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Prologue

 


 


 


She was ten and a half years old and the
silence was louder than she had ever heard. She had no idea how
long the car had rested on its side, nor how long her father had
been still. There had been noise, terrible noise, but now only
silence; never in her life had she known such tremendous quiet.
Usually she created the din, her parents joking they needed no
other children. In the stillness, the girl was alone, the hush
slowing her down, taking time to a place where she couldn’t
identify how long the car had lain toppled over, how long she had
leaned against the back left door, the seat belt holding her
secure. How long her father’s body offered no noise, no movement,
not even a whisper. For how long?

She breathed easily. The scent of blood hung
in the air, but it wasn’t hers. She could wiggle her legs without
pain, but the belt was stuck and her right arm ached along the
elbow. The vehicle’s roof jutted inward and Lolly dangled from
jagged metal. The girl couldn’t move, couldn’t reach Lolly. Being
trapped wasn’t overly frightening, not even in the dark. It must be
late, she assumed. Now it was getting dark.

They had gone for a day out. Her mother was
busy, but would be home. Or maybe she was out looking. I know where
we are, the girl thought; we’re here, in the quiet.

She tried to recall exactly what had
happened, but all that came was stillness. She tried thinking of
different words; silence, quiet, hush. Dearth of sound. She had
just learned dearth, her mum always offering new words. There was
peace, but peace didn’t seem right. It wasn’t peaceful, not since
her father stopped speaking.

They had rolled end over end in what felt
like a carnival ride; then came an age of aftereffects. The
settling of the Range Rover took as long as the accident, rocking
back and forth; were they on an incline? Not steep, but the girl
felt as though they were leaning downward. The ground was right
beneath her, along the window that was broken. For a while she
could see cracks and green grass. Now little light remained. If the
belt had allowed, she could lay her head against the glass and go
to sleep.

Like my dad, she wondered. Maybe he’s just
gone to sleep.

 


But she didn’t think so. When he first
stopped speaking, unusual gurglings followed, as though he was
trying to catch his breath. She had cried then, calling for him; as
scary as the crash was, this was worse. She would be eleven in a
few months; she was young but smart. Her father had never sounded
like that. She asked if he was okay. He finally said
yes.

Thinking of his answer made her cry. He had
said yes, but continued with that patchy, uneven breathing, as if
going under water, storing all the air he could get. Then he told
her things, some for her, some for her mother. Mostly he said it
would be okay. Yet, those breaths were strange, weird. It was
weird.

Like the silence, so very quiet.

 


After he stopped talking and after that odd
gurgling sound, she noticed the hush. It was still light, the sun
not setting until eight thirty. Night wouldn’t fall until after
ten. It must be late, but she had no watch to confirm. She could
have read it, her left arm free, but she had forgotten it at her
grandmother’s in New York, not that she remembered leaving it
there. Grandma wrote and told me she found it. Told me it was
because I wanted to come back. If you leave things behind, it means
you want to return.

The girl thought about her grandmother’s warm
smile, charcoal hair, cocoa brown skin soft and smooth. The girl
wondered if her grandmother was old. She didn’t look like most old
women. She looked like any other woman.

She has my watch, the girl remembered. When I
see her again, I’ll know what time it is.

 


There were no rustling leaves, no chirping
insects, no passing cars. Almost no light, yet the girl wasn’t
afraid. Even though her father didn’t move, he was near. She didn’t
think he was dead. Later, when her voice had been stilled, she
considered how she had been with him for that time. In the car, she
wondered if he might try to speak again, but you couldn’t talk if
you couldn’t breathe. That was obvious, like the quiet, so quiet.
She only heard herself. There had been sound, for a while, and she
returned to that; he’d been singing after asking if she was okay.
He had wanted to know that she was okay and could she get out?

Both were stuck; her father was slumped over
the passenger seat, the front of the car turned inward, the
windscreen busted. While light remained, she had noticed the
caved-in right side of the Rover. Her father was on the left, his
side demolished, which had that made all the noise, much of the car
crunched like a soda can. Grandma calls it soda and that’s what the
car is like, a soda can all scrunched-up, the sound of the accident
like smashing aluminum along Grandma’s back step. Her father’s
breathing had been like that too and tears trickled down her
cheeks. The girl had been avoiding that notion, but with darkness
encasing her, the silence hovered. Her father had been without
words, then without breath. Like the car settling into the ground,
her father had settled too.

 


She was tired, but remembered his words; if
you’re in a car accident, you need to stay awake. She wasn’t sure
why, but began asking if he was okay. He said nothing.

As her voice slid away, her head was full of
his words; he wanted to get home to cook the sausages. Bangers, he
called them, and she smiled. She loved his British vocabulary,
phrases he used all the time, and here in England they seemed
correct. In New York or California they sounded foreign, but where
her father was born, those words and sentences flowed with ease. He
was hungry and bet she was too, and then he said her name, her
whole name, singing a song she’d known all her life. But not in
English, only the chorus in French, just one line, and she had no
idea what it meant. Those had always been his words to her, at
bedtime or when she was sick. He hummed that tune, his words
fading, like his breath. He sang, then hummed, but it was hard to
hear him. Due to the quiet, she could make it out. Then a few
words, the last words. She grasped them in her free left hand that
could reach him, almost. He was two, maybe three inches from her;
she could see how close. After his last word, she pulled back her
hand.

Then a noise never before noted; he was
taking in air, but not exhaling. Trying, trying, then silence. For
how long, she wasn’t sure. A good while, as it had been light and
now was dark, growing cool. Those elements cloaked her, the car,
covering them all.

The sausages were on ice. We’ll be able to
eat them when we get home. I’m not hungry, only a little cold, but
I can’t go to sleep, not until Mum comes.

Her tears began as her voice departed; she
wished to speak, wanted to call for her father. As she opened her
mouth, no sound escaped.

The silence was broken only by her tears.

 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


 


The director glared. Gazes turned away, but
no one missed Jeremy Stewart’s humiliation.

He returned to his mark, sighing heavily. He
spoke as the director asked, but again lines emerged toneless,
misrepresenting his character trapped in the middle of a family
crisis. Jeremy hadn’t wanted this role, didn’t need all this damned
melodrama. As the director shuffled toward him, Jeremy wanted to
throw in the towel. Charles Wyler frowned, then Jeremy found a face
sticking his feet to the floor, Hannah’s eyes blazing.

Later in his trailer, Jeremy clutched his
mobile. “Why in the hell is my life so wrapped up in Hannah
Adams?”

A long reply emerged as Jeremy stalked about
the small space. “Yeah well, to bloody hell with her!”

Philippa’s tones soothed and he calmed, no
other choice. If he didn’t, his career was over. Jeremy ended the
call, taking a drink of water. Then he inhaled and opened the
door.

“You’re on the set in half an hour,” an
assistant said.

“Right.” Jeremy ran fingers through brown
hair streaked with gray for the film. Digits felt sticky, but he
couldn’t wipe them on his trousers and headed for makeup.

Ten weeks of shooting remained, if he made it
that long. Jeremy was the star, along with Hannah, both with much
to lose if it fell through. Arriving at the makeup trailer, Jeremy
let Amy rearrange his hair, fuss with him, the part he adored. For
over fifteen years Jeremy had received this sort of attention and
he smiled at her flattery, how they had to add the gray because he
was only thirty-six and barely looked thirty. He laughed, kissed
her on the cheek, and made his way back to the set.

A big star with three recently tanked films,
he sighed. They would be at this location for another four days,
then onto York proper for the next five weeks. He was relieved to
be going home. Most people were surprised he actually lived in
North Yorkshire, expecting him to reside in London. Not every
English actor lives in the south, he would smile.

Approaching the door, he heard Charles and
Hannah. Only two weeks in and already Wyler was whinging. Jeremy
pretended to admire the gardens. An exceptional place, but out in
the middle of nowhere and all he wanted was to be in his house,
behind the walls, alone. Helperby was only twenty minutes from York
if traffic along the A19 was light. Once they moved locations,
there would be no living in trailers, no strange bed. He would
drive to the set, ferry himself back home at night. If they didn’t
like his acting, they could find another…

He was interrupted by footsteps. Jeremy
offered his trademark grin that grossed millions in romantic
comedies on both shores. That countenance broke hearts, but
Hannah’s exasperation made Jeremy’s smile slip away.

 


She led him to her trailer, saying nothing.
Jeremy was tall, but her bulk was commanding, shoulder-length
cornrow braids flying with forceful strides. Charles’ words had
been hard to hear, but Hannah was adamant; Jeremy would stay.

He had to stay, he was the whole reason she’d
written the book! Lord, she muttered inwardly, where’s that
brick?

Like a scolded child, Jeremy followed. At
forty-four, Hannah wasn’t old enough to be his mother and she
slowed, allowing him to walk alongside.

“So am I in the doghouse?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Are you trying to screw this
up?”

He looked down, then ahead. “No.”

As they approached her trailer, she stopped.
“Then why are you doing this?”

Having watched every day’s work, she’d not
witnessed the actor she had hoped. She had wanted to see the man
from over fifteen years before, a thespian who broke her heart,
Craig’s too, with the Oscar nominated portrayal of a lost son.
Hannah knew it was still within this now iconic leading man, still
an actor dwelling somewhere inside Jeremy Stewart. She had seen it
long ago, but for the past two weeks all she’d known was his usual,
self-mocking fluff. She wanted to hit him with a brick.

As they walked, Jeremy tried excusing his
missed lines and incorrect deliveries. Reaching the trailer, a
young woman exited. With a nod to Hannah, she headed toward the
set.

“That your assistant?” he asked. In her early
twenties, she had been with Hannah since the start of filming.

“We’re talking about you right now,” Hannah
huffed, stepping inside the trailer.

She closed the door and got herself a glass
of water as Jeremy gazed around the room, pictures resting on all
available spaces. Hannah hated traveling without her
photographs.

“This your mother?” Jeremy asked, a frame in
his hand. Hannah stood next to a short black woman, a girl in front
of them. Hannah appeared the same, having worn cornrows for years.
The only difference now was the few gray strands emerging from her
temples.

Hannah nodded. The picture was a few years
old, but neither Hannah nor Alta had changed much.

“Who’s the girl?” Jeremy asked.

“My daughter.” Hannah took the bench seat,
the table between them. “Why are you doing this?”

“What?”

“Oh good lord, don’t give me that!” But she
couldn’t help her smile. He was so engaging, disarming. Movie after
movie had seen him as the perfect English gentleman, but that
wasn’t what she had written. “You know exactly what I mean. You
gonna screw this up?”

Jeremy grinned. Hannah looked like her mum
and while Hannah had a lighter skin tone, she was as imposing as
Jeremy imagined her mother would be. Diminutive in the picture, but
also determined, the way she gripped her granddaughter’s thin
shoulder. The girl looked maybe twelve, surrounded by overwhelming
women. Jeremy laughed, feeling as though Hannah’s hands were upon
him. “By the looks of it, I’m heading for the chopping block.”

Hannah’s face wilted and he felt awful, aware
of what she had done to get him this part. Not secure it, but urge
for him, ask for him. There Is Something Here wouldn’t be
considered a usual Jeremy Stewart role, but Hannah had fought for
his screen test. A screen test, for Jeremy Stewart? But he had
flown to LA and acted his ass off and now it was his. Or his to
lose.

“Well as a matter of fact you are headed out
and don’t let the door hit you on the backside. You know how badly
Charles wants you gone.”

Jeremy nodded. The same age as Jeremy,
Charles Wyler was an art house favorite and Jeremy had almost said
no on that alone. But for Hannah, and his career, Jeremy
would swallow pompous Charles Wyler. “Yes, I know.”

“Then why are you making it so easy for him
to fire your skinny white ass?” Hannah employed her blackest
accent. “If Momma was here, she’d slap you upside the head!”

He laughed. Having known Hannah for years,
Hannah and her late husband, rarely had Jeremy heard her speak so
African American. He returned to the photograph; three generations
of women and here was the middle in cornrows and a sapphire blouse
that matched her piercing blue eyes.

He said nothing, picking up the frame. Hannah
was unchanged, those blue eyes a spark. Her mother had brown, her
daughter too, but Hannah’s were bright blue, and even in the
photograph, her eyes peered right through him. She knew all about
him and he felt weak with that depth of intimacy; he hardly felt
that with anyone anymore.

“You know, he’s just waiting for the latest
rushes to come back. You really stunk yesterday and today was no
better. Now…” She stood, stepping toward him. “You have this
afternoon to pull your head out. I love you, I do.” She took the
picture, smiling at the occupants. “But I can’t do any more. He’s
giving you today, that’s it. Jeremy, I know this’s hard, good god I
know. But I wrote this for you and I, I believe in you.” She set
the photo on the table.

He looked at where she placed it, in the
center. Then he went to her resolute gaze. “All right,” he
sighed.

“No. If you can’t give it all you’ve got, you
might as well quit right now.”

She knew him, wasn’t afraid to tell him. He
grinned, then heard a knock.

“Come on in,” Hannah said.

The young woman returned, her features like
Hannah’s; light brown skin, tall but slender, with curves Jeremy
decided Hannah probably once had before time and grief altered her.
The young woman’s hair hung to her shoulders, brown and curly, and
she possessed a charming smile Jeremy glimpsed only for a
second.

Hannah introduced them and the woman, Jo,
left with another nod. Then Hannah looked to Jeremy. “So, what’re
you gonna do?”

He’d taken notice of Jo earlier, but up close
he was intrigued; would he act for her? Jeremy wore a teasing grin
that audiences had been paying to see for years. “All right, all
right.”

Hannah nodded. As they exited the trailer, a
breeze drifted, and Jeremy felt refreshed. Or was it Hannah’s
lovely assistant, not twenty feet away, talking with one of the
cast. Her arms were wrapped around herself, protecting her space.
Then he had to know. “Hannah, who is she?”

Hannah smiled, then sighed. “That, Mr.
Stewart, is my daughter.”

 


Jo Adams noted how the level had changed, a
gear turned, as if the first two weeks of filming had been for
children. Now it was clearly different. Jeremy Stewart could
act.

She sat beside her mother, reading on and
off, watching actors deliver lines with precision. Once Stewart
found his rhythm, the entire cast had followed, forcing the
director, a man Jo found oozy and false, to chase after his
company. They were running rings around him.

She preferred York over their previous, rural
location. In another month the production would move to Harrogate,
where she and Hannah were staying. Jo didn’t mind; her mother was
the chauffeur.

Having read all her mother’s manuscripts, Jo
knew this story well, the first in ages that was serious, weighty.
More than the books Hannah had written throughout Jo’s teens, since
the accident. Those novels were like Jeremy Stewart’s usual movies;
light, comedic, to pass the time. There Is Something Here
was special.

Elizabeth Watson was cast as Jeremy’s wife
and her subtle manner caught Jo’s attention. Watson’s character,
Katy, was dying, yet trying to maintain a façade of dignity, even
though the situation was quite improper. As her husband, Jeremy
balanced a mistress, illegitimate child, and a secret his wife Katy
was trying to keep from their daughter Tabby, who was played by
seventeen-year-old Portia Jones, an English star since childhood.
The whole cast was first-rate, attracted to adaptations of Hannah’s
books.

Jo looked at her mother, who crocheted with
one eye on the set, another on her hook. A scarf for Alta, not that
Jo’s grandmother needed another, but it kept Hannah busy and Jo
smiled. Since Hannah had chatted with Jeremy seven days previous,
he was one thing less for her mum to ponder.

Jeremy’s lines were unlike his usual banter,
nothing light or airy about this film or the novel from which it
originated. There Is Something Here resounded with pain,
loss, betrayal. As Jo closed her book, the actors finished, and she
sighed. This manuscript had come from the depths of her mother’s
heart.

 


Charles yelled “CUT” and Jeremy strode from
the set, exhausted. No further dirty looks from the director, only
a slight nod of appreciation. The rest of the cast had been
surprised when, just a week before, Jeremy arrived at the evening
session with new-found intensity. He had slept well every night
since then.

It wasn’t only being at home, but the work.
He hadn’t been stretched in years, not since Silent Wishes.
Only twenty years old during that picture, but he didn’t remember
it being so hard. Now it was like pulling teeth, making him ache,
but it also relieved. Those muscles hadn’t atrophied to
nothing.

Hannah sat with her yarn, her daughter
reading a book. As Jeremy walked toward them, Jo’s face lifted. She
was gorgeous, but beauty held at arm’s length. Even when relaxed
she was cloaked, which both intrigued and made him sad, so young to
be shrouded.

She possessed Craig’s open smile. As Jeremy
approached, she couldn’t hide it and he grinned mischievously.
“Well, any better?” he asked Hannah.

She looked up. “I didn’t bring my brick today
if that’s what you’re asking.”

Jo laughed. “I guess that means you’re in the
clear.”

She set her book into a bag next to her
chair. Dressed in a turtleneck and jeans, her feet sported
Birkenstock clogs. She wore a simple beaded necklace and matching
earrings, her face free of makeup, except for mascara, which
brought out her eyes, Craig’s enormous laughing eyes in his
daughter’s face.

“Well, thank god. The last thing I need is a
brick up the head.”

Hannah smiled. “Momma’d do it if she still
traveled.”

Jeremy laughed, wishing an empty chair was
close. He would pull it up and study Hannah’s daughter, Josephine
Michelle. Learning her full name from Hannah the other day, Jeremy
wanted to know more about her. Why, he wasn’t sure. She wasn’t even
twenty-three, but seemed much older; was it her father’s death when
she was young?

Jo stood, said goodbye, then walked toward
the door. A chair now waited, but the reason for it was gone.
Returning to Hannah, he found her blue eyes glaring. “She’s
lovely,” he grinned.

“I know. Do I need that brick?”

Jeremy laughed. “I doubt it. I’m sure she’s
too smart for me.” Chuckling, he walked in the opposite direction
to the makeup trailer.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


 


Most days Jo and Hannah sat together,
observing the proceedings. Jeremy fascinated Jo, in that he was his
usual, jovial self off set, but as soon as the cameras rolled, an
edge and purpose emerged, impressions never noted in his previous
films. Jo loved his movies for the same reasons everyone else did;
Jeremy Stewart was the quintessential English gentleman. Glib and
self-effacing with charm like Cary Grant, or Hugh Grant, Jeremy was
a slender man, exuding an intelligent sex appeal that had made him
a world-wide star. Except for his last three films, a Jeremy
Stewart vehicle was assured over one hundred million dollars in box
office receipts, thrilling audiences while eluding the villains
with the loveliest women in tow. But this film was not like those
at all. This was a different story.

Jeremy broke down, railed and wept. He
allowed Portia Jones’ tirades; then with small, focused sentences,
he fashioned a man who had lived a lie for years. Jo saw a father
and daughter at odds, yet so in love. Not incestuously, but as
families loved; adoring another because they were a part of you,
even if they weren’t.

Portia quivered as Jeremy tore them asunder.
But his pain went deeper than Jo had ever seen. Not even in her
mother had she witnessed such agony, every word a knife being
thrust further into him. Mesmerized, Jo only came to when Charles
Wyler yelled “CUT”!

A short silence was followed by thunderous
applause. Jo found her feet and even Hannah set down her yarn, but
didn’t clap. Jo stared at her mother; Hannah’s gaze suggested she
had seen this before.

“Mum,” Jo whispered. “That was
incredible!”

Hannah nodded. “Why I wanted him.”

Jo fell into her chair. She would never look
at Jeremy as she had in the past. He wasn’t just a movie star; then
Jo considered what that character, Jim Sullavan, meant to her
mother. As Jeremy wearily approached them, she wished she could
tell him.

“You put away that brick?” he asked,
receiving more congratulations from those standing near Hannah.

“Mmmhmm,” she muttered, her hook busy
gathering stitches.

Jo couldn’t look away from his face. Made up
to look a decade older, his voice was that of countless light
comedies, as though Jim Sullavan was dead. “You were wonderful,”
she murmured.

He smiled, looking at her for the first time.
His eyes were brown and Jo felt as if she was staring into a
mirror.

“Thank you,” he said. “All in a day’s
work.”

A chair was handy and he pulled it close,
drawn to Hannah’s daughter. They talked for a few minutes about how
he prepared. Hannah glanced at her watch; it would be like her to
want to leave now, he chuckled.

“Well since that’s done, shall we go?” Hannah
asked. “Traffic’s only gonna get worse.”

Jo sighed, then smiled. “You have the
keys.”

She didn’t want to leave, which pleased him.
“Who’s driving?” he asked.

“Oh she is,” Jo grinned.

Hannah collected her work as Jeremy nodded.
“Well, you drive tomorrow, then you can set the schedule.”

Hannah smiled. “That’ll be a cold day in
California.”

Jo smiled as well, but Jeremy was confused.
“You don’t drive?” he asked her.

She shook her head.

“I thought it was a law, all Californians had
to drive and own two cars each.” He laughed, then felt ill. “Oh
god, I’m sorry!”

“No big deal.” Jo took his hand and squeezed
it. Grabbing her bag, she walked away.

“It’s not that bad. Don’t worry.” Hannah
kissed his cheek as Jeremy slumped into his chair.

 


Having started her period, for three days Jo
didn’t travel to York. If not for the star’s refreshed acting
skills, Charles Wyler might have thought he was dealing with the
old Jeremy Stewart, who plodded and moped. Fortunately Jeremy had
few scenes, giving him time to reflect upon his words to Jo, and
Hannah’s words to him.

The first day she dismissed his moaning.
“She’s not feeling well. Here.” Hannah handed him her phone. “Call
her. She’s probably in bed reading.”

“I can’t do that!”

“It’s not like she hates you or
anything.”

Jeremy had shrugged. “I was a pretty big clod
yesterday.” He sulked away as Hannah grinned.

On the second day, he was worried. “So, is
she all right?”

“Yes, for goodness sakes.” Hannah ended a
skein of yarn, then pulled out her phone, calling her daughter. She
handed it to the dumbstruck man who stepped back, shaking his
head.

“Oh no, I couldn’t,” he mumbled.

Hannah smiled. “Lovey, he wants to know if
you’re dead. Say a few words all right?”

All Jeremy could manage was a garbled
hello. Hannah laughed as he lumbered away.

On the third morning he was busy, but after
his last scene wrapped, he found Hannah eating lunch. Jeremy joined
her group and as others drifted away, he remained. “How is
she?”

Hannah wiped her mouth, then sipped her tea.
“Coming tomorrow with bells on. You happy?”

“Well, good. Yes, that’s good.” Leaning back,
he sighed.

“She doesn’t drive because of the accident.
It’s no big thing.”

“Of course it’s a big thing, and I mean,
well…”

Hannah reached for his hand. “She was with
him, with Craig, when he died.”

Jeremy’s eyes grew wide. “Jesus Christ
Hannah!”

She nodded. “For the most part no one knows.
I mean, you can look it up, but who cares? It’s been twelve
years.”

“Was she hurt?”

Hannah shook her head. “No, thank god.” She
looked into the room. “But she was never the same.”

Jeremy wanted to be sick for what he’d said,
for the idea of a child where death had intruded. Recalling that
sensation, he was glad to not have eaten. It would be on the
floor.

Hannah continued. “She was fine, if you can
believe it. Except that for a year she didn’t talk. We went to New
York, lived with my mother, and Jo never spoke a single word. Then
one day Momma asked if she wanted strawberry jam. We got used to
asking yes or no questions, easier to get a nod from her. And she
says, ‘No, I’d like grape.’ Grape. She wanted grape jelly.” Hannah
gazed at Jeremy. “So innocuous I will never forget it, grape
jelly.”

“Did she, I mean, how was she?”

“Oh fine, after that. It was so funny because
it was August and she wanted to go back to school, return to
California. So we just flew home and I signed her up and there she
was. Talking, but so quiet. She had been the chattiest thing but
after Craig, so quiet.”

Jeremy looked around the empty room, then
took Hannah’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

“She came back. What more could I have asked
for? She came back, she’ll be here tomorrow, and,” she smiled. “I
think Mr. Stewart, it’s about time Jo learned to drive.”

Leaving the table, Hannah kissed his cheek.
Jeremy sat for a few minutes, then went to the canteen, looking for
lunch.

 


In the driver’s seat of Jeremy’s Mini Cooper,
Jo gripped the wheel, looking over her right shoulder. No cars
approached and she signaled, slipping her foot from the clutch,
bringing the car onto the road. Switching gears, she gained speed
along the quiet, deserted stretch, easing her racing heart. Her
sixth time out and she hadn’t stalled, popped the clutch, or
slammed on the brakes. With Jeremy next to her, she made their way
over small rises, then to a short straight where tall trees loomed.
Then curves, some blind which made her nervous, made her wish she
hadn’t agreed to this, but Jeremy had been so convincing. And her
mother so stubborn.

“It’s about time,” Hannah had said. All she
had said, but it was her voice that Jo couldn’t refuse. Her
grandmother had it too, a tone employed by African American women,
for Jo had never heard it from any other group, a sound echoing
years of toil, sacrifice, heartache. She had never been able to
explain it, but it lingered in Hannah’s voice and blue eyes, which
Jo couldn’t disappoint.

She had agreed to Jeremy’s request, was now
able to reach a village; Helperby, the sign read. Once there,
Jeremy had her pull into a spacious courtyard. “This okay?” she
sighed.

He smiled. “Brilliant! You did very well. So
well, we should celebrate.”

She got out and stood next to the Mini, then
laughed. “What, because I didn’t kill us?”

“Exactly. There’s a pub just down the road.
Lunch at the Farmer’s Inn?”

She smiled as he took her hand, leading her
toward the street.

 


Paul had greeted them, calling Jeremy by
name. They all did, Jo noticed, but not due to his profession. He
was a regular and when Paul’s wife Hailey emerged, wanting to know
their choices, Jo was intrigued. Jeremy chatted with local farmers
as Jo absorbed her surroundings, an authentic village pub,
comfortable and homey. On their walk, Jo had noticed two others,
also a small grocery store, butcher’s shop, and a doctor’s office.
A branch from the nearby town of Boroughbridge, Jeremy had said,
quite familiar with this small hamlet. Jo tucked into her steak and
ale pie, watching him. No longer a persona, but one with this
place, these people.

“You like it here,” she said.

He smiled. “I do. Been coming a long
time.”

“How long?” she asked between bites.

“Oh, let’s see.” He paused. “Hailey, how long
you and Paul been here?”

“Since 2003,” she called.

“Ta love. But this’s been a pub a good while
longer than that.” He smiled and finished his tea. “The Oak Tree
across the street’s been around for ages and the Half Moon, down by
where we parked? Oh, I could tell you stories.” He grinned,
returning to his lunch.

Did he live here or somewhere near? He must,
driving himself in every day. The production was moving to
Harrogate for the rest of the shoot and Jo wondered if he would
drive there as well. “So, are you from here? You seem to know the
pubs pretty well.”

They had talked little of themselves during
the October lessons. She had agreed due to her mother and the
strength of Jeremy’s plea, that he was being stretched and might
she want a workout? His voice hadn’t teased; he knew of the
accident either from her mum or had looked it up. But once they
were in his car, it was only the learning process. He was patient,
good humored, and willing to risk his two-year-old Mini. Now she
was curious about more than gear shifts and blind spots, a huge
unknown right in front of her.

He laughed, as did Paul and Hailey. “Oh he’s
a local all right. A good Yorkshire lad,” Hailey said, taking Jo’s
empty plate.

“Really?” Jo smiled.

“Take her on a tour,” Paul said. “Just steer
clear of the Oak Tree.”

Everyone chuckled as Jeremy led her out.
Walking back the way they came, he pointed to houses, telling of
people and their stories. Reaching the Half Moon Pub, he turned
right. Soon they approached a wall, a house behind it. Jeremy went
along the side and let them in a narrow door. The spacious rear
garden contained a pond, large trees, benches, and abundant roses.
Jo stood in awe, then smiled. “You live here!”

“I grew up in this village and, well, hard to
get far from home.”

He took her inside. The ground floor offered
an airy kitchen, dining room, lounge, study and toilet. They didn’t
go upstairs, stepping through to the front garden. A circular
driveway intersected the grass, well manicured and cut short. More
roses climbed the walls and Jo felt safe, but wasn’t sure from
what. “It’s lovely,” she said, lost in the setting.

“Bought it a while ago and it’s only been
like this for maybe two, three years. Needed a lot of work.” He
walked her around the garden, then back inside the house. He had to
be on the set that evening, but they still had a few minutes.

The dwelling wasn’t ornate, but tranquil,
nestled in a lovely village that spoke to all Jo’s ideas of English
country living. He lived behind walls, but not in a gated, isolated
place. An average village in the middle of northern England and he
had walked through it at peace. She was amazed by how normal he
seemed, how unencumbered by his fame.

“It’s really beautiful,” she said as they
returned to the street. But also stark, bereft of a personal touch
of which her mother and grandmother’s residences teemed. No
photographs or knick knacks, but large, inviting couches had graced
a fireplace which looked used. The coal bucket was half filled, ash
needing to be swept, but certain touches were absent, those left by
loved ones. The house was employed, but empty.

As they walked back to the courtyard, he
pointed out the Half Moon Pub. In his eyes Jo saw space where no
one else remained.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


 


“Mum, let me go!” Jo cried for the fifth
time.

“No. The dinner’s all set. All you have to do
is show up.” Hannah stuffed another blouse in her bag, glancing
around their cluttered two-bedroom suite at the Crown Hotel. Hannah
needed to reach New York, her sister Ellen making it clear their
mother wasn’t well. A stroke, and Hannah’s haste was borne solely
of a need to see Alta.

Jo sulked. She would have traveled, stayed in
New York as long as necessary, but not to escape driving. After
several weeks, she was capable, even on the motorway. Jeremy had
slapped an L sticker on the back of his Mini, signifying
Jo’s learner status. She was competent, but not fast.

“Mum, please!” Jo spied a gray pashmina shawl
her mother had been hunting and Hannah took it, wearing an
exasperated face.

“Jo, I love you, but this is my mother!”
Hannah knew her daughter didn’t wish to be her stand-in at the
Thanksgiving meal at the end of the week. Jo was fine in small
groups, but facing an entire room of people? Yet, a stroke chilled
Hannah to her bones. Usually she tried to prevent Jo’s discomfort,
but this time Alta took precedence.

Jo felt awful for whining and for what was
coming. She had planned to spend the evening in conversation with
Portia Jones, the only one her age. In their brief chats, Jo had
found the younger girl full of stories; only seventeen, Portia had
more life experience than Jo imagined, but now those conversations
would be a footnote. Taking Hannah’s place, Jo would mingle with a
room full of cast and crew.

Hannah’s case was ready, a taxi due in twenty
minutes. Catching an early flight from Leeds to London, she would
fly straight to JFK. “Honey, everything’s set. I’ll talk to Charles
and Jeremy. They’ll be there.”

Ellen’s middle-of-the-night call had
precluded Hannah from talking to anyone except the airline and she
would contact Charles and Jeremy once in New York, if Jo didn’t
speak to Jeremy first. Hannah hadn’t missed their banter that over
the month had focused less about cars and more concerning England,
the film business, and Jo’s gap year, as Jeremy kept calling it.
The trio spoke British English, which Hannah hadn’t done in ages,
terms Craig always used even after so many years out of his home
country. Those words returned to Hannah with ease, Jo picking it up
from all the time she had spent with Jeremy.

“Oh Mum, it’s just so many people,” Jo
sighed.

“Honey, I know.” Hannah stroked her
daughter’s cheek, the dinner as big a fright as Alta’s health.
Calling Jeremy would happen from Heathrow, Hannah not altogether
excited about her daughter and Jeremy’s friendship. It wasn’t just
their age difference, but for now he would need to know. Jo’s
anguish made Hannah look away.

 


All week Hannah remained in close contact
with Jo, Jeremy too. With her daughter she relayed news: while Alta
was making good progress, a minor stroke was still serious and
Hannah had shared all details.

With Jeremy, Hannah was more circumspect.
Alta would recover, but faced major lifestyle changes. A healthy
diet and proper exercise that Hannah’s seventy-year-old mother
hadn’t previously considered would now be enforced. Hannah was glad
her sister Ellen would police those modifications. Then she asked
him; how was Jo?

His answers weren’t pleasant. Jo was nearly
paralyzed, the dinner a night away. She hadn’t visited the set and
Hannah sighed, not missing Jeremy’s concern.

He had ended that conversation on a small
fib. The trip to New York was out of Hannah’s hands, but did she
realize the extent of Jo’s dread? Nothing to be done, Jo said it
herself; Hannah had to go. Yet Jo’s weary tone and trembling frame
spoke her heart, which Jeremy saw was trying to put great distance
between her duties as Hannah’s stand-in and her own emotions. Those
feelings were obvious; Jo would prefer walking over hot coals than
host the dinner.

Jeremy wouldn’t burden Hannah with that. He
assumed she knew, but her absence hadn’t been planned. Hannah had
arranged a traditional Thanksgiving meal for the cast and crew,
only a matter of Jo speaking a few words, then mingling with the
guests. Jeremy had spent enough time with Jo to see that once
comfortable, she could be gregarious in an intimate setting. Over
one hundred would attend the dinner and how Jo would cope, Jeremy
had no idea.

Since that afternoon in Helperby, lunch was a
ritual after a lesson. Sometimes dinner, as he wanted her
comfortable driving at night. She had been a delight: intelligent
and witty, but with a great silence underneath. Her childhood sat
far away and he respected her privacy, learning instead of her
university days and old boyfriends, of whom Jeremy was strangely
jealous. Did they know more of her than he was getting? She spoke
of her grandmother, who Jeremy sensed was a bigger part of Jo than
she let on. Living with Alta after Craig’s death provided Jo far
more knowledge than most grandchildren possessed, but she never
spoke of that time.

She had asked him a few questions, but he
found himself far more curious, and probed gently; she wanted to be
a librarian. Either that or a bookstore owner, she had chuckled.
She would read anything, but wasn’t at all inclined to write. That
was her mum’s job, she had laughed, looking at him with gentle
brown eyes. When younger she had considered writing, but once aware
of her mother’s fame, Jo set that aside. Jeremy didn’t ask how
young, but felt it was ages ago, perhaps when her father had been
alive.

In his trailer, Jeremy glanced over the
evening’s schedule when a knock took him from those thoughts. “Yes,
come in.”

“Uh, hi.” Jo stepped in, wet from the rain.
She held both arms around herself, not looking up. “Just wanted to
confirm you’re going to be there tomorrow.”

“Of course.” He stared at her, so cloistered.
“In fact, I’ll pick you up. Seven?”

She met his eyes. “Sure. Yeah.” Then a smile.
“Thanks.”

“Of course. Any news of your
grandmother?”

Jo relaxed, but kept the raincoat on. “Just
that she’s probably going home tomorrow. Or Friday. Thanks for
asking.”

Jeremy had heard that already, Hannah
updating him after lunch. “Just thinking of all of you.”

Jo looked down again. “That’s very kind.”

Jeremy wished to inquire how she was. Instead
he touched her arm. Both looked at the other.

He wanted to know what sat behind her eyes.
Wanted to know her childhood, the year that was silent, who she had
been before; unreserved and chatty, from Hannah’s words. Now she
was hushed, frightened. Not of him, Jeremy sensed, propelling him
closer. Did Hannah’s absence remove some consequence from his
actions? He smiled.

Jo hadn’t moved, Jeremy only inches away. He
didn’t kiss her, instead stroking her upper arm. “It will be
okay.”

She nodded, again catching his eyes. He
wanted to kiss her, but refrained, not willing to step into that
pond even if Hannah was away. Yet, something inside him couldn’t
resist; leaning toward Jo, he set a peck on her forehead. Her curly
hair was damp, smelling like gel and rain. As Jeremy stood back,
Jo’s warm smile pierced his heart. She squeezed his hand and left
the trailer.

 


Jo gathered her coat, finally free to exhale.
All evening a deep breath had been held and now, as Jeremy ushered
her into the cold night, a large cloud hung in the air.

He walked her to his car, but not the Mini.
That night they had his Mercedes and he opened her door, then
seated himself. She watched his movements as she had all evening,
Jeremy never far from her.

She had been grateful, for other than a few
pleasant minutes with Portia and Elizabeth Watson, Jo had been
surrounded by people longing to hear her speak. But words were
troublesome, had been since she was ten. Since then, Jo had plenty
to say, but no voice to employ.

Not in crowds, nor with those unknown. For
all her time on the set, Jo had remained within her books or in the
company of her mother, Jeremy, or Portia, her circle tight and
secure. The chats she shared with them were inclusive and that
night she’d had to extend that same wide scope to other actors,
stagehands, and makeup artists, gaffers, and wardrobe staff. After
two hours and a few bites swallowed, she was finished.

Portia had been helpful when not busy, but
the director, Charles Wyler; Jo couldn’t stand him! Evasive and
unpleasant, he had left her alone twice, and that was the last she
saw of him. He seemed drunk, and Jeremy saved her in those moments,
and others, rescuing her from silences she couldn’t breach. Words
piled in her head, unmoving.

Jo heard the rain, but the Mercedes was well
insulated, and as Jeremy reached her hotel, she froze. She didn’t
want to be alone, the past few nights with Hannah’s absence
difficult but manageable. Jo had lived her entire senior year of
college without a roommate, Marco long gone. His presence had
sustained for over two years in Santa Barbara, but she had enjoyed
being unaccompanied after their split, moving to a small apartment
full of books, plants, and her own photographs. Not as many as her
mother or grandmother, but more than Jeremy owned. That still
struck her, from that one visit over a month ago. He had never
taken her back to his house, but she remembered how stark it
looked. Inviting, but barren.

The hotel was the same and Jo didn’t want to
go in, not by herself. Nor did she wish to sleep there. Being alone
in England was different than in California; it reminded her of her
father. Jeremy had stopped the car, but not removed his seat belt,
and Jo wondered would he think her forward if she asked…

“Do you want me to walk you up?” he said.

As he went to remove his seatbelt, Jo shook
her head. “Would you think me horrible if I asked you
something?”

“No,” he smiled.

Jo looked at the building. “Could I stay at
your house tonight?”

 


She explained why on the drive, but Jeremy
hadn’t heard much of her justification. In the car she spoke
plainly and arriving home, he wished he had paid more
attention.

The bane of that rainy November evening was
being in constant attention, Jo as Hannah’s substitute. She had
turned twenty-three last month, Hannah inviting Jeremy and Portia
to dinner in Harrogate. As the last to leave Betty’s Café, Jeremy,
Portia, and Hannah had signed autographs for the staff that
remained. Jo’s smile seemed thankful to not be in demand, but now
she had been stretched to the limit.

He parked the car and once inside the house,
he turned on the heaters, a slight noise of radiators filling with
water. After a few minutes, the chill disappeared. With a cup of
tea in hand, Jo relaxed on the couch and Jeremy joined her.

“It’s a lovely room. Did you decorate
it?”

“Oh my talents lie elsewhere.” Sipping his
tea, he watched her take in the surroundings as if looking for
something, yet not finding what she wanted.

She smiled. “It’s inviting. So different from
what I’m used to.”

Hannah’s trailer and hotel room were besieged
with snapshots and knick knacks collected since the women’s
arrival, their lives on display at the Crown. But Jeremy knew that
wasn’t why Jo hadn’t wanted to go back there.

She hadn’t wanted to be alone. She hadn’t
said it, or he had missed the actual words. But Jeremy was aware,
as sure as the way she sunk into the sofa, not wishing to move.
Wanting to be with someone, anyone, but not by herself.

“I’m gone so much, no time to collect bits
and bobs,” he said.

“Uh-huh,” Jo muttered, still looking
around.

Jeremy finished his tea, then stood. “I’m
going to make sure the guest bed has sheets.”

Jo smiled. “Oh thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” he chuckled, heading
upstairs. With no idea if the housekeeper ever changed those
linens, he made a mental note
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