have already passed over and won’t be joining me today for my celebration. Indira, my most beloved friend, died over fifteen years ago. I confess that was one of the few moments in my life when I have broken down and wept uncontrollably. Even my devoted daughter could not match the love and friendship Indira showed me. Self-absorbed and flighty until the moment she died, Indira was there when I needed her most.


I look across to the writing bureau which sits in the alcove opposite me, and can’t help but think about what is concealed inside its locked drawer. It is a letter, and it runs over three hundred pages. It is written to my beloved son and tells the story of my life from the beginning. As the years passed, I began to worry that I would forget the details, that they would become blurred and grainy in my mind, like the reel of a silent black-and-white film. If, as I believe to this day, my son is alive and if he were ever returned to me, I wanted to be able to present him with the story of his mother and her enduring love for her lost child. And the reasons why she had had to leave him behind . . .


I began to write it when I was in middle age, believing then that I might be taken at any time. There it has sat for nearly fifty years, untouched and unread, because he never came to find me, and I still haven’t found him.


Not even my daughter knows the story of my life before she arrived on the planet. Sometimes I feel guilty for never revealing the truth to her. But I believe it is enough that she has known my love when her brother was denied it.


I glance at the bureau, viewing in my mind’s eye the yellowing pile of paper inside it. And I ask the gods to guide me. When I die, as surely I must soon, I would be horrified for it to fall into the wrong hands. I ponder for a few seconds on whether I should light a fire and ask Keva to place the papers onto it. But no, I shake my head instinctively. I can never bring myself to do that, just in case I do find him. There is still hope. After all, I’ve lived to a hundred; I may live to a hundred and ten.


But whom to entrust it to, in the meantime, just in case . . .?


I mentally scan my family members, taking them in generations. At each name, I listen for guidance. And it’s on the name of one of my great-grandsons that I pause.


Ari Malik, the eldest child of my eldest grandson, Vivek. I chuckle slightly as the shiver runs up my spine – the signal I’ve had from those above who understand so much more than I ever can. Ari, the only member of my extended family to be blessed with blue eyes. Other than my beloved lost child.


I concentrate hard to bring to mind his details; with eleven great-grandchildren, I comfort myself, a person half my age would struggle to remember. And besides, they are spread out all over India these days, and I rarely see them.


Vivek, Ari’s father, has been the most financially successful of my grandchildren. He was always clever, if a little dull. He is an engineer and has earned enough to provide his wife and three children with a very comfortable life. If my memory serves me, Ari was educated in England. He was always a bright little thing, though quite what he’s been doing since he left school escapes me. Today, I decide, I will find out. I will watch him. And I’m sure I’ll know whether my current instinct is correct.


With that settled, and feeling calmer now that a solution to my dilemma is perhaps at hand, I close my eyes and allow myself to doze.


‘Where is he?!’ Samina Malik whispered to her husband. ‘He swore to me that he wouldn’t be late for this,’ she added, as she surveyed the other, fully present members of Anahita’s extended family. They were clustered around the old lady in the elegant drawing room of her bungalow, plying her with presents and compliments.


‘Don’t panic, Samina,’ Vivek comforted his wife, ‘our son will be here.’


‘Ari said he’d meet us at the station so we could come up the hill together as a family at ten o’clock . . . I swear, Vivek, that boy has no respect for his family, I—’


‘Hush, pyari, he’s a busy young man, and a good boy, too.’ 


‘You think so?’ asked Samina. ‘I’m not so sure. Every time I call his apartment, a different female voice answers. You know what Mumbai is like; full of Bollywood hussies and sharks,’ she whispered, not wishing any other member of the family to overhear their conversation.


‘Yes, and our son is twenty-five years old now and running his own business. He can take care of himself,’ Vivek replied. 


‘The staff are waiting for him to arrive so they can bring in the champagne and make the toast. Keva is concerned your grandmother will become too tired if we leave it much longer.’ Samina sighed. ‘If Ari’s not here in the next ten minutes, I’ll tell them to continue without him.’


‘I told you, there will be no need for you to do that,’ Vivek said, smiling broadly as Ari, his favourite son, entered the room. ‘Your mother was in a panic, as always,’ he told Ari, smiling as he clasped his son in a warm embrace.


‘You promised to be there at the station. We waited an hour! Where were you?’ Samina frowned at her handsome son but, as always, she knew it was a losing battle against the tide of his charm.


‘Ma, forgive me.’ Ari gave his mother a winning smile and took her hands in his. ‘I was delayed, and I did try to call your cellphone. But, as usual, it was switched off.’


Ari and his father shared a smirk. Samina’s inability to use her cellphone was a family joke.


‘Anyway, I’m here now,’ he said, looking around at the rest of his clan. ‘Did I miss anything?’


‘No, and your great-grandmother has been so busy greeting the rest of her family, let’s hope she hasn’t noticed your late arrival,’ replied Vivek.


Ari turned and looked through the crowd of his own blood to the matriarch whose genes had spun invisible threads down through the generations. As he did so, he saw her bright, inquisitive eyes pinned on him.


‘Ari! You have thought to join us at last.’ She smiled. ‘Come and kiss your great-grandmother.’


‘She may be a hundred today, but your grandmother misses nothing,’ Samina whispered to Vivek.


As Anahita opened her frail arms to Ari, the crowd of relations parted and all eyes in the room turned to him. Ari walked towards her and knelt in front of her, showing his respect with a deep pranaam and waiting for her blessing.


‘Nani,’ he greeted her using the affectionate pet name that all her grandchildren and great-grandchildren addressed her by. ‘Forgive me for being late. It’s a long journey from Mumbai,’ he explained.


As he looked up, he could see her eyes boring into him in the peculiar way they always did, as if she were assessing his soul.


‘No matter,’ she said as her shrunken, childlike fingers touched his cheek with the light brush of a butterfly wing. ‘Although –’ she lowered her voice to a whisper so only he could hear – ‘I always find it useful to check I have set my alarm to the correct time the night before.’ She gave him a surreptitious wink, then indicated that he was to stand. ‘You and I will speak later. I can see Keva is eager to start the proceedings.’


‘Yes, Nani, of course,’ said Ari, feeling a blush rising to his cheeks as he stood. ‘Happy birthday.’


As he walked back towards his parents, Ari wondered just how his great-grandmother could have known the exact reason why he was late today.


The day progressed as planned, with Vivek, as the eldest of Anahita’s grandchildren, making a moving speech about her remarkable life. As the champagne flowed, tongues loosened and the peculiar tension of a family gathered together after too long apart began to ease. The naturally competitive edge of the siblings blurred as they re-established their places in the family hierarchy, and the younger cousins lost their shyness and found common ground.


‘Look at your son!’ commented Muna, Anahita’s daughter, to Vivek. ‘His girl cousins are swooning all over him. It will be time for him to think of marriage soon,’ she added.


‘I doubt that’s how he sees it,’ grumbled Samina to her mother-in-law. ‘These days, young men seem to play the field into their thirties.’


‘You will not arrange anything for him, then?’ enquired Muna.


‘We will, of course, but I doubt he’ll agree.’ Vivek sighed. ‘Ari is of a new generation, the master of his own universe. He has his business and travels the world. Times have changed, Ma, and Samina and I must allow our children some choice in picking their husbands and wives.’


‘Really?’ Muna raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s very modern of you, Vivek. After all, you two haven’t done so badly together.’ 


‘Yes, Ma,’ agreed Vivek, taking his wife’s hand. ‘You made a good choice for me.’ He smiled.


‘But we’re swimming against an impossible current,’ said Samina. ‘The young do as they wish these days, and make their own decisions.’ Wishing to change the subject, she glanced across to Anahita. ‘Your mother seems to be enjoying the day,’ she commented to Muna. ‘She really is a miracle, a wonder of nature.’


‘Yes,’ Muna sighed, ‘but I do worry about her up here in the hills with only Keva to care for her. It gets so cold in the winter and it can’t be good for her old bones. I’ve asked her many times to come and live with us in Guhagar so that we can watch over her. But, of course, she refuses. She says she feels closer to her spirits up here and, of course, her past too.’


‘Her mysterious past.’ Vivek raised an eyebrow. ‘Ma, do you think you’ll ever persuade her to tell you who your father was? I know he died before you were born, but the details have always seemed sketchy to me.’


‘It mattered when I was growing up, and I remember plaguing her with questions, but now,’ Muna shrugged, ‘if she wants to keep her secrets, she can. She could not have been a more loving parent to me and I don’t wish to upset her.’ As Muna glanced over and looked at her mother fondly, Anahita caught her eye and beckoned her daughter towards her.


‘Yes, Maaji, what is it?’ Muna asked as she joined her mother.


‘I’m a little tired now.’ Anahita stifled a yawn. ‘I wish to rest. And in one hour I want you to bring my great-grandson, Ari, to see me.’


‘Of course.’ Muna helped her mother to stand, and walked her through her relations. Keva, as ever hovering close by her mistress, stepped forward. ‘My mother wishes to have a rest, Keva. Can you take her and settle her?’


‘Of course, it has been a long day.’


Muna watched them leave the room and went back to join Vivek and his wife. ‘She’s taking a rest, but she’s asked me if Ari will go and see her in one hour.’


‘Really?’ Vivek frowned. ‘I wonder why.’


‘Who knows the workings of my mother’s mind?’ Muna said, sighing.


‘Well, I’d better tell him, I know he was talking about leaving soon. He has some business meeting in Mumbai first thing tomorrow morning.’


‘Well, just for once, his family will come first,’ said Samina firmly. ‘I will go and find him.’


When Ari was told by his mother that his great-grandmother wished an audience with him in an hour’s time, he was, as his father had predicted, not happy at all.


‘I can’t miss that plane,’ he explained. ‘You must understand, Ma, that I have a business to run.’


‘Then I will ask your father to go and tell his grandmother that on her hundredth birthday, her eldest great-grandchild could not spare the time to speak with her as she had requested.’


‘But, Ma—’ Ari saw his mother’s grim expression and sighed. ‘Okay,’ he nodded. ‘I will stay. Excuse me, I must try and find a signal somewhere in this place to make a call and postpone the meeting.’


Samina watched her son as he walked away from her, staring intently at his cellphone. He’d been a determined child from the day he was born, and there was no doubt that she had indulged her firstborn, as any mother did. He’d always been special, from the moment he’d opened his eyes and she’d stared at the blueness of them in shock. Vivek had teased her endlessly about them, questioning his wife’s fidelity. Until they’d visited Anahita and she’d announced that Muna’s dead father had also been the owner of eyes of a similar colour.


Ari’s skin was lighter than that of the rest of his siblings, and his startling looks had always attracted attention. With the amount of it he had received over his twenty-five years, there was no doubt he had an arrogance about him. But his saving grace had always been his sweetness of character. Out of all her children, Ari had always been the most loving towards her, at her side in an instant if there was a problem. Up until the time he’d taken off for Mumbai, announcing he was starting his own business . . .


Nowadays, the Ari who visited his family seemed harder, self-absorbed, and if she were being frank, Samina found she liked him less and less. Walking back towards her husband, she prayed it was a stage that would pass.


‘My great-grandson may come in now,’ Anahita announced, as Keva sat her up in bed and fluffed the pillows behind her head.


‘Yes, Madam. I will get him.’


‘And I do not wish for us to be disturbed.’ 


‘No, Madam.’


‘Good afternoon, Nani,’ said Ari as he walked briskly into the room a few seconds later. ‘I hope you are feeling more rested now?’


‘Yes.’ Anahita indicated the chair. ‘Please, Ari, sit down. And I apologise for disrupting your business plans tomorrow.’ 


‘Really,’ Ari felt the blood rushing to his cheeks for the second time that day, ‘it’s no problem at all.’ He watched as she gazed at him with her penetrating eyes, and wondered how she seemed to be able to read his mind.


‘Your father tells me you’re living in Mumbai and that you now run a successful business.’


‘Well, I wouldn’t describe it as successful right now,’ Ari said. ‘But I’m working very hard to make it so in the future.’


‘I can see that you’re an ambitious young man. And I’m sure that one day your business will bear fruit as you hope it will.’


‘Thank you, Nani.’


Ari watched as his great-grandmother gave the ghost of a smile. ‘Of course, it may not bring you the contentment you believe it will. There’s more to life than work and riches. Still, that’s for you to discover,’ she added. ‘Now, Ari, I have something I wish to give you. Please, open the writing bureau with this key, and take out the pile of paper you’ll find inside it.’


Ari took the key from his great-grandmother’s fingers, twisted it in the lock and removed an ageing manuscript from inside it.


‘What is this?’ he asked her.


‘It is the story of your great-grandmother’s life. I wrote it to keep a record for my lost son. Sadly, I’ve never found him.’ 


Ari watched as Anahita’s eyes became watery. He’d heard some talk from his father years ago about the son who had died in infancy in England when his great-grandmother had been over there during the Great War. If his memory served him right, he thought she’d had to leave him behind when she returned to India. Apparently, Anahita had refused to believe that her son was dead.


‘But I thought—’


‘Yes, I’m sure you’ve been told I have his death certificate. And I’m simply a sad and perhaps mad mother who is unable to accept her beloved son’s passing.’


Ari shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘I have heard of the story,’ he admitted.


‘I know what my family think, and what you almost certainly think too,’ Anahita stated firmly. ‘But believe me, there are more things in heaven and earth than can be explained in a man-made document. There is a mother’s heart, and her soul, which tells her things that cannot be ignored. And I will tell you now that my son is not dead.’


‘Nani, I believe you.’


‘I understand that you do not.’ Anahita shrugged. ‘But I don’t mind. However, it’s partly my fault that my family don’t believe me. I’ve never explained to them what happened all those years ago.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because . . .’ Anahita gazed out of the window to her beloved mountains. She gave a slight shake of her head. ‘It isn’t right for me to tell you now. It’s all in there.’ She pointed a finger at the pages in Ari’s hands. ‘When the moment is right for you – and you will know when that is – perhaps you will read my story. And then, you will decide for yourself whether to investigate it.’


‘I see,’ said Ari, but he didn’t.


‘All I ask of you is that you share its contents with no one in our family until I die. It is my life I entrust to you, Ari. As you know –’ Anahita paused – ‘sadly, my time on this earth is running out.’


Ari stared at her, confused as to what his great-grandmother wished him to do. ‘You want me to read this and then make investigations as to the whereabouts of your son?’ he clarified.


‘Yes.’


‘But where would I start?’


‘In England, of course.’ Anahita stared at him. ‘You would retrace my footsteps. Everything you need to know you now hold in the palms of your hands. And besides, your father tells me you run some kind of computer company. You, of all people, have the webbing at your disposal.’


‘You mean the “web”?’ Ari held back a chuckle.


‘Yes, so I’m sure it would only take you a few seconds to find the place where it all began,’ Anahita concluded.


Ari followed his great-grandmother’s eye-line out to the mountains beyond the window. ‘It’s a beautiful view,’ he said, for want of something better to say.


‘Yes, and it’s why I stay here, even though my daughter disapproves. One day soon, I’ll travel upwards, way beyond those peaks, and I’ll be happy for it. I will see many people there whom I’ve mourned in my life. But of course, as it stands –’ Anahita’s gaze landed on her great-grandson once more – ‘not the one I wish to see most of all.’


‘How do you know he’s still alive?’


Anahita’s eyes reverted to the skyline, then she closed them wearily. ‘As I said, it’s all in my story.’


‘Of course.’ Ari knew he was dismissed. ‘So, I’ll let you rest, Nani.’


Anahita nodded. Ari stood up, made a pranaam, then kissed his great-grandmother on each cheek.


‘Goodbye, and I’m sure I’ll see you soon,’ he commented as he walked towards the door.


‘Perhaps,’ she answered.


As Ari made to leave the room, he turned back suddenly on instinct. ‘Nani, why me? Why not give this story to your daughter, or my father?’


Anahita stared at him. ‘Because, Ari, the story you hold in your hands might be my past, but it is also your future.’


Ari left the room feeling drained. Walking through the bungalow, he made for the coat rack by the front door, underneath which his briefcase sat. Stowing the yellowing pages inside it, he continued into the drawing room. His grandmother, Muna, approached him immediately.


‘Why did she want to see you?’ she asked him.


‘Oh,’ Ari replied airily, ‘she doesn’t believe her son is dead and wants me to go and investigate in England.’ He rolled his eyes for full effect.


‘Not again!’ Muna rolled her own eyes equally dramatically. ‘Listen, I can show you the death certificate. Her son died when he was about three. Please, Ari,’ Muna laid a hand on her grandson’s shoulder, ‘take no notice. She’s been going on about this for years. Sadly, it’s an old woman’s fantasy, and certainly not worth wasting your precious time with. Take my word for it. I’ve listened to it for much longer than you. Now,’ his grandmother smiled, ‘come and have a last glass of champagne with your family.’


Ari sat on the last plane from Bagdogra back to Mumbai. He tried to concentrate on the figures in front of him, but Anahita’s face kept floating into his vision. Surely his grandmother was right when she’d told him Anahita was deluded? And yet, there were things his great-grandmother had said when they were alone – things she couldn’t have known about him, which had unsettled him. Perhaps there was something in her story . . . maybe he would take the time to glance through the manuscript when he arrived back home.


At Mumbai airport, even though it was past midnight, Bambi, his current girlfriend, was there at Arrivals to greet him. The rest of the night was spent pleasantly in his apartment overlooking the Arabian Sea, enjoying her slim young body.


The following morning, he was already late for his meeting, and as he packed his briefcase with the documents he needed, he removed the papers Anahita had given him.


One day I will have time to read it, he thought, as he shoved the manuscript into the bottom drawer of his desk and hurriedly left his apartment.












One year later





. . . I remember. In the still of the night, the merest hint of a breeze was a blessed relief from the interminable dry heat of Jaipur. Often, the other ladies and children of the zenana and I climb up to the rooftops of the Moon Palace, and make our beds there.


And as I lie there gazing up at the stars, I hear the sweet, pure sound of the singing. And I know then that someone I love is being taken from the earth and gently cradled upwards . . .





I awake with a start, and find myself in my bedroom in Darjeeling, not on the palace rooftops in Jaipur. It was a dream, I try to comfort myself, disoriented, for the singing still continues in my ears. Yet I know for certain I am conscious.


I try to recover my senses and realise what this means: if I’m in the present, someone I love is dying at this moment. As my heart-rate increases, I close my eyes and scan my family, knowing that my second sight will tell me who it is.


For once, I come up with a blank. It is strange, I think, as the gods have never been wrong before.


But who . . .?


I close my eyes and breathe deeply, calmly, listening intently.


And then I know. I know for certain what I’m being told.


My son . . . my beloved son. I know it is he who is finally being taken upwards.


My eyes fill with tears and I gaze out of my window, looking up to the heavens for comfort. But it’s night and beyond my window is only blackness.


There’s a gentle knock at my door and Keva enters, concern on her face.


‘Madam. I heard you weeping. Are you ill?’ she asks as she crosses the room and stares down at me, taking my pulse at the same time.


I shake my head silently, while she reaches for a handkerchief to dry the tears that have fallen down my face. ‘No,’ I comfort her, ‘I’m not ill.’


‘Then what is it? Did you have a nightmare?’


‘No.’ I look up at her, knowing she won’t understand. ‘My child has just died.’


Keva stares at me in horror. ‘But how did you discover that Madam Muna is dead?’


‘It is not my daughter, Keva, but my son. The one I left behind in England many years ago. He was eighty-one,’ I murmur. ‘At least he enjoyed a long life.’


Again, Keva looks at me in confusion, and puts a hand to my forehead to see if I have a fever. ‘But, Madam, your son died many years ago. I think that perhaps you were dreaming,’ she says, as much to convince herself as me.


‘Perhaps,’ I say kindly, not wishing to alarm her. ‘But nonetheless, I would like you to make a note of the time and the date. It’s a moment I don’t wish to forget. For, you see, my waiting is over.’ I smile weakly at her.


She does as I request, noting the time alongside the day and date on a piece of paper and handing it to me.


‘I’ll be fine now, you may leave me.’


‘Yes, Madam,’ Keva replies, uncertainly. ‘Are you sure you’re not ill?’


‘I’m sure. Goodnight, Keva.’


When she leaves the room, I take a pen from my bedside table and write a short letter to accompany the time and date of my son’s death. I also pull out his tattered death certificate from my bedside drawer. Tomorrow, I will ask Keva to put them in an envelope and address it to the solicitor who is charged with handling my affairs once I pass over. I will ask him to telephone me so I can give him instructions as to whom to send the envelope when I die.


Closing my eyes, I wish for sleep to come now, for I suddenly feel desperately alone here on earth. I realise that I’ve been waiting for this moment. Now that my son has left me, it is finally my turn to follow him . . .


Three days later, at the usual time in the morning, Keva knocked on her mistress’s door. Getting no initial response was normal; Madam Chavan often dozed late into the morning these days. Keva busied herself with the housekeeping for another half an hour. She returned to knock again, eliciting further silence from inside the room. Now, this was unusual, so Keva opened the door quietly and found that her mistress was still fast asleep. It was only after she had opened the curtains, chatting to her about nothing, as was her habit, that she realised Madam Chavan was not responding.


Ari’s cellphone rang as he was driving in the chaotic Mumbai traffic. Seeing it was his father, to whom he hadn’t spoken in weeks, he pressed the button on his phone to take the call on speaker.


‘Papa!’ he said brightly. ‘How are you?’ 


‘Hello, Ari, I am well, but . . .’


Ari could hear the sombre note in his father’s voice. 


‘Yes?’ he asked. ‘What is it?’


‘It is your great-grandmother, Anahita. I have to tell you that she died in the early hours of this morning.’


‘Oh, Papa. I’m very sorry to hear that.’


‘We all are. She was a wonderful woman and will be greatly missed.’


‘Yes. At least she lived a long life,’ Ari said in a consoling tone, as he steered quickly round a taxi that had drawn to a sudden halt right in front of him.


‘She did. We’re holding the funeral in four days’ time, to allow the family to gather for it. Your brother and sister are attending and everyone will be there. Including you, I hope,’ Vivek added.


‘Do you mean this Friday?’ enquired Ari, his heart sinking. 


‘Yes, at midday. She’ll be cremated at the ghaat in Darjeeling with just her family in attendance. We’ll arrange a memorial service for her later, as there are many people who’ll wish to attend and celebrate her life.’


‘Papa,’ Ari groaned, ‘really, Friday’s impossible for me. I have a prospective client flying over from the States to talk to me about my taking over his software contract. It would take the company from loss to profit overnight. With the best will in the world, I can’t be in Darjeeling on Friday.’


There was silence on the other end of the line. ‘Ari,’ his father said eventually, ‘even I know there are moments when business must take second place to one’s family. Your mother would never forgive you, especially as Anahita made it obvious at her birthday celebrations last year that you were special to her.’


‘I’m sorry, Papa,’ Ari said firmly, ‘but there’s simply nothing I can do.’


‘And that is your final word?’ 


‘That is my final word.’


Ari heard the sound of the receiver at the other end slamming down.


Ari was in a euphoric mood when he arrived home the following Friday night. The meeting with the Americans had gone so well that they’d shaken on the deal then and there. He was taking Bambi out tonight to celebrate and had popped home to his apartment to shower and change first. He picked up a letter from his pigeon hole in the lobby and took the elevator to the sixteenth floor. Inside his apartment, he tore open the envelope as he walked into his bedroom, and read the contents of it.




Khan & Chauhan Solicitors


Chowrasta Square


Darjeeling


West Bengal


India


2 March 2001


Dear Sir,


On the instructions of my client, Anahita Chavan, I have forwarded this envelope to you. As you may already know, Madam Chavan passed away a few days ago.


With my deepest sympathy,


Devak Khan


Partner





Ari sat down on the bed, realising that, due to his excitement about the meeting and preparing his team for it, his great-grandmother’s funeral that day had completely slipped his mind. He sighed heavily as he opened the envelope the solicitor had enclosed, doubting that his parents would ever forgive him for not even contacting them today.


‘Well, so be it,’ Ari told himself grimly, as he unfolded the piece of paper inside the envelope and read the letter attached to it.




My dearest Ari,


When you read this, I will have passed over. Enclosed are the details of my son Moh’s death. The exact date and the time of his passing. And also, his original death certificate. As you will see, the dates do not correspond. This may not mean anything to you now, my dear boy, but in the future, if you do decide you wish to investigate what happened to him, both may be of relevance.


Meanwhile, until we meet again in another place, I send you my love. Always remember that we are never truly the masters of our destiny. Use your ears to listen, your eyes to see, and I know you will find guidance.


Your loving great-grandmother,


Anahita





Ari sighed. He really wasn’t in the mood either for his great-grandmother’s hocus-pocus, or to think about how angry his parents currently were with him. He didn’t want anything to dampen his good mood tonight.


Running the water in the shower, he flicked on the CD player by his bed and stood under the shower-head listening to the thumping music.


Dressing in one of his hand-tailored suits and a shirt, he turned off the music and was about to leave the bedroom when Anahita’s letter caught his eye. On instinct, he refolded the pages back into the envelope and put it in the drawer with the yellowing manuscript. Then he switched off the lights and left the apartment.












London,
 July 2011
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1



Rebecca Bradley pressed her face to the window as the plane descended towards London. The patchwork quilt of different hues of green shimmered as if with early-morning dew on this beautiful summer’s day. As the city began to appear beneath her, the sight of Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament reminded her of Toy Town in comparison with the soaring skyscrapers of New York.


‘Miss Bradley, we’ll be taking you off the aircraft first,’ the stewardess informed her.


‘Thank you.’ Rebecca managed a smile in return. She reached into her shoulder bag for the large pair of black sunglasses which she hoped would mask her exhaustion, although it was unlikely there would be photographers waiting to greet her. She’d needed to get out of New York fast, so she’d called up the airline and changed her original flight for an earlier one.


She felt a certain satisfaction that no one, not even her agent or Jack, knew where she was. Jack had left her apartment that afternoon to catch his flight back to Los Angeles. She’d been unable to give him the answer he wanted, had told him she needed time to think.


Rebecca rifled further through her bag for the red velvet box and opened it. The ring he had given her was certainly substantial, if too ostentatious for her taste. But Jack liked doing things big, as befitted his status as one of the world’s most famous and highest-paid film stars. And he could hardly present her with anything less, given that, if she said yes to his proposal, the ring would be pictured in newspapers and magazines around the world. Jack Heyward and Rebecca Bradley were Hollywood’s hottest couple and the media couldn’t get enough of them.


Rebecca closed the velvet box and numbly stared out of the window as the plane prepared to touch down. Since she and Jack had met a year ago on the set of a rom-com, she’d felt as if her life had been taken hostage by those who wanted to live vicariously through not only the films she starred in, but also her private life. The truth was – Rebecca bit her lip as the plane continued its descent – that the ‘dream’ relationship the world imagined the two of them had was just as much make-believe as her films.


Even Victor, her agent, was encouraging her in her relationship with Jack. He had told her countless times that it could only benefit the trajectory of her rising global star.


‘There’s nothing the public like better than a real Hollywood couple, honey,’ he had said. ‘Even if your film career takes a dive, they still want to take photos of your kids playing in the park.’


Rebecca thought back to the amount of time she and Jack had actually spent together in the past year. He was based in Hollywood, she in New York, and often their hectic schedules had meant that they wouldn’t see each other for weeks on end. And when they were together, they were hounded wherever they went. Even yesterday lunchtime, they had eaten in a tiny hole-in-the-wall Italian restaurant and had been besieged by customers wanting pictures and autographs. Jack had ended up taking her for a walk in Central Park to propose in peace and quiet. She only hoped no one had spotted them there . . . 


The overwhelming claustrophobia she’d felt as they had taken a cab back to her SoHo apartment and Jack had pressed her for an answer had resulted in her sudden decision to take an earlier flight to England. Having the world scrutinise your every move, to be hounded on a daily basis by strangers who all felt that somehow they owned a part of you, was, Rebecca felt, currently unsustainable. The lack of privacy which came with conducting a high-profile relationship, let alone not being able to grab a bagel and latte from the local coffee shop without being mobbed, was slowly taking its toll.


Her doctor had prescribed Valium a few weeks ago, when she’d been door-stepped at her apartment block and had ended up locking herself in her bathroom, crouching on the floor and crying hysterically. The Valium had helped, but Rebecca knew it was a road to nowhere. The slippery path to dependency to enable her to cope with the pressure she lived under loomed before her. Just as Jack knew all too well.


He’d assured her in the first heady days of their romance that the cocaine he used was not a regular habit. He could take it or leave it. It simply helped him unwind. But as she’d come to know him better, Rebecca had discovered this wasn’t an accurate assessment. He had become defensive and quarrelsome when she questioned his continual heavy usage and the amount of alcohol he was drinking. As someone who didn’t take drugs and very rarely drank, Rebecca loathed it when Jack was high.


At the beginning of their relationship she had thought that her life could not be any more perfect: a hugely successful career and a handsome, talented life-partner to share it with. But between the drugs, the absences and the slow unveiling of Jack’s insecurity – which had culminated in a show of rage towards her when she’d been nominated for a Golden Globe seven months before and he hadn’t – the rose-tinted glasses had begun to turn grey.


The offer of a great part in a British film, The Still of the Night, set in the 1920s and focusing on an aristocratic English family, could not have come at a more opportune moment. Not only was it a move away from the lightweight parts she’d played so far, but it was also a huge honour to be chosen by Robert Hope, the acclaimed British director. Jack had even managed to put a damper on that, citing the fact that they needed her to be the Hollywood ‘name’ in the film to satisfy the money men. He had then proceeded to tell her that her biggest attribute would be looking great in the array of period costumes she’d wear, and that she shouldn’t really get any ideas about her talent having won her the part.


‘You’re far too beautiful to be taken seriously, sweetheart,’ he’d added as he’d slopped more vodka into his glass.


After the plane touched down at Heathrow and taxied to a halt, Rebecca undid her seatbelt as the lights came on in the aircraft.


‘Are you ready, Miss Bradley?’ asked the stewardess. 


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘They should be no longer than a couple of minutes.’ 


Rebecca ran an urgent comb through her mane of long, dark hair and fixed it into a coil at the nape of her neck. Her ‘Audrey Hepburn’ look, Jack called it, and indeed the media constantly likened Rebecca to the iconic star. There was even some talk of remaking Breakfast at Tiffany’s next year.


She mustn’t listen to him, mustn’t let her self-confidence as an actress be broken any further. Jack’s last two films had been flops and his star was not shining as brightly as it used to. The dreadful truth was that he was jealous of her success. She took a deep breath to calm herself. Whatever Jack had said to her, she was determined to prove that she was far more than a pretty face, and the meaty script gave her a real chance to do just that.


And at least, tucked away on location in a rural part of the English countryside, Rebecca hoped she’d have some peace and space to think. Underneath all his problems, she knew there was a Jack she loved. But unless he was prepared to do something about his growing dependency, she knew she couldn’t say yes to his proposal.


‘We’re taking you off the aircraft now, Miss Bradley,’ said the dark-suited airline security officer who’d appeared at her side.


Rebecca donned her sunglasses and left the First Class cabin. Sitting in the VIP lounge waiting for her luggage to be collected, she reflected that it was a road to nowhere with Jack unless he admitted his problems. And perhaps, she mused, taking her cellphone from her bag and staring at the screen, that was exactly what she should tell him.


‘Miss Bradley, your luggage is being taken to your car,’ said the security guard. ‘But I’m afraid there’s a barrage of photographers waiting for you outside.’


‘No!’ She looked up at him in dismay. ‘How many?’ 


‘Many,’ he confirmed. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll see you safely through.’


He indicated that they should make a move and Rebecca stood up.


‘I wasn’t expecting this,’ she commented as she walked with him towards Arrivals. ‘I took a different flight to the one I’d originally planned.’


‘Well, you’ve hit London on the morning your big news has broken. May I offer my congratulations?’


Rebecca stopped dead. ‘What “news”?’ she asked him bluntly.


‘Your . . . engagement to Jack Heyward, Miss Bradley.’ 


‘I— oh, Jesus,’ she muttered.


‘There’s a lovely photo of you in Central Park with Mr Heyward putting a ring on your finger. It’s on the front pages of most of our newspapers this morning. Right –’ he paused in front of the sliding doors – ‘are you ready?’


Behind her sunglasses, tears pricked Rebecca’s eyes and she nodded angrily.


‘Good, we’ll get you through as quickly as we can.’


Fifteen minutes later, as the car nosed its way out of Heathrow, Rebecca gazed helplessly at the photograph of her and Jack taking pride of place on the front of the Daily Mail and the headline:


JACK AND BECKS – IT’S OFFICIAL!


The grainy image was of Jack placing the ring on her finger in Central Park. She was gazing up at him with what she knew was an expression of panic, but what the journalist had described as one of delighted surprise. Worst of all, there was a comment from Jack, obviously given after he’d left her apartment yesterday afternoon. He had apparently confirmed that he’d asked Rebecca to marry him, but they were yet to name the date.


She reached with shaking hands into her bag and drew out her cellphone again. Seeing there were numerous messages from Jack, her agent, and members of the press, she switched it off and returned it to her handbag. She couldn’t cope with responding to any of them at present. She felt furious with Jack for making any comment on what had taken place in the park. 


By tomorrow, the world’s media would be speculating on who would design her wedding dress, where they would hold the ceremony and, probably, whether she was pregnant.


Rebecca closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She was twenty-nine years of age and, up until last night, the idea of marriage and kids had been but a fleeting thought, something that might happen in the future.


But Jack was pushing forty, had bedded most of his co-stars and, as he had told her, felt it was time to settle down. Whereas for her, this was only her second serious relationship, after many years of being with her childhood sweetheart. Her burgeoning career and eventual fame had destroyed that love story too.


‘I’m afraid it’s going to take a good few hours to get down to Devon, Miss Bradley,’ said her friendly driver. ‘My name is Graham, by the way, and you let me know if you need to stop for any reason on the way.’


‘I will,’ said Rebecca, feeling at this moment that she’d rather he drove her to a vast desert somewhere in Africa, someplace where there were no photographers, newspapers or cellphone signals.


‘Pretty isolated where you’re going, Miss Bradley,’ commented Graham, mirroring her thoughts. ‘Not a lot of bright lights and shops on Dartmoor,’ he added. ‘Magnificent old place you’re filming in, mind you. Like going back to a totally different era. I didn’t think anyone still lived in grand places like that any more. Anyway, the countryside makes a pleasant change for me, I can tell you. Normally I’m ferrying actors to the studios through the London traffic.’


His words comforted Rebecca somewhat. Perhaps the media would leave her alone if she was out in the middle of nowhere.


‘Looks like we’ve got a bike on our tail, Miss Bradley,’ said Graham, looking in his rear mirror and abruptly destroying her hopes of privacy. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll lose him as soon as we’re on the motorway.’


‘Thank you,’ said Rebecca, trying to calm her fraught nerves. She sank back into her seat, closed her eyes and did her best to try to sleep.


‘We’re nearly there, Miss Bradley.’


After four and a half hours in the car, dozing intermittently, Rebecca was feeling the disorientation of jet lag. She looked blearily out of the window. ‘Where are we?’ she asked as she gazed out at the rugged, empty moorland surrounding them.


‘On Dartmoor. It looks pleasant today with the sun shining, but I bet it’s pretty bleak in the winter. Excuse me,’ Graham said as his phone rang, ‘it’s the production manager. I’ll just pull over to take the call.’


As the driver answered his cellphone, Rebecca opened the door and stepped out onto the rough grass at the side of the narrow road. She breathed in deeply and smelt the sweet freshness of the air. There was a slight breeze blowing across the moorland, and in the distance she could see clumps of jagged rocks silhouetted against the skyline. There was not a single human being to be seen for miles. ‘Heaven!’ she breathed, as Graham started up the engine and she climbed back in. ‘It’s so peaceful here,’ she commented.


‘Yes,’ he agreed, ‘but unfortunately, Miss Bradley, the production manager was phoning to say there’s already a collection of photographers gathered outside the hotel the cast are staying in. They’re waiting for you to arrive. So he suggests I take you straight to Astbury Hall, where you’re filming.’


‘Okay.’ Rebecca bit her lip in further despair as they drove off.


‘Sorry, Miss Bradley,’ he offered sympathetically. ‘I’m always telling my kids that being a rich and famous movie star isn’t quite what it’s made out to be. It must be hard for you, especially at moments like this.’


His sympathy prompted a lump in Rebecca’s throat. ‘It is, sometimes,’ she agreed.


‘The good news is that whilst you’re filming, no one can get near you. The private land surrounding the house is a good few hundred acres, and it’s about half a mile or so from this entrance to the house itself.’


Rebecca saw that they had arrived at a pair of vast wrought-iron gates with a security guard on duty beside them. Graham signalled to him and the guard opened the gates. Rebecca looked in wonder as they drove through parkland dotted with ancient oak, horse chestnut and beech trees on either side of the road.


Up ahead was a vast house, more of a palace, really, the kind she had only seen in books or on historical programmes on the television. A baroque confection of carved stone and fluted columns.


‘Wow,’ she breathed.


‘It’s pretty spectacular, isn’t it? Although I’d hate to think what the heating bills are like,’ Graham joked.


As they drove closer and Rebecca saw the vast marble fountain at the front of the house, she wished she knew enough correct architectural terms to describe the beauty in front of her. The graceful symmetry of the building, with two elegant wings on either side of a crowning central dome, made her catch her breath. Sunlight was glinting from the perfectly proportioned panelled windows set like jewels along the entire front, the stonework between them interspersed with carved cherubs and urns. Under the massive central portico, supported by four enormous columns, she glimpsed a magnificent double-fronted oak door.


‘Fit for a queen, eh?’ said Graham as he skirted around the house to a courtyard at the side, which was filled with vans and lorries. A hubbub of people were carrying cameras, lights and cables inside through a door. ‘They’re hoping to be ready to start shooting tomorrow, so I’m told,’ Graham added, parking the car.


‘Thank you,’ said Rebecca as she climbed out and Graham walked round to the boot to retrieve her case.


‘This all you brought with you, Miss Bradley? Film stars like you normally have a container full of luggage,’ he teased her good-naturedly.


‘I packed in a hurry,’ Rebecca admitted as she followed him across the courtyard towards the house.


‘Well, just remember, Miss Bradley, I’m on call for the whole of the shoot, so if there’s anywhere you need to go, you just tell me, okay? It’s been a pleasure to meet you.’


‘Ah, you made it!’ A lean young man strode towards them. He held out his hand to Rebecca. ‘Welcome to England, Miss Bradley. I’m Steve Campion, the production manager. I’m sorry to hear you’ve had to run the gauntlet of our appalling gutter press this morning. You’re safe from them here, at least.’


‘Thank you. Do you know when I’ll be able to go to my hotel? I could use a shower and some sleep,’ said Rebecca, who was feeling bedraggled and travel-weary.


‘Of course. We didn’t want to put you through another ordeal at the hotel after the airport this morning,’ said Steve. ‘So, for now, Lord Astbury has very kindly offered you a room here in the house to use until we find you alternative accommodation. As you may have noticed –’ Steve indicated the huge building and grinned – ‘he has a few going spare. Robert, the director, is very keen to start shooting tomorrow and didn’t want your concentration, or that of the other actors staying at the hotel, to be disturbed.’


‘I’m sorry to be the cause of all this fuss,’ Rebecca ventured, blushing with a sudden wave of guilt.


‘Well, never mind, that’s what we get for having such a famous young actress in the film. Right, the housekeeper said to find her when you arrived and she’ll take you upstairs to your room. There’s a full cast call in the drawing room at five p.m. tonight, so that gives you a few hours to sleep.’


‘Thank you,’ Rebecca repeated, not missing the timbre in Steve’s voice. She knew she’d already been labelled ‘trouble’ and was sure that the cast of talented British actors – none of whose fame or box-office power could currently match her own – would agree with him.


‘Wait there and I’ll go and find Mrs Trevathan,’ Steve said, leaving Rebecca to stand uncomfortably in the courtyard, watching the camera crew heave their equipment past her.


A minute later, a plump, middle-aged woman with greying curly hair and a rosy complexion bustled out of the door towards her.


‘Miss Rebecca Bradley?’ 


‘Yes.’


‘Well, of course it is, dear.’ The woman smiled broadly. ‘I recognised you immediately. And let me tell you, you’re even more beautiful in real life. I’ve seen all your films and it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Mrs Trevathan, the housekeeper. Follow me, and I’ll take you up to your bedroom. It’s a long walk, I’m afraid. Graham will bring up your case later,’ she commented as Rebecca made to pick it up. ‘You can’t imagine how many miles I cover each day.’


‘I probably can’t,’ agreed Rebecca, struggling to understand the woman’s thick Devon accent. ‘This house is totally amazing.’


‘Less amazing now there’s just me and some daily help here to care for it. I’m run ragged. Of course, many years ago, there were thirty of us working here full-time, but things are different now.’


‘Yes, I suppose they are,’ Rebecca said as Mrs Trevathan led her through a series of doors into a huge kitchen, where a woman in a nurse’s uniform was sitting drinking coffee at the table.


‘The servants’ stairs are the fastest way to the bedrooms from the kitchen,’ Mrs Trevathan said, as Rebecca followed her up a steep and narrow flight of steps. ‘I’ve put you in a nice room at the back of the house. It’s got a lovely view of the gardens and the moor beyond. You’re very lucky Lord Astbury agreed for you to use a room here. He doesn’t like houseguests. Sad really, this house could once sleep forty comfortably, but those days are long gone.’


Finally, they emerged through another door onto a wide mezzanine landing. Rebecca gazed up in wonder at the magnificent domed cupola above her, then followed Mrs Trevathan along a wide, shadowy corridor.


‘You’re in here,’ she said, opening the door to a spacious, high-ceilinged room dominated by a large double bed. ‘I opened the windows to air it a while ago, so it’s a little chilly. But better than the smell of damp. There’s an electric fire you can use if you’re cold.’


‘Thank you. Where is the restroom?’ she asked.


‘You mean the bathroom, dear?’ said Mrs Trevathan with a smile. ‘It’s two doors down to the left, on the other side of the corridor. I’m afraid we haven’t quite run to en-suite facilities just yet. Now, I’ll leave you to rest.’


‘Would it be possible for me to have a glass of water?’ asked Rebecca timidly.


Mrs Trevathan paused on her way to the door, then turned round, her face full of sympathy. ‘Of course, you must be all in. Have you eaten anything?’


‘No, I couldn’t face breakfast on the plane.’


‘Then how about I get you a nice pot of tea and some toast? You really are looking quite peaky.’


‘That would be wonderful,’ Rebecca thanked her, feeling suddenly dizzy and sitting down abruptly in an armchair placed by the empty fire grate.


‘Right then, I’ll be off to get it.’ Mrs Trevathan gazed at her thoughtfully. ‘You’re only a slip of a thing underneath all that glamour, aren’t you, dear? Now, you sort yourself out and I’ll see you in a bit.’ She smiled kindly and left the room.


Shortly afterwards, Rebecca made her way along the corridor and after a number of false starts into a linen cupboard and another bedroom, found a large bathroom with an oldfashioned cast-iron tub sitting in the centre of it. A rusting metal chain dangled from the cistern above the toilet and, having drunk some water from the tap, she returned to her room. Walking over to the long windows, she gazed out over the view below. The garden beyond the wide terrace that flanked the rear of the house was obviously well tended. Flowering plants and shrubs grew along the borders in immaculate abundance, their multi-coloured blooms softening the green of the central lawns. Beyond the tall yew hedge which encircled the formal garden lay the moors, their ruggedness in direct contrast to the flat, manicured lawns below her. Kicking off her shoes, she climbed onto the bed, the mattress comfortably softened by years of wear.


When Mrs Trevathan knocked quietly on the door ten minutes later and entered the room, she saw Rebecca was fast asleep. Putting the tray down on the table by the fireplace, she covered her gently with the bedspread and quietly left.
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‘My lords, ladies and gentlemen, may I welcome you all to Astbury Hall, which I’m sure you’ll all agree is the perfect setting in which to shoot The Still of the Night. I certainly feel honoured to be allowed to film in one of England’s most beautiful stately homes, and I hope our time here together will be happy and productive.’


Robert Hope, the director, smiled benignly at his assembled cast. ‘I should think these old walls are positively quaking with the vast array of talent and experience they currently contain. Many of you will know each other already, but I’d like to extend a special welcome to Rebecca Bradley, who joins us from America to put a touch of Hollywood sparkle on us fusty old Brits.’


All eyes in the room turned to Rebecca, who was hiding in a corner, overwhelmed by the sight of so many iconic British actors. ‘Hi,’ she said, blushing and offering the room a smile.


‘I’ll be handing you over now to Hugo Manners, whose wonderful screenplay is going to bring out the best in all of you,’ continued Robert. ‘We’ll be issuing you all later with the final script, hot off the press. Steve, the production manager, will also be handing out your schedules. So all that remains for me to say is: here’s to a successful shoot of The Still of the Night. Now, here’s Hugo.’


There was a round of applause as Hugo Manners, Oscar-winning screenplay writer, took to the floor. Rebecca half-listened to what he had to say, feeling suddenly overwhelmed at what she’d taken on. What worried her most was her English accent; she’d been taking lessons in New York in diction and pronunciation and had done her best in the past two months to speak like an Englishwoman in her daily life. But she knew only too well that by accepting this part, she’d put her head above the parapet and might very well be shot down. There was nothing the British media liked better than to annihilate the performance of an American actress playing an English role. Especially an actress who had seen as much commercial success as she had.


It didn’t seem to matter that she had attended the Juilliard drama school in New York on a scholarship and had won her year’s award of Best Actress for the role of Beatrice in a production of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing. Every actress in Hollywood considered herself ‘serious’, even if she had come down the model route, which Rebecca most definitely hadn’t. She knew that this was her chance to prove herself as a classically trained actress, to make the leap to critical acclaim.


There was another round of applause as Hugo finished speaking and Steve, the production manager, began to hand round the new script and a personal schedule for each of them.


‘You’ll be glad to know you’re not needed on set tomorrow, Rebecca. You have a morning in Wardrobe with the costume designer and her team for dress fittings, and after that, Hair and Make-up want to see you. Robert has suggested you also have an hour with the voice coach to go over your lines for your first day’s shoot.’


‘Fine. Have you any idea when I’ll be moved to my hotel? I’d like to unpack and get settled.’


‘Apparently the photographers are still hovering outside. So, for tonight, Lord Astbury has agreed with Robert that you can have a room here whilst we try and find somewhere discreet for you to stay. Lucky old you,’ Steve added, smiling, ‘a little more luxurious than the box room above the local pub I’ve been billeted to. And it means you’ll really have a chance to soak up the atmosphere here.’


A strikingly handsome man with chiselled features wandered over and held out his hand to her. ‘Miss Bradley, I presume? I’m James Waugh. I’m playing Lawrence, and I think we have a number of, how shall I put it, intimate scenes together.’ He winked at her, and Rebecca took in his immediate charm and expressive blue eyes, which had undoubtedly helped to propel him to the forefront of young British screen actors.


‘I’m delighted to meet you, James,’ she said, standing to take his hand.


‘Poor thing,’ he said sympathetically, ‘you must be feeling rather shell-shocked, newly arrived from the States and having to face the furore over your engagement to Jack Heyward.’


‘I . . .’ Rebecca was unsure how to reply. ‘I suppose I am,’ she finished lamely.


‘Congratulations, by the way.’ James was still holding her hand. ‘He’s a very lucky man.’


‘Thank you,’ she replied stiffly.


‘And if at any point you’d appreciate a run-through of our scenes together before we film, please don’t hesitate to let me know. Personally, I’m terrified,’ he confided. ‘Working with all these luminaries of film and theatre is rather daunting.’


‘I know,’ agreed Rebecca, warming to him somewhat. 


‘Well, I’m sure you’re going to be wonderful, and, if you fancy some company whilst we’re stuck down here in the middle of nowhere, just give me a shout.’


‘I will, and thank you.’


James gave her one last meaningful glance, then let go of her hand and walked away.


Too shy to go and mingle with the other actors, Rebecca sat back down and studied her schedule, contemplating how, in one breath, James had congratulated her on her engagement and then in the next made it quite clear that he would like to see more of her.


‘Rebecca, the cast and crew are going back to the hotel for dinner in a few minutes,’ Steve said, appearing suddenly at her side. ‘The location caterers are arriving first thing tomorrow morning, but I’m going to ask your new best friend, Mrs Trevathan, to put something together for you from the kitchen for tonight. She was very taken with you, said you needed feeding up.’


‘That’s sweet of her. I want to read through the new script anyway,’ she replied.


‘Are you all right, Rebecca?’ Steve’s eyes were concerned. 


‘Yes, maybe just a little jet-lagged and, to be honest, overwhelmed by meeting so many incredible actors. I’m nervous I won’t make the grade,’ she confessed.


‘I understand, and if it’s any help, I’ve worked with Robert for many years and he never makes mistakes when he’s casting his films. I know he thinks very highly of your skills as an actress. If he didn’t, no matter how famous you are, you simply wouldn’t be here. Okay?’


‘Yes, thanks for that, Steve,’ she replied gratefully.


‘Well then, I’ll see you tomorrow. And enjoy the night in your palace. No one can get to you here, that’s for sure.’


Steve moved away and began to shepherd the actors out of the drawing room. When everyone had left, Rebecca stood up and had her first chance to truly take in her surroundings. The July sun was sending a glow through the enormous windows, softening the austere mahogany furniture which filled the room. Sofas and easy chairs were dotted around it and a huge marble fireplace formed the centrepiece. Rebecca shivered, feeling the sudden chill of evening and rather wishing it was lit.


‘There you are, dear.’ Mrs Trevathan appeared through the door and walked across the room towards her. ‘Steve tells me you need some supper. I have a slice of homemade steak-and-kidney pie and some spuds left over from His Lordship’s lunch.’


‘“Spuds”?’ questioned Rebecca.


‘Potatoes to you, dear.’ Mrs Trevathan smiled.


‘I’m not very hungry, so maybe just a salad?’


‘I see.’ Mrs Trevathan surveyed her with a beady eye. ‘From the look of you, I’d say you’re on a permanent diet. If you don’t mind me saying so, Miss Rebecca, a puff of wind would blow you sideways.’


‘I have to be careful, yes,’ Rebecca answered, embarrassed by the woman’s well-meaning scrutiny.


‘As you wish, but you’d be doing a lot better with a proper square meal inside of you. Shall I bring supper up to your room?’


‘That would be very kind, thank you.’


As the housekeeper left, Rebecca grimaced at Mrs Trevathan’s instinctive knowledge of her eating habits. There was no denying that she watched everything she ate, but what could she do? Her career depended on her slim figure.


She left the drawing room and walked into the grand hall to mount the wide staircase up to her room. Pausing, she looked up at the magnificent dome above her, the small panes of glass set into the edges of it sending shards of light onto the marble floor beneath her feet.


‘Good evening.’


Rebecca jumped at the sound of a deep male voice and turned round. She stared at the man standing by the front door, dressed in an ancient tweed jacket and threadbare cords tucked into a pair of wellingtons. His wiry, unkempt hair was greying and needed a decent cut. She guessed he was in his mid-fifties.


‘Hello,’ she replied uncertainly. 


‘I’m Anthony, and you are . . .?’ 


‘Rebecca, Rebecca Bradley.’


‘Oh.’ His eyes registered a flicker of recognition. ‘The American film star. They tell me you’re very famous, but I’m afraid I’ve never heard of you. Films really aren’t my thing. Sorry.’ He shrugged.


‘Please don’t apologise, there’s no reason why you should have heard of me.’


‘No. Anyway, I must be off now.’ The man shifted from foot to foot, obviously uncomfortable. ‘I’ve got work to do outside before the light fades.’ He nodded at her briefly before disappearing out of the front door.


Rebecca crossed the hall and made her way up the stairs, admiring the oil paintings of the generations of Astburys which covered the wall. Mrs Trevathan appeared on the top landing with a tray and followed Rebecca into her room.


‘There we are, dear; I’ve found you some soup and some fresh bread and butter. Oh, and I gave you a slice of my Bakewell tart too, with custard,’ she added, removing the bowl shielding the pudding with a flourish.


‘Thank you.’


‘Now, anything else you need?’


‘No. Thank you. This really is the most beautiful house, isn’t it?’


‘It is, dear, it is. And you don’t know the sacrifices that have been made to keep it, either.’ Mrs Trevathan sighed softly.


‘I can only imagine. By the way, I met the gardener downstairs,’ Rebecca added.


‘Gardener?’ Mrs Trevathan raised an eyebrow. ‘Downstairs, inside the house?’ 


‘Yes.’


‘Well, we have a chap who comes in once a week to mow the lawns. Maybe he was looking for His Lordship. Right, I’ll let you eat your supper in peace. What time would you like your breakfast tomorrow morning?’


‘I don’t really eat breakfast, but fruit juice and yoghurt would be great.’


‘Well, I’ll see what I can do.’ Mrs Trevathan sniffed with obvious disapproval as she walked towards the door, but turned to smile comfortingly at the younger woman as she made her exit. ‘Goodnight, my love. Sleep well.’


‘Goodnight.’


Rebecca ate the flavoursome leek and potato soup and all of the crusty bread smothered thickly with butter. Despite herself, she was still hungry, so she tried a small spoonful of the strange pudding Mrs Trevathan had left for her. Finding it delicious, she finished that as well, then threw herself guiltily on the bed, knowing she mustn’t make a habit of devouring stodgy English food, however tasty.


When her stomach had settled, she rolled off the bed and reached for her handbag. Tentatively pulling out her cellphone, she switched it on. She pressed the button to retrieve her messages and put the phone to her ear. It could not connect, and when she checked the screen, she saw there was no signal. Taking out her iPad, she saw that there were no available networks on that either.


A glimmer of a smile appeared on her lips. This morning she had wished to be someplace where no one could find her or make contact with her, and it seemed that for tonight, at least, this was the case. She lay back and looked out of the window at the approaching dusk, the sun slowly disappearing below the horizon on the moors beyond the garden. And realised then that all she could hear was silence.


Picking up her script from the side table, Rebecca began to read through it. She was playing Lady Elizabeth Sayers, the beautiful young daughter of the house. The year was 1922 and the Jazz Age was in full swing. Her father was determined to marry her off to a neighbouring landowner, but Elizabeth had very different ideas. The film focused on the British aristocracy in a changing world, as women took tentative steps towards emancipation and the working classes no longer accepted their subordination to the aristocracy. Elizabeth fell in love with an unsuitable poet, Lawrence, whom she had met through a fast bohemian set in London. The choice she faced between disgracing her parents and following her heart was an old story. Yet, with Hugo Manners’s witty but moving script, it was a gem of a part.


As always, the filming schedule did not start at the beginning of the story and Rebecca was to shoot her first scene the day after tomorrow with James Waugh, who was playing her improper poet. It was to be filmed out in the garden and included a passionate kiss. Rebecca sighed. No matter how professional she was as an actress, or how many times she had been seduced on camera, she always dreaded filming love scenes with co-stars she hardly knew.


Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flicker of movement in the garden below her. Moving over to the window, she saw the gardener sitting down on a bench. Even from here, she felt there was something lonely about him, something sad. Rebecca watched as he sat, still like a statue, staring ahead into the descending dusk.


After having a bath, Rebecca climbed beneath the scratchy starched white sheets. As she lay there, going over her lines and practising the clipped British accent of the 1920s, she realised how tonight it felt as if she were actually living in the world of the film script. So little seemed to have changed in this house since those times, it was almost unsettling.


Seeing it was past ten o’clock now, but convinced she wouldn’t fall asleep due to the jet lag, Rebecca reached to switch off the light. To her surprise, she slept soundly through the night, only waking when Mrs Trevathan appeared at eight the next morning with a breakfast tray.


At ten o’clock, she went downstairs and found her way to Wardrobe for her costume fitting. Jean, the Scottish costume designer, eyed her and said, ‘My dear, you were made for this period. You even have an old-fashioned face. And . . . I have a surprise for you.’


‘Really?’


‘Yes. I was speaking to the housekeeper here yesterday, and she told me that there’s a large collection of vintage 1920s gowns upstairs in one of the bedrooms. Apparently they were worn by a long-dead relative of the current Lord Astbury and have remained untouched over the years. I asked if I could take a look, obviously out of pure personal interest, and, of course –’ she winked at Rebecca – ‘to see if there was anything suitable that would fit you. It would be wonderful to use them in the film.’


‘It would,’ Rebecca agreed.


‘And –’ with a flourish, Jean pulled a silk drape from a clothes rail, ‘just take a look at these.’


Rebecca gasped as a row of exquisite gowns was revealed. ‘Wow,’ she breathed. ‘They’re amazing.’


‘And perfectly preserved. You’d never know they were ninety years old. A lot of them are by the top French designers of the day, like Lanvin, Vionnet and Patou. What a treasure trove,’ Jean remarked as they both went through the rails, picking out and admiring the fabulous dresses. ‘At auction they’d go for a fortune. I just can’t wait to try them on you and see if they fit. From your measurements, they definitely should. It seems the original owner of all these was almost identical in shape and size to you.’


‘But will I be allowed to wear them, even if they do fit?’ asked Rebecca.


‘Who knows? The housekeeper sounded very doubtful and said she’d have to ask Lord Astbury. But the first thing to do is to try them on you and take it from there. Now –’ Jean pulled a dress off the rail – ‘how about this one for your first scene with James Waugh tomorrow?’


Ten minutes later, Rebecca was staring at herself in the mirror. Not since her Juilliard days had she worn period costume; her parts in Hollywood had always been those of young modern women, more often in jeans and T-shirts than not. The Lanvin dress she was standing in was made from silk, overlaid with chiffon and embroidered with delicate hand-sewn beading. The handkerchief hemline floated gently around her ankles as she moved.


‘Right, even if I have to go down on my knees and beg, I’m going to persuade Lord Astbury to let me hire some of these from him,’ said Jean firmly. ‘Let’s try the next one on.’


After Rebecca had paraded in a fabulous array of gowns, each one fitting her perfectly, Jean grinned at her. ‘Right, I think you’re done. I’ll speak to the housekeeper as soon as I can. My dear, you’re going to look like a dream,’ she commented as she helped Rebecca remove the last gown. ‘And once Hair and Make-up have sorted you out, you’ll be a real 1920s beauty!’ She gave Rebecca a conspiratorial wink. ‘They’re just down the corridor on the right.’


‘I think I need a GPS in this house,’ Rebecca said, smiling, as she headed to the door. ‘I keep getting lost.’


She left Wardrobe and walked down the corridor until she found Hair and Make-up. As she sat down in a chair in front of the mirror, one of the hair stylists took a shiny tendril of Rebecca’s thick, dark locks in her hands.


‘How are you feeling about having it cut and dyed tomorrow?’ she asked.


This had been a bone of contention with her agent, Victor, when the contract had come through; the stipulation was that Rebecca’s long hair needed to be cut into a 1920s bob and dyed blonde to match the colour of the actress playing her mother.


‘Okay, I suppose.’ Rebecca shrugged. ‘It’ll grow back, won’t it?’


‘Of course it will. And when the shoot is over, we can easily dye it back to your original colour. It’s good to see you’re not being precious about it,’ the hair stylist said approvingly. ‘So many actresses are. Besides, you might find you like the style; you have the perfect elfin features to go with a bob.’


‘And maybe nobody will recognise me any more as a blonde, either,’ mused Rebecca.


‘Sadly, I don’t think that’s going to help you,’ interjected the make-up artist, coming over to take a seat opposite Rebecca. ‘That face of yours will always give you away. So, what is Jack Heyward like in person? He’s such a god on the screen. Does he look like that first thing in the morning?’ she teased.


Rebecca thought about it. ‘He does look kind of cute in the morning.’


‘I bet he does.’ The make-up girl grinned. ‘I’m sure you can’t believe you’re actually going to marry him.’


‘You know what? You’re right, I can’t believe it. I’ll see you guys bright and early tomorrow for the chop!’ Smiling to cover the irony of her words, Rebecca stood up and gave them both a wave before she left the room. She checked her watch and saw that it was only three o’clock, which meant that she had two hours before her appointment with the voice coach.


One of the dressers had told her earlier that it was apparently possible to get a cellphone signal if you walked in the direction of the moors, so she ran upstairs to get her phone. Shooting had already started in the drawing room, and as she slipped out through the French windows in the dining room that led to the terrace, her stomach turned over at the thought that it would be her in front of the cameras tomorrow.


Walking down the crumbling stone steps and into the garden, Rebecca marched at a brisk pace across it. Sitting down on the bench where she’d spied the gardener yesterday, she tried her cellphone, which was oscillating between one bar and none.


‘Damn!’ she said as yet again her voicemail refused to connect.


‘Everything all right?’


Rebecca started at the voice and looked towards the rose beds where she saw the gardener she’d met last night holding a pair of secateurs.


‘Yes, I’m okay, thanks. I just can’t get a signal on my cellphone.’


‘Sorry. Dreadful coverage we have here.’


‘Maybe it’s not such a bad thing to be cut off. Actually, I’m rather enjoying it,’ she confided. ‘Do you like working here?’ she asked him politely.


He gave her an odd look, then nodded. ‘I’ve never thought about it like that, but I suppose I do. I can’t imagine being anywhere else, anyway.’


‘It must be a gardener’s dream here. Those roses are magnificent. Such beautiful colours – especially the one you’re pruning. It’s such a deep, velvety purple, it’s almost black.’


‘Yes,’ he agreed, ‘it’s named the Midnight Rose and it’s rather a mysterious plant. It’s been here as long as I have and should have died many years ago. Yet every year, without fail, it blooms as though it’s just been planted.’


‘All I have in my apartment are some indoor pot plants,’ Rebecca commented.


‘You like gardening, do you?’


‘When I was growing up, I used to have my own small patch in my parents’ garden. I used to feel it was a comforting place.’


‘There’s certainly something about exerting control over the land that helps pick away frustrations,’ the gardener said, nodding in agreement. ‘How are you finding it here after the States?’


‘It’s completely different from anywhere I’ve ever been before, but I just had the best night’s sleep I’ve had in years. It’s so peaceful here. But they’re moving me to a hotel later today. I don’t think Lord Astbury wants houseguests. To be honest,’ Rebecca confessed, ‘I wish I could stay. I feel safe here.’


‘Well, you never know, Lord Astbury might change his mind. By the way,’ he indicated her cellphone, ‘if you ask Mrs Trevathan, you may be able to use the landline in his study.’


‘Okay, thanks, I will,’ said Rebecca, standing up. ‘See you around.’


‘Here –’ the gardener clipped off a single stem of a perfect Midnight Rose – ‘something pretty to look at in your room. The smell is quite beautiful.’


‘Thank you,’ Rebecca said, touched by the gift. ‘I’ll put it in water right away.’


Eventually finding Mrs Trevathan in the kitchen, she explained that she needed a vase for her rose and that the gardener had said there was a phone in the study. Mrs Trevathan led her into a small, dark room lined with bookshelves, the desk piled high with unevenly stacked papers.


‘There you go, but don’t be too long if it’s to America. His Lordship has a fit as it is over the telephone bills.’


As Mrs Trevathan left the room, Rebecca thought that ‘His Lordship’ sounded like an ogre.


Sitting down and finding the number on her cellphone, she picked up the receiver of the ancient telephone, which had a circular dial with numbers written on it. Finally having worked out what to do, she inserted her finger into the holes one-by-one and turned the dial to call Jack. Guiltily, she felt relieved when she heard it go straight to voicemail.


‘Hi, it’s me, and I’m someplace where there’s no Internet or cellphone signal. I’ll be moving to a hotel later today, so I’ll contact you then. I’m fine, by the way. I –’ Rebecca paused as she thought what to say to him, but the subject was so big and complex that no words came neatly to mind to describe it. ‘I’ll call you soon, bye.’


Picking up the receiver once more, dialling and getting the voicemail of Victor, her agent, she left a similar message.


Leaving the study, she went in search of Steve, determined to pin him down and find out exactly where she was going to stay for the duration of the shoot. She found him by the location catering van, set up in the courtyard to the side of the house.


‘I know, I know, Rebecca, you want to know where you’re going,’ Steve said, obviously harassed. ‘As a matter of fact, I was just coming to find you with what I hope is good news. Lord Astbury came to see me five minutes ago and said it was fine if you wanted to stay here for the duration of the shoot. I’m somewhat surprised, given his previous antipathy to the idea,’ he remarked. ‘We had found you a discreet bed-and-breakfast in one of the nearby villages, but to be frank, the accommodation probably isn’t up to your usual standards. And there’s no guarantee the paps wouldn’t find you there eventually anyway. So, it’s up to you.’


‘Okay, can I think about it?’ Even though she loved the security and tranquillity of her current accommodation, she was uncertain of sharing it with the so far unseen Lord Astbury.


‘Yes,’ said Steve as his walkie-talkie crackled. ‘Excuse me, Rebecca, they need me on set.’


Back in her room, Rebecca ran through her lines in preparation for seeing the voice coach in half an hour. She stood up and gazed out of the windows. She really did feel safe here. More than anything, she needed peace and quiet to concentrate fully on her performance. This role would make or break her future career.


After the session with the voice coach, Rebecca found Steve on the terrace and said she’d be delighted to stay on at Astbury Hall.


‘What with your current circumstances, I think it’s probably the only sensible thing to do,’ Steve replied, relieved that the problem had been solved. ‘And Mrs Trevathan said she’d be happy to feed you in the evenings. She seems to have taken you under her wing.’ He smiled.


‘Oh, I rarely eat much in the evening, so—’ 


‘Hello there,’ said a voice from behind them.


Rebecca saw the gardener walking up the terrace steps towards them.


‘Good afternoon, Lord Astbury. Rebecca has said she’d like to stay on,’ Steve said. ‘It really is extremely kind of you to make an exception for her.’


‘Anthony, please,’ the man clarified.


Shocked, Rebecca looked first at Steve and then at Anthony.


‘Maybe in the evenings, Miss Bradley, when everyone has left, you can come and help me with the gardening,’ he said, an ironic glint in his eye.


‘I – you’re Lord Astbury?’ she managed to splutter.


‘Yes, although as I just said to Steve, everyone calls me Anthony.’


Rebecca felt the heat rising to her cheeks. ‘I’m so embarrassed, I didn’t realise who you were.’


‘No, well, perhaps I wasn’t quite the image you had in your mind,’ Anthony answered calmly. ‘Sadly, these days, the poor, penniless gentry have to do their own dirty work. No black tie and tails for us any longer. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some laburnums to attend to.’


He turned away and headed around the side of the house. 


‘Oh, Rebecca.’ Steve threw back his head and laughed. ‘Classic! I’m not sure how it goes in the States, but the modern aristocracy here in England tend to be the scruffiest bunch in society. It’s become their badge of honour to wear the oldest clothes and drive clapped-out cars. No self-respecting peer of the realm would think of dressing up at home. It just isn’t done.’


‘I see,’ Rebecca replied, feeling stupid and very foreign. 


‘Anyway, your ignorance doesn’t seem to have done you any harm,’ Steve continued in her silence. ‘It’s solicited an open-ended invitation to stay here with him.’


James Waugh appeared and sauntered over to them. ‘Rebecca, I was just going to ask you, are you busy tonight? I thought maybe we could have a bite to eat and get to know each other a little better. We have our first scene tomorrow morning and it’s rather – how would one put it – up close and personal.’ He gave her a cheeky grin.


‘Actually, I was going to have an early night,’ she replied. 


‘I’m sure Graham can come and collect you afterwards, so that you can still do that.’


‘I’d . . . rather not. The press . . .’


‘All gone, as of this morning,’ James confirmed. ‘And you really can’t let all that celebrity business get in the way of your performance, can you?’


‘No. Okay,’ Rebecca conceded finally, not wishing to appear aloof.


‘Good.’ James smiled. ‘I’ll see you at eight at the hotel. And don’t worry, I’ll tell them to find us a discreet table.’


As James left, Steve’s eyes twinkled at Rebecca. ‘Think you’ve made a hit there too. Watch him, he’s got a reputation for being a naughty boy.’


‘I will. Thanks, Steve.’ She walked off, her head held high.


Back upstairs in her bedroom, there was a knock on the door.


‘Come in.’


It was Mrs Trevathan. ‘Sorry to bother you, Rebecca, but I hear that you’ve met His Lordship.’


‘Yes, I have,’ Rebecca murmured as she continued hanging her few items of clothing in the old mahogany wardrobe.


‘Here, let me do that,’ said Mrs Trevathan. 


‘No, it’s fine, I—’


‘Sit yourself down and we can talk as I sort you out.’ 


Rebecca acquiesced and perched on the end of the bed as Mrs Trevathan put away the remaining contents of her case. 


‘You really haven’t brought much with you, have you, dear?’ she commented. ‘Anyway, I came to say that His Lordship has invited you to join him for dinner tonight. He always eats at eight p.m. sharp.’


‘Oh no – I’m afraid I can’t. I have a prior engagement.’


‘I see. Well now, His Lordship will be disappointed. And after him being so kind as to have you here.’


Rebecca could hear the disapproval in the housekeeper’s voice. ‘Please apologise to him for me, and tell him I’d be delighted to join him any other night,’ she said placatingly.


‘I will. He really doesn’t enjoy people swarming all over his house. His Lordship needs peace, and lots of it. But needs must when the devil drives, I suppose.’


‘Pardon me?’


‘I mean, dear, he needs the money from the film to keep the house going,’ Mrs Trevathan said, clarifying her previous statement.


‘I see. Does Lord Anthony have a family?’ she enquired tentatively.


‘No, he doesn’t.’


‘So he lives alone here?’


‘Yes. Right, then, I’ll be seeing you in the morning. Bright and early, I hear. Don’t you be getting home too late tonight now, will you, dear? You need to be fresh for tomorrow.’


‘I won’t, I promise. Thanks, Mrs Trevathan.’ Rebecca knew the older woman was mothering her, and it was a comforting feeling.


Her early childhood was not a time Rebecca cared to go back to. Very few people, not even her agent, knew the truth of her past. Although one evening, when Jack and she had taken a short vacation in an autumnal, windswept Nantucket, she had told him the truth.


He had held her as she’d cried, tenderly wiping the tears from her eyes.


Rebecca shook her head and sighed. She had felt truly loved by Jack then. She stood up and paced across the creaking floorboards, the memory so at odds with more recent times when he’d been high, incoherent and aggressive. Not for the first time, she wished with all her heart that they were just Mr and Mrs Average, like they’d been that weekend, wrapped up against the chill and unrecognised. Just a boy and a girl in love.


But that wasn’t how it was, and she knew it was pointless wanting it to be.


Brushing those thoughts aside, Rebecca saw she had less than an hour before she joined her co-star for dinner.
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‘Good evening,’ said James as Rebecca entered the small sitting room of his suite, where a table had been set up for dinner. He kissed her on both cheeks and led her towards it. ‘Thought you might prefer to eat up here, under the circumstances.’


‘Yes, thanks,’ agreed Rebecca, grateful for the privacy from beady-eyed diners, but at the same time worrying about gossip amongst the hotel staff. Being spotted entering her attractive co-star’s suite at night was in many ways worse than being seen with him in the hotel’s public restaurant.


‘And don’t worry about the staff saying anything.’ James seemed to read her mind as he pulled the chair out to sit her down. ‘Robert informed me the hotel has signed a privacy clause whilst we’re all staying here. If one word leaks out to the press on any of the cast’s activities, the production company’s lawyers will sue the hide off them.’


‘Okay,’ said Rebecca.


‘It’s madness, really, isn’t it?’ sighed James, sitting down opposite her. ‘Anyway, the soup is already here, so tuck in before it gets cold. Wine?’ He proffered a bottle.


‘No, thanks,’ said Rebecca. ‘I need to be fresh for tomorrow.’


‘So, how did you get “discovered”?’ asked James, pouring a healthy slug of wine into his own glass.


Rebecca stirred the bowl of thin, nondescript soup as she considered how to answer, thinking that Mrs Trevathan’s offerings were far superior to this. ‘I don’t actually feel I ever was discovered. I just got a small part in a TV series when I was twenty, and from there, the parts just grew and grew.’ She shrugged.


‘I’ve yet to make it to Hollywood,’ said James. ‘The press attention here in the UK is bad enough, but from what I’ve heard, it sounds like a nightmare in LA.’


‘Oh it is,’ agreed Rebecca, ‘which is why I don’t live there. I have an apartment in New York.’


‘Good for you. I think you’re wise. I have a friend who went across to do a movie in LA a couple of years ago and he says that most film stars literally never go out. They barricade themselves in their homes in the hills behind their high-security walls and banks of cameras. That wouldn’t suit me at all,’ he added with a grin.


‘Your friend is right, and it doesn’t suit me either. New York is way more relaxed.’


‘Except for times like now, when they even stalk you in deepest Devon.’ James raised his eyebrows.


‘Yes, it’s hell right now.’ Rebecca gave up on her soup and placed her spoon on the plate beside it.


‘I always find it ironic that every young actor’s goal is your kind of fame and fortune,’ James mused. ‘But the price is high. I’m not in your league, of course, but even my antics end up in the papers.’


‘I guess you’re supposed to get used to it.’ Rebecca sighed. ‘It becomes normal. But it’s the lies they tell that get me.’


‘But this engagement isn’t a lie, is it, Rebecca?’


Rebecca paused and thought how to answer, whilst James cleared away the soup and produced two dishes from the warmer that room service had provided.


‘I’d say the announcement was a little . . . premature. But yes, Jack has asked me to marry him.’


‘And you’ve said yes?’


‘Kind of. Anyway, let’s talk about the film, shall we?’ she said abruptly.


‘Of course.’ James took the hint. ‘So, Miss Bradley, tomorrow morning, I get to kiss one of the most beautiful women in the world. Woe is me.’ He raised his eyes heavenward and sighed dramatically. ‘Acting really is the most rubbish job. And I have to say, Rebecca, you really are the most gorgeous-looking creature.’ James leaned forward to study her features. ‘I can’t even detect a speck of make-up on that face of yours. Not even lipstick.’


‘Then you won’t recognise me tomorrow. They’ll be plastering it on. I’ll resemble a painted doll, for sure.’


‘Well, it was the era for that kind of look,’ said James equably. ‘So, apart from Jack, have you ever fallen for any of your co-stars before?’


‘No,’ Rebecca answered honestly. ‘Have you?’


James took a sip of his wine. ‘I wouldn’t say that my reputation has been exactly spotless,’ he admitted, with a mischievous gleam in his eye. ‘I have been a bit like a child in a sweet shop, working with so many gorgeous women. But to be honest, I’ve been no better or worse than any other red-blooded young man in his twenties; the difference is I’ve done it in the media spotlight. So, moving swiftly on,’ he smiled, ‘how are you finding England so far?’


Over the course of the evening, Rebecca found herself warming to James. For a well-known actor, he was self-deprecating and possessed a keen sense of humour. She liked the fact that he didn’t take himself or his career too seriously; he saw his acting very much as a job. After Jack and his preciousness about his talent and the lack of chances he’d had to show off his ability in the roles he’d been given, James’s attitude was a breath of fresh air.


‘Let’s face it,’ he said over mint tea for her and coffee and brandy for him, ‘if you and I both looked like the back end of a bus, it’s doubtful we’d be playing Elizabeth and Lawrence. That’s just the way it is.’


Rebecca smiled. ‘I really have to go,’ she said, seeing it was already after ten o’clock.


‘Of course, and I shall slink next door to my comparative broom cupboard of a bedroom, as you’re taken off to sleep like a princess in your tower. I’ll say goodnight here, shall I?’ He smiled. ‘I don’t want any lurking photographers outside getting the wrong idea.’


‘Yes, thanks,’ Rebecca said as she stood up. ‘See you tomorrow on set.’


James kissed her gently on both cheeks. ‘And seriously, Rebecca, if you ever need to talk, I’m here.’


‘Thanks, goodnight,’ she whispered as she left the suite. She took the stairs down, rather than risk being caught coming out of the lift, then hurried through the front door of the hotel. Spying Graham waiting in the Mercedes outside, she climbed swiftly into the back of it.


Fifteen minutes later, Rebecca opened the door to her bedroom and closed it behind her. Mrs Trevathan had switched on the bedside lamp and turned back the bedcovers. Undressing and slipping in between the sheets, Rebecca decided that she did indeed feel like the princess James had described.


Sometime during the night, Rebecca awoke with a start, sure she’d heard a sound in the room. After switching on the light, she saw it was empty. She sniffed the air, which seemed to be filled with a smell of heady floral perfume. It wasn’t unpleasant, just oddly strong. Rebecca shrugged, turned off the light and eventually drifted back to sleep.


‘You’re on set in five minutes, Miss Bradley,’ said the runner, entering the make-up room.


‘And she’s ready to go,’ said Chrissie the make-up artist, placing a last dash of powder on Rebecca’s forehead. ‘There,’ she said as she removed the protective apron from around Rebecca’s shoulders.


‘Wow,’ said the runner, as Rebecca stood up and turned round. ‘You look amazing, Miss Bradley,’ he added admiringly.


‘She does, doesn’t she?’ agreed Chrissie.


‘Thank you,’ said Rebecca, still trying to get used to her newly blonde, bobbed hair, the heavily painted eyes, the alabaster-white skin and the dark red lipstick. She hardly looked like herself at all. Following the runner along the corridor and emerging into the main hall, she saw Anthony walking down the wide marble staircase towards her.


She looked up at him and smiled. ‘Good morning.’


As Anthony caught sight of her, he paused on the stairs, a look of shock on his face.


‘My God,’ he breathed. 


‘What is it?’


Anthony didn’t reply, he just continued to stare at her. 


‘We’d better go, Miss Bradley,’ urged the runner.


‘Goodbye,’ Rebecca said uncomfortably to the stationary figure on the stairs, and then followed the runner out of the entrance hall.


James was waiting inside the drawing room as the crew set up camera positions on the terrace.


‘Love the hair, darling,’ he said with a broad smile, ‘and is that you under all that make-up?’


‘Somewhere, yes,’ she quipped back, as they were called on to the set.


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Dedication page



		Epigraph page



		Darjeeling, India, February 2000



		Prologue



		One year later









		London, July 2011



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5









		Jaipur, India, 1911



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15









		Astbury Hall, 2011



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20









		England, 1917



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26









		Astbury Hall, July 2011



		27



		28



		29









		Donald February 1919



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34









		Astbury Hall, July 2011



		35









		Anahita 1920



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41









		Astbury Hall, July 2011



		42



		43









		The Cottage by the Brook, August 1922



		44









		Astbury Hall, July 2011



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49









		Epilogue



		India, 1957









		Acknowledgements



		Bibliography



		Praise for Lucinda Riley



		About Lucinda



		Also by Lucinda Riley



		Copyright page











Guide





		Cover



		Title page



		Contents



		Prologue

		











		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531



		532



		533



		534



		535



		536



		537



		538



		539



		540



		541



		542



		543



		544



		545



		546



		547



		548



		549



		550



		551



		552



		553



		554



		555



		556



		557



		558



		559



		560



		561



		562



		563



		564



		565



		566



		567



		568



		569



		570



		571



		572



		573



		574



		575



		576



		577



		578



		579



		580



		581



		582



		583



		584



		585



		586



		587



		588



		589



		590



		591



		592



		593



		594



		595



		596



		597



		598



		599



		600



		601



		602



		603



		604



		605



		606



		607



		608



		609



		610



		611



		612



		613



		614



		615



		616



		617



		618



		619



		620



		621



		622



		623



		624



		625



		626



		627



		628



		629



		630



		631



		632



		633



		634



		635



		636



		637



		638



		639



		640



		641



		642



		643



		644



		645



		646



		647



		648



		649



		650



		651



		652



		653



		654



		655



		656



		657



		658



		659



		660



		661



		662



		663



		664



		665



		666



		667



		668



		669



		670



		671











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/seen.jpg





