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Prologue

She gazed up at the cinema screen. He was larger than life, the close-up zooming in on his face causing his sleepy brown eyes to look directly into hers as he smiled into the camera. His hair was still black and shiny, exactly as she remembered it from back then. How many years ago was it? Every so often, she countedtenelevenalways surprised that the yearning hadnt gone away

Something indefinable caught at her heart as she saw his face soften. She cast a look around at the rows of faces staring intently at the screen, all of them absorbed in the drama of the tender love scene unfolding before their eyes. He continued to be Bollywoods most popular actor, equally loved in action as well as romantic roles  but undoubtedly it was his romantic persona that carried abiding appeal for his throngs of doting female fans.

As he leant down to kiss the heroine on the nape of her neck, the same thought came to her as it always did when she watched one of his love scenes on screen. She sighed and sank down in her seat and wondered, with the same old feeling in the pit of her stomach, what all these hundreds of people watching the film would do if they knewif they only knew that she, Riva Walia, was the very first girl to whom the iconic and adored Aman Khan had ever made love.





Chapter One

LEEDS, 1994



The Union Bar was more crowded than Aman had ever seen it since joining the university. Unsurprising, he supposed, seeing that the Man U versus Bara match was due to kick off in fifteen minutes. The din was unbearable but everyone else seemed oblivious to it; both the groups of students gathered around the cheek-by-jowl tables and the bar staff who were by now probably all stone deaf. Aman looked around for the only person he was hoping to see, and soon spotted Riva. She was with a gang at the far end of the room, seated around a scuffed circular table near the back door that was sticky with spilt drinks and littered with crumpled crisp wrappers and cigarette butts.

Shouldering his way through the throng, Aman saw the usual crowd surrounding Riva, including a few people whom he knew by face rather than name. Aman had watched Riva acquire at least a hundred new friends in this first year at uni; she was always surrounded by people. Rivas best friend, the chirpy redhead Susan, was the first to spot him. She said something to Ben that made him look up and give Aman what was definitely an unwelcoming glare. And then Riva spotted him. Her face broke into one of those lovely smiles that did strange things to Amans insides. She raised her arm and waved enthusiastically at him. He nodded as she pointed to the empty stool next to her, and continued to make his way through the crowd in her direction. Could he really hope that she had kept that seat waiting for him? Ben was still glowering as Aman neared the table but Susans medical student boyfriend, Joe, was friendlier and moved his bag aside to make room for Aman.

Hi, can I get anyone a drink? Aman asked. He licked his lips  his mouth had gone suddenly dry. Everyone had full glasses and so Aman sat down. He would get his orange juice later. It wasnt what he was here for anyway.

Didnt know you were a football fan, he said, turning to Riva with a smile.

Oh, Im not, she replied cheerily, taking a long swig from her glass. He watched the golden lager passing through her lips, thinking of how badly he wanted to kiss them. Putting her glass down, she said, And I didnt know you were a footie fan.

Im not either, he replied, slipping into the same merry tone of voice she had used.

Shall we escape this shit then? she asked. Or did you have other plans?

Incredulous at the unexpected change of fortune and momentarily robbed of speech, Aman nodded dumbly. Then, gathering his wits, he said, I was going to make myself something to eat back at the hall, actually. You know, take advantage of everyone being here to get free use of the kitchen.

Make something? You can cook?

The truthful answer would have been Hmmm, a tiny bit  toast and scrambled eggs mainly. But Aman, his heart surging with bravado, said, Of course I can cook. Im quite good actually. Why, dont you believe me?

He couldnt help but imagine the peals of laughter his mother would have broken into had she been around to hear his blatant lie. Luckily Mum was as far away as she could possibly be, probably fast asleep in her bed in Bombay and blissfully unaware of her sons evil machinations.

I only ask because Sonalika, my mate back at school, used to say she knew no Indian men who cooked, Riva smiled. My dad certainly cant, but I dont know too many other Indian men apart from him, so I shouldnt judge.

Chicken makhanis my speciality actually, Aman said, warming to his theme.

Cor! Riva looked gratifyingly impressed. Teach me! she demanded.

Teach you? Now?

Now!

But the match

Stuff the match! Were neither of us here for the footie anyway. Cmon, lets escape this hellhole. Riva knocked back the last of her lager and picked up her coat and bag from under her chair. Aman, needing no further invitation, got up and looked apologetically around at the others.

Hey, guys, Aman and I are off in search of some nosh, Riva said casually as she pulled on her jacket. Be back by the end of the game.

Aman did not miss the renewed glare from Ben, who looked ready to get up and punch him, but none of the others seemed too bothered as it was nearing kick-off and the attention of the whole bar was starting to focus on the screen. Riva was already halfway out of the back door and lighting up a cigarette by the time Aman caught up with her.

Dont think Ben was too pleased, Aman said.

Ben? Why, what makes you say that? Riva blew a plume of smoke out into the cold air.

He is your boyfriend, isnt he?

Naaah. Riva shrugged and asked, Have you got the stuff you need, Aman?

Stuff?

You know, the chicken, onionswhat else will we need? Rice? Oh, chicken makhani sounds great. Id love to learn how to cook it.

Er, no, I havent got the stuffI was thinking of buying it from the campus shop on my way back.

Okay, well do it together then. And Ill buy a bottle of wine  thatll be my contribution to the meal. God, Im starving! So much nicer to sit down to a proper meal and conversation, rather than spend the evening watching a sport I hate. Overpaid prima donnas who call themselves sportsmen, tribal warfare, loutish crowdsI loathe the whole shebang, honestly!

Aman felt weak at the knees as he walked along beside Riva. He could not tell if it was due to the prospect of a whole evening alone with such a beautiful, clever, sassy girl, or the fact that he had no idea at all how to make chicken makhani. It was his favourite dish at the dhaba around the corner from his house in Bombay and, occasionally his mother got the bai to cook a version of it at home as well, but the thought of making it himself had never crossed Amans mind before.

At the shop, he did his best to look masterful, throwing two onions and a bulb of garlic into his shopping basket, next to a cling-filmed pack of chopped chicken. The shape of the pieces (long and narrow) didnt look quite right to him but it would have to do. Remembering in the nick of time that he would need a substance to fry everything in, Aman added a block of butter to his shopping. It stood to reason that chicken makhani would bear some relation to makhan, which was Hindi for butter. Good idea to use plenty of it, he reckoned.

Riva was waiting at the till with a bottle of red wine and insisted on paying for it, even though Aman tried to persuade her to let him take care of the entire bill. It was only when they walked into his hall fifteen minutes later, stamping their feet to get rid of the snow and mud from the soles of their boots, that Aman realised he had nothing but salt and pepper by way of seasoning. While Riva went to the toilet, Aman frantically opened a few cupboards, hoping to find a stray bottle of spices. He finally stumbled upon a can of mixed herbs and sniffed its contents. It smelt vaguely of pizza. Quite clearly, no Indian masala had been anywhere near this bottle  but it would have to do. Aman rolled up his sleeves and began to yank the peel off the onions before chopping them into large rough chunks. Riva returned and rooted around inside a drawer to unearth a corkscrew and a pair of wine glasses. As she busied herself opening the bottle she had bought, Aman wondered if he ought to confess that, apart from not having a clue how to cook this meal, he did not drink either. He wasnt sure if Riva had already noticed his variety of fruit juices on the few occasions they had been in bars and pubs together, and he was worried that she would think he was a stick-in-the-mud, rather than just an obedient son to Muslim parents.

Do you mind if I have OJ? Aman asked as Riva started to pour the wine into two glasses.

Ill let you off for now, seeing as you need to concentrate. Thats a rather delicate operation youre carrying out there, Riva replied, watching nervously as Aman ham-fistedly attempted to light the gas cooker.

Eventually (with some help from Riva), Aman got a weak blue flame going and began piling the pieces of chicken, onions and garlic together into the pan and stuck it on the hob. Riva was halfway through the bottle of wine by this time. Aman stirred the mixture together to form a pale white sludge. He continued to stir it in a determined fashion, willing it to change colour and look more appealing, but the best it could do was deepen to a pale brown as the onions started to burn in their pool of butter. Riva did not appear to notice, however, but sat on a kitchen stool throughout his exertions, chatting about her school and family back in Ealing. Aman wasnt sure where exactly Ealing was but, from Rivas few mentions of London, he gathered it was a suburb of the capital. She had questions for Aman about his Bombay upbringing too, carefully referring to the city as Mumbai, even though Aman himself almost always referred to it as Bombay. He kept his answers brief, standing near the stove, terrified that his dish would go up in flames if he did not keep stirring it. It looked terribly pale compared to the chicken makhani that he so enjoyed back at Sardars dhaba, which was usually bright orange and served up with giant wedges of pillowy soft naans.

I dont have all the spices I need, so its a bit colourless Im afraid, he said apologetically to Riva.

She got up and peered into the frying pan. Yes, somethings missing. Could it behang on, you need tomatoes to make a curry, dont you? Im sure Ive heard my mum say that

Aman froze. Of course a curry needed bloody tomatoes! He closed his eyes and slapped his forehead, making Riva throw her head back and laugh.

Never mind, she said, as long as the chickens cooked through, itll still be edible. I might have mine on toast. Be a shame to waste all that butter.

Aman looked at her hopefully. Now? Shall I make you some toast now? I have bread in the fridge

Later. Im not hungry yet, Riva said. Shall we take this somewhere else? she asked, picking up the wine bottle. Or well both be stinking of food. You must have a glass too, seeing that its my pressie to you.

Good idea, lets get outta here, Aman said, switching off the flame with relief. He washed his hands as Riva poured him a glass. Hopefully, by the time Riva had finished the bottle, shed be too drunk to remember to eat. Aman took a tentative sip as he followed her down the corridor, the taste making him want to pucker his lips and spit it out forthwith. Aman had never been able to tell why people drank the stuff but it was sure making Riva laugh a lot tonight, her cheeks turning a pretty soft pink as the colour rose in her face. She stepped back for Aman to open his room door and he hoped desperately hed left it in a reasonable state earlier. Luckily it was neat enough, except for a small pile of discarded clothes that Aman hastily kicked under his bed while Riva wandered around his room looking at the pictures on the wall and table.

For another half hour, they talked, Riva sitting on the bed and Aman at the table. Or rather Riva talked, while Aman gazed at her animated face and shining dark eyes, nursing his glass of wine and pretending every so often to be sipping at it. He thought it incredible that Riva trusted him enough to sit here on his bed, in his room, while everyone else was down at the Union Bar. Especially when all he could think of was grabbing her and kissing that lovely mouth. But Aman did no such thing, of course, having been brought up to be a gentleman. He hadnt had much practice with being alone with girls before, except for his large band of cousins, who didnt really count. But something told him it wouldnt be wise to use this opportunity to shower Riva with passionate kisses. And yet, when the bottle of wine was finished and Riva got up to leave, Aman felt bereft and stupid, his best chance presented to him on a platter before being snatched from under his nose.

He got up from his chair and asked weakly, Do you not want to eat? My chicken

Ah, yes, your chickenof courseyou took such trouble and here I am Riva was slurring slightly. She suddenly swayed alarmingly on her feet. Aman caught her just as she crumpled, stopping her from falling to the floor. For a few stunned seconds, he just stood there, holding an unconscious Riva in his arms, wondering what to do. Then he lifted her up and carried her to his bed, trying to push aside the duvet with one foot. The cheap wine had knocked her out cold and she barely stirred as he pulled off her fleecy boots and covered her with his duvet. Her face wore a slightly anxious expression.

Aman stood next to the bed, unsure of what to do next. He certainly couldnt leave Riva here on his bed, not least because he had nowhere else to go. And now that it was past eleven oclock, he didnt think he would find Rivas friends down at the bar either. Besides he too was desperate to catch some sleep, the rigours of his hour-long culinary effort having completely exhausted him. He took a pair of sheets out of his cupboard and tried to fashion a bed for himself on the floor, using the small cushion and rug he had inherited from the previous occupant of this room. It was terribly uncomfortable in comparison with his bed, but he was nevertheless pleased to see Riva sleeping soundly, the earlier worried crease in her forehead having cleared as she fell into a deep slumber.



When Riva opened her eyes the next morning, it was with a strong sense of being somewhere she was not meant to be. It was either getting on for late evening or close to dawn because there was a sliver of light showing around the edges of a drawn curtain. Where the fuck am I, Riva wondered, raising her throbbing head, alarmed to see a figure huddled on the floor next to her. The events of the previous night gradually returned as she recognised Amans sleeping form and remembered his dismal attempts at impressing her with his chicken makhani. Hed made a total hash of it and she had fortunately managed to wriggle out of eating any. But her empty stomach was probably the reason why she had keeled over so unceremoniously after just three glasses of wineor was it four? All Riva could remember now was the room spinning around her as Aman had grabbed her. He must have led her to bed and tucked her inbloody hell, and taken off her boots! She felt about her nether regions in sudden panic, relieved to find she was still wearing her jeans. Overcome with mortification, Riva convinced herself there had been no rumpy-pumpy after she had passed out; surely she would remember if she had had sex with Aman?

God, that would have been just terrible, she thought, laying her head back on the pillow in sudden relief. Perhaps Aman was of the slow n steady school of seduction, rather than a fast mover. Riva had recently confessed to Susan how appealing she found Amans eager adoration of her, and Susan had wagered that Amans good looks were a hugely contributory factor to Rivas inability to tell him to bog off. Susan didnt know, however, how much Riva enjoyed Amans company. The fascinating insights his background gave her into her own Indian heritage were a large part of his appeal. Above all, it was his gentleness that drew Riva in, a rare quality in the boys she generally met. And now here she was, wrapped snugly in Amans duvet while the poor bloke lay shivering in a sheet on the floor

Later, Riva would try to understand what prompted her to do what she did next. After all, she had never been particularly promiscuous. But there, in the early hours of that February morning, Riva raised her head and called softly out to Aman before stretching her hand down towards him to touch his arm. He looked startled as he opened his eyes and his confused gaze met hers in the half darkness.

You must be freezing, Riva said, whispering for some unfathomable reason. Come up here, she invited, moving the duvet aside. Aman sat up and she saw that he was still wearing his jeans and a T-shirt. Take off those bloody jeans, she said, smiling, as he got up. When he had done so and climbed in to lie next to her on the bed, she rubbed her hands up and down his cold arms to warm them. By now Aman looked wide awake, his dark eyes shining in the diffused moonlight filtering through the curtains. While Riva rubbed his shoulders and then his chest through the thin cotton of his T-shirt, he cupped her face in the palms of his hands. They kissed gently at first, then more passionately. They began to undress each other, Riva sitting up in bed and raising her arms so that Aman could slip off her top before lying down next to him again. As he kissed her again, pressing her down on the bed with the force of his ardour, she lay down and arched her back to tug off her jeans. Finally, when they were both naked, their bodies shining in the half light, they made love, tentative and fumbling at first. When Riva felt Aman come, she held him close as his body trembled against hers and they stayed like that for a long time.

When they finally drew apart, Aman lay back, his head next to hers on the pillow. Riva could hear him panting slightly. A few minutes later, he spoke, looking at the ceiling rather than at her, his voice shy.

You might have guessed, that was my first time.

I didnt actually, Riva replied, but she was being kind. Even though she wasnt hugely experienced herself, it hadnt been hard to tell from Amans nervousness that he had never had sex before. It also suddenly occurred to Riva that they had not used a condom and she cursed her stupidity for assuming Aman would have had one handy.

Amans next words followed a logical thread. Was it the first time for you too? he asked quietly, now turning his head to look at her.

His expression was strangely hopeful and Riva wondered momentarily if she should tell him the truth or not. But, honesty being one of her unfailing traits, Riva replied, No, not really. Aman continued to look at her questioningly and so she elaborated. There was a boy in high school I was quite mad about. And I sort of thought he loved me too. Well, he said he did and I believed him but, the following week, he went on to say the same to my best friend who slept with him too. So that was that!

They were too tired to talk much more and soon Riva drifted off into slumber again. In the morning, Aman got up while Riva was still asleep and made two mugs of coffee. She deliberately kept the conversation light and friendly as they sipped their drinks, recognising the faint embarrassment that now lay between them. Riva hoped it would soon dissipate, for she was keen to stay friends with Aman. He seemed like such a nice lad, and so different from the boys she had met so far. She was held rapt whenever he talked of India, her own memories of the place she had come from now being far-off and fuzzy. There was, however, little chance of her relationship with Aman going any further than friendship  despite his astonishing good looks, they were a bit like creatures from different planets. Besides, it somehow felt wrong to be going out with someone who was even less worldly wise than her! Finally finishing her coffee, Riva got out of bed and pulled on her clothes before going down the corridor to use the bathroom.

Ten minutes later, she popped back into Amans room to collect her bag and coat. He was sitting on the edge of his rumpled bed, holding his empty coffee mug. Riva felt a rush of sympathy for the little-boy-lost expression on his face. She bent and kissed him on the cheek. We must do that curry another time, she said. Then she grinned, straightening up and waving a forefinger at Aman, No, really a curry, not using euphemisms now!

Shall I walk you back to your hall? Aman asked.

Dont be daft, its broad daylight now so I think Im perfectly safe. Typically sweet offer, though, Mr Khan. Youve obviously been dragged up proper. Not like the boorish lads one usually gets around here

Nevertheless, Aman did accompany Riva down the corridor of his hall of residence and she kissed him lightly on the lips before stepping out into the morning sunshine.

He stood at the door, unable to take his eyes off her as the black of her duffle coat disappeared around the corner, feeling his body surging with an odd mixture of hope and disappointment.







Chapter Two

LONDON, 2009



The foursome emerged from the Comedy Store, blinking in the bright lights of Leicester Square. Riva shivered as a cold gust whipped around them and swiftly pressed herself up against the warmth of Bens coat, slipping one ungloved hand into his pocket.

That was good, wasnt it? Terrific to see Paul Merton return to form, she said, looking over her shoulder as she talked to their friends.

Joe, walking a few paces behind, replied, Good is an understatement. Those guys are so clever. Certainly one of the best uses you can put twenty quid to in London.

He pulled on an ancient woollen bobble cap, earning an affectionate slap on his behind from his wife.

For Gods sake, Dr Joseph Holmes, where do you manage to unearth that ugly bit of headgear every winter! Susan said in exasperation. I thought Id sent it off to Oxfam last spring.

You nearly did. Very sneaky, if you ask me. But no flies on me: I managed to retrieve it in the nick of time, Joe retorted, putting both hands to his hat and pretending extreme relief.

Susan rolled her eyes skywards. Ill soon have to scrape it off your head! she muttered, linking her fingers with his and dragging him along to keep pace with Riva and Ben. Fancy a coffee, anyone?

More like a stiff brandy on a night like this, methinks, Ben said.

Too right, Joe grinned. Theres De Hems just around the corner from here. Hopefully the crowds thinned out a bit by now.

Or Bar Italia just up Greek Street? Susan chipped in.

Intent on nudging us in the direction of some cake, aint ya, Mrs Holmes? Riva said.

Oh, you know me so well, Riva, Susan responded, laughing.

Well, I have got thirty years worth of research on your cake-eating habits, Riva joked.

Is that really how long you two have known each other? Ben asked. I thought it was more like twenty.

For heavens sake, Ben, weve known each other nearly fifteen years now and Sooz and I go back so much further. South Ealing Primary, that centre of academic excellence  remember, Sooz? Riva asked, putting her arm around Susans waist.

Do I remember? Took you a whole week to stop crying for your mum  and then only because I took you under my wing! Susan said, squeezing her friends arm.

Ben, who had been counting in his head, interrupted them. Fucking hell, Riva, youre right, itll be fifteen years for us next autumn. 1994! He turned to Joe. In fact, you guys met the same year too. We should have a joint celebration.

What a lovely idea, Susan cried. Not quite a wedding anniversary because you two pipped us to the marital post by three years. But we could have a sort of joint the-day-I-laid-eyes-on-you sort of celebration, couldnt we? Couldnt we, Joe? Susan repeated, nudging Joe with her elbow, who was now busy examining the interior of De Hems through its misted glass panes.

Hmmm, yes, of course, darling, he replied distractedly before turning to Ben. What do you think, old chap, too crowded?

Naah, its fine, Ben dismissed, though the throng inside the pub was overflowing onto the windswept street.

Oh, please, I want to go somewhere where we can sit down. Ive been on my feet all day in the classroom! Susan protested.

Lets go to All Bar One on the other side of the square, thats usually quieter, Riva suggested.

Good idea, Susan said. The women turned and started to walk back to Leicester Square. Their husbands reluctantly brought up the rear, moaning and grumbling loudly. Susan and Riva ignored them as they walked on, arms linked. Riva fished in the pocket of her coat for some change as they passed an old busker playing Moon River on a saxophone, for which she received a huge toothless smile.

As they passed the Leicester Square Odeon, Susan gazed up at the posters that were being pasted on for the Friday show changes. She clutched Rivas arm. Get a look at that, she said, jogging Rivas arm.

Riva looked up and saw a massive poster for a new Hindi film. The words Iske Baad  Afterwards were printed above an image of Aman Khans handsome face gazing broodingly into the middle distance.

Susan giggled. Goodness, hes still a bit of a dish, aint he?

Riva cast a glance over her shoulder, but the men were still engrossed in their conversation and had not noticed the poster. She looked up again and felt her heart do its familiar flip. She had seen this film at the London Film Festival but hadnt Googled Amans name for a while, so did not know anything about its wider release. She couldnt help wondering if Aman might be in London for the press junket. Perhaps he was just around the corner, signing autographs or cutting red ribbons or doing whatever it was that film stars did of an evening

Riva did not particularly want Ben to see Amans poster for a variety of reasons. Luckily Susan seemed to take her cue, and called out in mock exasperation to the two men, Come on, you two, this aint exactly a stroll in the park, yknow! Do lets get moving, chop chop!







Chapter Three

Two days later, Riva sat in the darkened BAFTA theatre and sneaked another look at the time on her mobile phone, holding it under her pashmina so that its light would not disturb the person sitting next to her. Eight oclock. Her heart sank. She would need to leave soon as Ben was expecting to meet her by nine at the restaurant.

The film had started half an hour ago, soon after the chairperson of BAFTA had announced that their chief guest was running late, held up by the inclement weather. Despite her disappointment, Riva had not been able to help smiling at that, remembering what a wimp Aman had been about the English weather when he had first arrived as an overseas student from Mumbai. But surely he didnt have to worry about the snow in London now, given the fleet of cars and chauffeurs he probably had at his disposal whenever he visited?

The programme on BAFTAs website had stated that the evening would begin with the Aman Khan interview, followed by the screening of Afterwards  the film that, according to reports on various Bollywood sites, had catapulted him to international recognition, with talk of an Oscar nomination for Best Foreign Film. Rivas plan had been to watch Amans interview before slipping out of the hall to make her restaurant rendezvous with Ben. The little porkie she had told about a drink with her agent and publicist couldnt really stretch her evening beyond nine. Now it looked like she would have to leave without seeing Aman after all. But it was probably worth waiting just a little while moreafter all, the BAFTA man had said Aman was on his way. She frowned again at the screen, trying to concentrate

Although Riva had enjoyed Afterwards at the London Film Festival, and was quite accustomed to watching some of Amans films twice, even three times over, she was finding it hard to focus on the screen today. She cast a glance around the darkened hall, wondering if others in the audience were similarly distracted by the imminent arrival of its lead actor. But all she could see were rows of half-lit faces intent on the screen.

Riva sat back in her chair, trying to settle. Pictures were flickering on the screen  they had come to the part where Amans character tells a friend he is leaving for Kerala  but, instead of hearing his dialogue, Riva reflected with amusement on the apology that had been made by the hapless BAFTA bod charged with announcing that the film would be stopped as soon as Mr Khan arrived. He had timorously suggested that it would be best not to delay events any longer as heavy snow had been forecast for later tonight. But the crowd had remained cheery and upbeat, someone even whistling very loudly at the announcement, one of those piercing finger-in-mouth toots that had made people turn around in startled amusement. After that, very unusually for a BAFTA screening, the crowd had sung and clapped in time to the song that played under the opening credits of the film, one already popularised by the Asian TV and radio channels. This was a predominantly Indian crowd that had turned up in full force to see one of their biggest stars. Certainly BAFTA would have never seen a fan event like this before: all these Asian women wearing spangly salwar kameezes under drab winter coats, not to mention the air of general enthusiasm and bonhomie. In the crowd was the usual token sprinkling of white faces, most likely movie buffs trying to educate themselves about what they thought of as world cinema.

Aman Khans handsome face was filling the screen now in an extreme close-up and Riva, leaning her head back on the seat, remembered the young Aman with sudden sharp clarity. The years had been kind to him. Although she had observed his onscreen persona filling out in his twenties, an obvious new health regime in his early thirties had made him leaner and brought out interesting shadows on his face. Oh yes, still the old Aman, and  as Susan had observed  still quite, quite gorgeous.

Riva sighed softly, sinking down in her seat and trying once more to concentrate on the movie.

But the next few minutes brought a flurry of activity at the door  Aman Khan must have arrived because a wave of excitement was passing through the front rows of the audience. Riva felt the surging collective exhilaration and suddenlythere he was! The real Aman, being escorted onto the stage by Siddharth Jose, the young British director who was due to interview him. The crowd erupted into a tumult of clapping, some people even leaping to their feet to applaud their favourite star. As the film was halted, the BAFTA chairperson walked over to the lit podium while Aman bowed and waved at the crowd. But the applause kept coming, wave upon wave, and the BAFTA man smiled indulgently, turning to nod again at Aman, who now looked faintly embarrassed.

Finally, when the seemingly interminable ovation had abated slightly, the man tapped the mic lightly and asked for silence. When the crowd had settled, the star and director took their places on two armchairs that had been hastily brought out from the wings for them. Aman looked very fit indeed, slim and broad-shouldered in a black silk Nehru jacket. He leant over to pour water from the bottle placed on the table before him and Riva watched as he put it to his lips.

Aman looked into the crowd as the house lights brightened and Rivas heart heaved as she felt his eyes looking into hers. She reddened as his gaze moved on, telling herself to stop being so fanciful. For heavens sake, she was sitting about ten rows away from the stage and Amans long-distance vision had never been very good anyway. On the other hand, it was entirely possible that he knew that she lived in London now  after all, her own name had made it to the papers when shed won the Orange Prize; Indian journalists had showed particular interest in her at the time. Amans attention was, however, now on the interviewer who was asking his first question.

Why London, Aman? Siddharth was asking. Its a city you make it a point to visit every year, Im told. For someone who lives and works in this grimy old city, I cant help wondering why anyone would leave balmy Bombay for London, certainly not when its in the grip of winter like this!

Aman laughed and settled back in his chair. I love it here, especially in the grip of winter, he said in his familiar deep voice. To Riva it sounded as though the crowd around her was sighing with happiness as Aman continued to speak. Dont forget how sultry it gets in Bombay  and how unrelenting the heat can be. Theres something very he searched briefly for the right word very appealing about the changes of season when you live in a place that doesnt have them. And Londons so full of energy, its such a great city. I love being here in any season really, and so does my son apparently. Although I think when he says London, its the inside of Hamleys hes thinking of! But a winter trip has always been compulsory anyway, so that my wife can wear her Gucci coat and Prada boots, which otherwise never get the chance to be worn in Bombay.

He paused as the crowd laughed affectionately. Salma Khans shopping penchant had been much written about in the gossip magazines and Aman had hit just the right note of affectionate exasperation in his voice. His English had improved considerably too, Riva noticed, trying to remember whether shed ever heard him use words like unrelenting before. Of course, they had been mere freshers when they had last met and, although Riva knew that Aman had never gone on to complete his graduate studies, such a big star as he would almost certainly have had the advantages of media training.

The audience around her was laughing again and Riva realised with dismay that she had missed something amusing. Aman was looking relaxed and responding to a question he had just been asked about his early life in England.

It was only for a year, although it gets mentioned quite a lot  as if I spent all my college years in Oxford or Cambridge or some grand place like that! Actually it was Leeds University and I only spent first year there  in the English Department. Siddharth Jose cocked an enquiring brow at Aman who explained. You see, my uncle was working in Leeds and, because my parents were worried that I was just hanging around in Bombay, not doing anything after school, he sponsored me to come here for my studies. Didnt last! I just wasnt good enough and so, at the end of that first year, I dropped out of the course and went home.

Ah, but that was what took you to the Film Institute, was it not? Siddharth Jose cut in. So, if you had been good enough, as you say, for Leeds English Department, Bollywood  and all of us  might have missed out on one of our finest actors!

Indeed, who knows  Bollywoods loss may have been Leeds Universitys gain! Aman joked, making the audience laugh again.

And minemaybe, Riva thought, recalling that long ago time up in Leeds. How torn she had been between Amans attentions and Bens for a few days before she had made her decision. Irrationally now, she tried to will the interviewer to quiz Aman further about the decisions he had made as a young man. Such as, Why, Mr Khan, had you not thought to fight just a little harder for Miss Riva Walias affections before upping and leaving Leeds University? Annoyingly, however, interviewer and interviewee had already moved on to something else.

Aman was talking about his early career. Well, I took what I got in those days, he was saying to Siddharth Jose. Beggars and beginners cant be choosers, as they say. When I was offered my first role, I did not even stop to ask what type of film it was or even if I was to be a hero or a villain. I just jumped at it and asked all my questions later, once I was signed up and safely on the set.

His candour and lack of pretension was disarming. Riva could see that he certainly had this audience eating out of the palm of his hand. But now Siddharth Jose was leading him into less personal areas and they talked about his film career for the next half hour.

When the interview ended, Riva used the short break before the film restarted to slip out of her seat. She tugged on her coat and gloves as she hurried through the foyer. It was now a quarter to nine and, even if she took a cab to the restaurant, she would be late. Ben did so hate to be kept waiting, she thought with a sense of slight panic as she ran down the stairs towards the main entrance. She drew in her breath at the sudden cold outside, annoyed with herself for forgetting to carry her umbrella and woollen cap. As had been predicted, snowflakes were now drifting against the tall streetlights of Piccadilly while a brisk wind, bitter with cold, stung the tips of her ears and nose. A small gaggle of people was huddled against the railings outside BAFTA and Riva heard one of them loudly cry out Amans name. Unthinkingly, she joined the crowd of fans, momentarily forgetting her lateness and the no-doubt steadily growing impatience of her husband awaiting her in the restaurant.

Standing on tiptoe, Riva saw that Aman had emerged from BAFTAs main entrance  perhaps he had been just a few steps behind her! He was now getting into a long black limousine along with a couple of other people. As it pulled away from the kerb, the group of fans started waving and blowing kisses at the car. Riva joined them, running a little way down the pavement to where the crowd was thinner. Inside the car, Amans head turned to look back as he was driven away. The car disappeared into the distance, leaving Riva with the distinct impression that Aman had spotted her.







Chapter Four

It was twenty past nine by the time Riva finally spotted the garish neon sign of Maroush glinting through the curtain of sleet that veiled everything in a thin grey. The normally colourful and welcoming shops of Arab Town had their doors closed against the wretched weather and the windscreen wipers on passing cars were going nineteen-to-the-dozen. Despite the rain, pedestrians were thronging Edgware Road as usual. Who were all these people out shopping and celebrating on a ghastly night like this, Riva wondered, elbowing her way past wet shopping bags and umbrellas. Despite her shortness of breath, she sped up again, imagining Bens irritation when she eventually stumbled into the restaurant. He had been in a bad mood for the last couple of days and only the other night he had complained, Youre never ever on time, Riva. Well, not for me anyway. Deadlines for publishers, yes. Appointments with that agent of yours, of course. Lunches and meetings with friends, oh, it goes without saying. Youre on impeccable behaviour for all of them. But the simple matter of being on time for me seems completely out of the question. He hadnt seemed angry when he had said it  merely sort of weary  and Riva had not argued, knowing that the remark had emerged from his present depressed view of the world. She sighed. It wasnt easy for an ambitious man like Ben to find himself in the unlikely position of househusband.

She ducked under the awning with relief, her head and clothes momentarily lit pink by the flashing neon sign of the restaurant. She knew she must look a right old state, her hair wet and in clumps, her Ugg boots soaked through. She had hopped on a bus at Piccadilly and ended up trotting the half-mile distance from Marble Arch rather than hailing a cab, quite simply because there had not been one with its light on. But it would annoy Ben if she said that she had walked  he was quick to assume these days that her habitual frugalities were due to his being out of work. Every so often he took pains to remind her of the fat payout he had received from the bank when he had been made redundant. In Rivas view this was quite unnecessary  she hadnt been financially dependent on Ben for many years as her own account now received regular injections of royalty payments. But it was curious how even a man as liberated as Ben preferred to be seen as the breadwinner rather than an equal partner in the kind of joint endeavour they had always agreed their marriage would be.

Riva stamped her boots outside the entrance and tried to retie her mussed-up hair with a wooden clip. Of course she wasnt going to confess to Ben that Aman and his film were the reason for her lateness. She had always hidden those little jaunts to the cinema from Ben, assuming that he would be jealous of the unlikely success of their old classmate, particularly as he was also her old flame. It was one of Rivas more awkward memories when Ben had once spotted a cinema ticket to Feltham Cineworld in her purse, after she had told him she had been to see a Hollywood film starring George Clooney. He had had the good grace to laugh off her white lie, and even jested a little at the memory of Amans crush on Riva back at uni. But Riva had, of course, been mortified to have been caught red-handed with the ticket to Ishq in her purse, a feeling akin to the time her father had spotted seven Crunchie bar wrappers in her bin, bought using the change she had pinched from the bowl in the hallway.

Riva thought up her excuses now, rehearsing them as she stepped through the doors of the restaurant and spotted Ben sitting by one of the tables at the window, looking out at the rain. She slipped off her coat and handed it to the waiter before making her way across the crowded room towards him. Her heart melted at sight of his slumped shoulders: everything about him spelt out his depression.

Oh, Christ, sorry to be so late, love, she said, lightly kissing Bens cheek and sinking into the seat facing him. How long have you been here?

What excuse do we have today, huh? Ben asked, raising his left arm and waving his watch at her, his voice uncharacteristically peevish.

Oh, dont ask! No cabs to be had for love nor money on a night like this. And the meeting at Gideons just dragged on and on. Antonia, the PR girl from the publishers was there too, and wanted to discuss the digital media campaign for the new book. Youll never believe this but theyre talking about a seven-city tour across Europe, which, of course, would be lovely, except Riva realised that Ben was no longer listening, his attention focused quite deliberately on the wine list.

Riva lapsed into silence, glad to have been stopped in her tracks while lying so shamelessly to her husband. It really did make her feel quite hateful. Not that all of her utterances were lies exactly, as Riva had indeed had several conversations with both Gideon and Antonia in the course of the day, but it was certainly not true that she had been in a meeting with them this evening. It suddenly crossed Rivas mind that Ben may have read something online about Aman Khan being in London to promote his new film. She flushed at the thought  it would not take much for him to put two and two together and guess that she had gone to see him at BAFTA. Nervously, she reached out for Bens glass of water and watched him over the rim as she sipped. His face looked more drawn than usual today, his grey-blue eyes bloodshot, and Riva wondered if he had spent all day staring at his computer screen. She sighed and sat back in her chair, feeling an inexplicable surge of sadness overcome her. Riva had always striven not to rub Bens nose in the success of her publishing career, conscious of the fact that Ben had been the one with real writing ambitions back in college. Of course, he had greeted Rivas unexpected book deal with excitement and good grace at first, perhaps anticipating with typical confidence that his own chance would surely follow before long. He had even joked of how they might one day become the golden couple in publishing, both of them enjoying flourishing literary careers. But, as the years passed with submission after submission of his being turned down, Ben had not been able to help becoming just a tiny bit bitter. Riva had done her best to assist in whatever way she could, but she cringed when she recalled the weary look that would come over her publishers faces whenever a husband with writing ambitions was mentioned. The most brutal blow had come when Gideon, Rivas own literary agent, had returned Bens manuscript with a terse and uncomplimentary letter of rejection. Ben had found it astonishing that the man had not even done him the courtesy of a phone call and angrily reminded Riva that it was her sizeable royalties that were keeping Gideon ensconced in his fancy Covent Garden offices. In Rivas opinion this wasnt true at all  Gideon had many other successful writers on his list  but Ben had not wanted to hear that, and accused her of taking sides with her agent. They had ended up rowing that day and Riva had subsequently stopped advocating on Bens behalf. Recently he had complained again about the stand she had taken, claiming to be writing much better material now that he no longer had his job at the bank distracting him from concentrating on the book, but Riva had held firm, quite sure that he should try his chances like all other aspiring writers did, rather than expecting favours merely because he was married to a published author.

What do you want to drink? Ben passed Riva the menu, interrupting her train of thought. Theres a rather nice Bordeaux listed

You choose, Ben. Although I think Ill have a mint tea first, to warm my poor icy fingers, Riva replied. Once, a chance remark like that would have had Ben promptly reaching out for her hands to massage warmth into them. But Riva rubbed her own palms together now, feeling saddened again by the distance that had crept into their marriage somewhere along the way. Where did these cold gusts fly in from, she wondered, blowing aside all life in a marriage and leaving only the carcass of something that was once so warm and loving?

Riva folded her pashmina and pushed it into her bag before running her fingers through her hair and sitting up in her chair. She was determined to enjoy her evening out with her husband and hoped  both for her sake and Bens  that she had managed to cover up her silly secret outing to BAFTA. It suddenly seemed so terribly sad to have snuck off to gawp at a film star she had once vaguely known  one who, in all likelihood, would probably look right through her if he saw her today! But it was even sadder, Riva thought, that she should have to hide such a thing from the man she was married to. It was daft and mean and Riva resolved she would never do such a thing ever again.



Ben, sitting across the table from Riva, scanned the extensive menu without seeing it. He had spent the past hour assiduously reading its contents in minute detail while waiting for Riva to turn up and knew exactly what he was going to order. What was preoccupying his mind was not Rivas lateness. Nor was it anything to do with her carefully elaborate explanations of her whereabouts this evening. He and Riva never questioned each other about whom they had met in the course of the day; theirs simply wasnt that kind of a watchful, possessive relationship. Tonight, however, Ben simply could not erase from his mind the conversation he had overheard between Riva and her dislikeable little sister, Kaaya, the previous night. It had left an acrid taste in his mouth and Ben wondered now if he ought to tell Riva about how hurt he was feeling. It would, of course, ruin their meal out and Ben knew that would only make him feel more wretched. It was true what they said about eavesdroppers never hearing good things about themselves  although he had not been eavesdropping, but had merely stumbled upon an accidentally overheard conversation. It must have been close to ten oclock by the time he had come in from the pub. He had entered through the kitchen door and the sisters, sitting in the living room, had not heard him come in. He was just about to stroll into the hallway to say hello when he heard Kaayas loud voice ring out in her horrible brassy manner.

Admit it, youre just too, too soft on Ben, Riva, constantly tiptoeing emotionally around him and thinking up various imaginative excuses for what is plainly typically selfish male behaviour.

As Ben froze at the kitchen door, he had been relieved to hear Riva respond tetchily. Look, its not as if hes never worked, Kaaya. Dont you go forgetting, honey, that Ben not only supported me for the time it took to complete my creative writing course at East Anglia, he bailed you out too with that loan for your PR diploma. Besides, he was a rock to us all when Papa died.

But Kaaya  in Bens opinion, a self-seeking opportunist who mysteriously had every single man in her immediate circle seemingly wrapped around her little finger  was typically ungrateful. He could imagine her waving a dismissive manicured hand in the air as she spoke.

I paid back Bens loan years ago, in case youve forgotten! Yeah, sure, he even helped Papa once financially. But Ben was a different man then. Not the grumpy old git he is now. People change and youre mad to keep clinging to some lost notion of what he once was. Chuck him out, sis, she advised coolly, as though Ben were no more than a carton of something going slightly whiffy in the fridge. It had taken superhuman self-control to keep from striding into the living room to let the pair know he had overheard their conversation. But Ben had stopped himself. Not to save Kaaya the embarrassment but, quite simply, to hear Rivas response. Surely, surely she would spring to his defence.

Instead, he had heard Riva laugh. Perhaps it had been with astonishment or wryness, rather than amusement  it was hard to tell without seeing the expression on her face. But Ben had been so incensed by the sound of Rivas laughter at Kaayas suggestion of chucking him out that he had turned on his heel and walked out of the house, leaving the kitchen door swinging open on its hinges for the two women to puzzle over later. He had subsequently stayed at the pub until closing time, getting more and more drunk and wallowing in sadness and self-pity, trying desperately to convince himself that Riva would surely have defended him after his departure.

The worst part of it all was that, at some level, Ben knew Kaaya was right  what was Riva doing with a man like him anyway? It wasnt like it had been when theyd all been young and full of promise back in their university days. After all, any one of them  Riva, Susan, Joe, Aman  could have turned out successful back then. It was all a matter of luck and chance. Despite ones best efforts, life had a totally arbitrary way of dishing out favours, Ben knew that now. The pity of it was that back at uni, it was he, Ben, who had seemed most likely to be going places, the only one in the gang to be hand-picked by a bank when the milk rounds had started in their final year. It would be no exaggeration to claim that he had once been the most popular student on campus, not just a top student but also an ace debater and captain of the cricket team. Would anyone even remember now that he had been the first among them all to have landed a job, one that everyone was so certain would lead to a glittering career as a banker?

Twelve years down the line, however, events had taken a direction that no one would have predicted back then: Riva was a successful, award-winning novelist; Joe a consultant psychiatrist at one of Londons biggest teaching hospitals; Susan, the special needs co-ordinator at a primary school praised for its innovative teaching methods; and, most gallingly, Aman Khan of all people was now a fucking film star, earning megabucks in Bollywood, gracing magazine covers and being worshipped by droves of women in the farthest corners of the world. To Ben, Aman Khans resounding success had been the biggest surprise of them all. Kaayas came a close second  vacuous, self-absorbed Kaaya who had done amazingly well for herself as a Hollywood film publicist. Who in their right mind would have ever imagined that brain-dead Kaaya would one day turn into a better have-it-all feminist than her much brighter and nicer sister? Whenever Ben reflected on lifes vagaries (something he had a lot more time for since the bank had laid him off two years ago), he could see it all quite clearly: Riva Walia, one-time president of Leeds Universitys student union and founder of Bitten Apple, the campus feminist rag, had merely got unlucky and was now trapped in a lacklustre marriage that was like a drug habit, impossible to break. And there, in her swanky Holland Park apartment across town, was Kaaya Walia  once considered the pretty airhead sibling  having her cake and eating it (and by God, was she eating it) with an office overlooking Soho Square, a designer apartment in Holland Park, two flash sports cars in the double garage, a wealthy investment banker husband and, as if all that wasnt enough, an endless string of admiring men on the side. Ben had seen them, hanging adoringly around Kaaya at the fancy parties she threw  a besotted young colleague here, a well-heeled client there, men went mad for her. As they would have done for Riva too, had she been a different sort of woman. Riva was equally, if not more, attractive than her sister, but was not given to the sultry come-ons that Kaaya was so adept at. Riva was hard-working, sweet-tempered and persevering but, when all was said and done, it was Kaaya who was materially more successful. How unfair was that?

It made Ben feel wretched to think how easily his golden prospects had gone dark and sour, and how he had dragged Riva down with him. It was incredible to think that he, Ben Owen, should be out of a job. Incredible but true. Perhaps Kaaya had been right last night: he was holding Riva back and she was too kind to admit it herself. He ought to do the right thing by her and leave. Vanish into the ether. Perhaps allow her to pick up with Aman Khan where they had last left off. Which had been at the end of that first year at university when he, Ben, had thought he was king of the world, simply because he had got the girl, while poor luckless Aman Khan had left uni with neither a girl or even a degree. And now, there was Aman Khan gracing posters overlooking Leicester Square, gloating at the tiny luckless mortals that passed beneath!





OPS/images/cover.jpg
Secrets and Sins

st
[=]

Jaishree Misra

3
3
&
=
«
=
[=}






OPS/images/logo.jpg
AVON





