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PART ONE
 REAR WINDOW

24 July 1954, London


 

‘Do you mind if we stop for a moment?’

‘Sure.’ The detective sounded impatient, but he did as he was asked and the staccato whirr of the projector gradually subsided. Archie Penrose closed his eyes, but the image of Josephine refused to go away. She sat on the hotel terrace in the afternoon sunlight, a little self-conscious in front of the camera but laughing nonetheless at something he had just said to her. He couldn’t remember what they had been talking about, and that annoyed him – irrationally, because the moment was eighteen years ago now and the conversation had been nothing more than easy holiday banter; but, since Josephine’s death, the gradual fragmentation of all she had been in his memory disturbed him, and any elusive detail stung him like a personal rebuke. He stood and lifted the blinds on the windows, aware that the American was watching him, waiting for an explanation. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you, sir,’ he said hesitantly, and the lazy drawl of his Californian accent gave the words an insolence which might or might not have been intentional. ‘There’s worse to come in the later footage. Much worse.’

‘Not for me,’ Penrose said curtly, and sat down at his desk to claw back some authority from the meeting. ‘A friend of mine – the woman in the film – she died.’ The words sounded cold and impersonal, but he knew from experience that there was no phrase that could adequately express his sense of loss, and he had long given up trying to find one. ‘So it’s hard for me to look back, Detective Doyle, no matter how harmless the images seem to you.’

‘You knew one of the victims personally? I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.’

This time the apology was genuine, and Penrose was quick to clarify. ‘No, no – nothing like that. She died a couple of years ago, after an illness. But that’s why we were at Portmeirion – it was Josephine’s fortieth birthday. She loved it there and we went with some friends to celebrate.’

‘So you weren’t part of Mr Hitchcock’s party?’

‘Not officially, no. Another friend of Josephine’s – Marta Fox – had done some script work for his wife, and she was there for the weekend. But none of us was in Hitchcock’s circle, although he and Josephine had things to discuss. He wanted to film one of her books – a crime novel called A Shilling for Candles which was just about to be published. She had reservations about it, but she agreed to talk to him while they were both at Portmeirion.’

‘I don’t remember a film of that name. Presumably it never happened, if your friend was so concerned about it?’

‘Oh yes, it happened. It came out the following year, but Hitchcock called it Young and Innocent. It was quite a success.’

The detective shook his head. ‘I still don’t know it. I suppose I’ve only seen the ones he made since he came over to our side. Was she pleased? Your friend, I mean.’

‘By the time Mr Hitchcock had finished with it, her story was no more recognisable than the title,’ Penrose said wryly. ‘I can recall some of the words Josephine used when she saw it, but “pleased” wasn’t one of them.’

Doyle smiled. ‘Then I hope they paid her well.’ He took a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket and offered one to Penrose. ‘Tell me about this Portmeirion – it’s not really a proper place, is it?’

‘It’s whatever you want it to be. That’s its beauty.’

‘But a private village created entirely by one man? Isn’t that a little strange?’

The genuine incredulity in the detective’s voice amused Penrose, but he knew what Doyle meant: for anyone who had never been there, the idea of a resort designed entirely for pleasure and architectural beauty – and for those with the means to enjoy them – was difficult to grasp; for an American with, he suspected, socialist leanings, it must seem absurdly self-indulgent. ‘It’s remarkable, certainly,’ he said, ‘but strong visions often are. The village might have been created by one man, but it’s founded entirely on the belief that beauty can make people’s lives better. In Portmeirion, Clough Williams-Ellis found a landscape that was beautiful already and used his imagination to improve it; that’s a tremendous achievement, so no – I don’t think it’s strange. In fact, after what the world’s been through, it seems to me to be saner than ever – if a little optimistic.’ He smiled, but Doyle seemed unconvinced. ‘And it’s not a museum – he’s still adding to it. Now that the building restrictions have finally been lifted after the war, there’s no stopping him. I went back recently with my wife, and he’d just started on the plans for a new gatehouse. So Portmeirion lives and breathes and changes,’ he added, unable to keep a faint trace of sarcasm out of his voice, ‘just like a proper place.’

‘I’m surprised you wanted to go back after everything that happened there. It can’t have been much of a celebration.’

‘If a policeman starts avoiding places that have been tainted by violent crime, there’ll come a point when he can’t leave the house,’ Penrose said. ‘Surely you know that from your own experience?’ It was an evasive answer, but rooted in truth: ironically, Portmeirion was scarred for him not by the murders that had taken place there, but by the happiness he had known during that summer – a happiness made all the more poignant by the shock of Josephine’s death. He knew better, though, than to try to dull his sadness by staying away from places in which they’d spent time together: there was no logic to grief, and he felt her absence everywhere. ‘At the risk of sounding callous, I wasn’t personally involved in the deaths at Portmeirion, so the good memories outweigh the bad.’

Doyle shook a sheaf of photographs from a file, and unfolded a map of the village on Penrose’s desk. ‘Even so, something like this must be hard to forget, no matter how many cases you’ve dealt with in your career.’ He pointed to one location after another, matching each one with its black-and-white counterpart. ‘A body found up in the woods by that weird cemetery place, slashed so badly that the face was barely recognisable. Another murder on the headland, just a stone’s throw from the hotel, the victim raped, strangled and strung up like an animal. These garages, right at the heart of the village – covered in blood.’ He placed the last photograph in the centre of the map and Penrose looked down at the bruised and broken body, remembering the confusion and disbelief he had felt when he arrived at the scene. ‘And the final death,’ Doyle added. ‘A very persuasive confession of guilt, which seemed to solve everything. So many locations, and so much blood. I don’t know about beauty, sir – it seems to me that your architect created a playground for a killer.’

‘That was hardly his intention,’ Penrose said evenly. ‘And Mr Hitchcock’s little games didn’t help. They made things much more difficult for the police.’

‘You weren’t the investigating officer, were you?’

‘No, it was never my case. I had to stand by and watch someone else take charge. For a moment, I was a suspect, just like everybody else.’

‘That must have been quite a new experience.’

Penrose nodded. Throughout his career, he had always prided himself on a sensitivity towards those affected by murder, an awareness that – in the process of getting to the truth – many innocent lives were torn apart, but nothing could have prepared him for the ease with which people turned on each other when their own character was under question. ‘Fortunately, it didn’t last long. Events came to a natural conclusion, and the case seemed to be wrapped up very efficiently.’

‘“Seemed to be”?’

‘Suicide is an eloquent form of confession, as you say, but it makes cross-interrogation very difficult.’

‘They tell me you were never entirely satisfied with the outcome.’

Wondering who ‘they’ were, Penrose said, ‘It wasn’t my place to comment on another force’s findings. It still isn’t. If you have information which calls into question the results of an earlier investigation, there are systems in place which will deal with that – but I refuse to speculate on something that was never my business. As I said, everything seemed to be resolved satisfactorily.’

The sly smile came again. ‘That’s the famous British diplomacy which got you here, I suppose.’ Doyle looked round the office and his gaze took in the half-packed boxes and empty shelves, the striking drawing of a female nude which Penrose had removed carefully from the wall. ‘Retirement’s a busy time,’ he said. ‘The last thing you need is a stranger opening doors that were closed nearly twenty years ago.’

Penrose didn’t argue. ‘Detective Doyle, this is all taking longer than I expected and I’m not sure I really understand why you’re here in the first place. You asked to see me in connection with some recent murders in Los Angeles, which you believe to be linked to what happened in Portmeirion in 1936, and I’m happy to tell you anything I can.’ He looked at his watch. ‘But you’re right – it is a busy time. So perhaps we could skip the film show and get to the point. What exactly is this link you’re talking about?’

‘Hitchcock. Well, Hitchcock’s movies. The latest one’s released any minute, and that’s the connection.’ Penrose started to say something, but Doyle held up his hand. ‘Let me explain first. The new film – it’s about a photographer who breaks his leg and is confined to a wheelchair in his apartment. Because he can’t do his job, he spends his time looking at people in the block opposite, imagining their lives from what he sees...’

‘Sounds familiar,’ Penrose said, thinking about one of Josephine’s novels, ‘but yes – I’ve read about it. Grace Kelly and James Stewart?’

‘That’s right. It’s set in Greenwich Village, but filmed entirely on one huge set, built specially under Hitchcock’s supervision. There were more than thirty apartments on that set, with trees and gardens down below, an alleyway leading out to the street, traffic going past, even a bar. You’d think you were looking at the real Manhattan skyline.’

‘A whole borough created entirely by one man?’ Penrose said, but Doyle was engrossed in his own story and the irony was lost on him.

‘Yes – amazing, isn’t it? They finished shooting earlier this year, but on the morning they were due to start taking the set down, three bodies were found in one of the apartments – all of them women, all brutally murdered.’

Penrose looked at him in astonishment. ‘Why haven’t I heard about this?’ he asked. ‘It must have been all over the papers.’

‘We thought it best to be discreet in the information we gave to the press.’

‘And this was your investigation?’

‘In a manner of speaking, but to be honest there really wasn’t much investigating to claim any credit for. Someone was caught at the scene, someone who later confessed to a series of similar killings and to the three murders at Portmeirion...’

Penrose knew that Doyle was trying to rouse his curiosity by withholding any specific details about the person he had in custody, but he refused to rise to the bait. ‘Three murders at Portmeirion? You’re saying that what we assumed to be the killer’s suicide was actually another murder?’

‘That’s what it looks like. But I’m not entirely satisfied. There’s obviously a lot more to what went on all those years ago, and something about it makes me uneasy. I’d like a second opinion.’

‘Why mine?’

‘Because you were there. Because you know the people involved. Because I’ve heard that the truth is important to you.’

Again, Penrose wondered who had supplied the information, but he said nothing; if necessary, there would be time to find out more about Detective Tom Doyle when the interview had finished. ‘You have a confession, though – for all the murders. I really don’t see what more I can add.’

‘Your colleagues had what amounted to a confession, and now someone’s come along to contradict that. Look, sir, if this didn’t interest you, you’d never have agreed to see me – and you’re interested because, in your heart, you think you only know half a story. I want to know if what I’ve got to show you is that other half, or if we’re both still missing something.’ He pushed a second manila file across the desk. ‘In hindsight, could you believe this was your killer?’

Penrose glanced quickly at the name typed across the top. ‘But that’s impossible,’ he said, losing his detachment for a moment. ‘The suicide . . . everyone was together on the terrace when it happened.’

‘And yet we have a confession for that murder from someone you say was several hundred yards away at the time. If that part of the story is suspect, why should I believe anything else I’m told? About any of the crimes?’

‘You must have challenged this, if you have such doubts about it?’

‘Of course, but I get the same response every time. What you said just now is the first real evidence I’ve had to support a hunch.’

‘It makes no sense, though. Why would anybody bother to confess to an eighteen-year-old crime – let alone lie about it – when the case is closed and no one’s asking questions?’

Doyle shrugged. ‘That’s what I hoped you might be able to help me with. To be honest, sir, I’ve no idea what I’m looking for, but anything you can tell me about those few days might be useful.’ He seemed to sense Penrose’s interest and gestured to the file. ‘Would you like to read through what I’ve brought you?’

Penrose nodded, grateful for anything that would delay the moment when he had to look again at the film of his younger self, of Josephine alive and well. He had been shocked to see how different the real person – even a celluloid version – was from the image he carried in his mind; he had always taken it for granted that he remembered Josephine’s face clearly, but he realised now that it was just a memory – a poor imitation, a composite of so many years and moments that none of them was quite truthful. Slowly, imperceptibly, during the months since her death, he had begun to filter her more and more through his own imagination, and that was perhaps the biggest lie of all: her image did as it was asked, where as Josephine never had. ‘I need time to study it properly, though,’ he said. ‘Are you staying in town?’

‘Yes, at the Adelphi in Villiers Street.’

‘Then come and see me tomorrow at noon. I’ll answer any questions you have then.’ The American stood to leave, but Penrose held him back. ‘The earlier film reels from Portmeirion – they came from Mr Hitchcock, presumably?’

‘From his office, yes. I thought they might help jog your memory.’

‘And you said there was worse to come later in the footage. What did you mean?’

‘The most recent murders – the women on Hitchcock’s set. One of them was filmed as she died.’ He left the room without another word and closed the door softly behind him. Penrose walked over to the window and looked down into the street, waiting for the detective to emerge. The morning was oppressive; bland, grey cloud hung low in the sky as it did so often in July, daring the summer to show itself, offering heat but drawing the line at sun. Doyle loosened his tie and opened his shirt as he ran down the steps and out onto the Embankment, his jacket slung casually over his shoulder. He waited for a gap in the traffic, then crossed the road and sauntered off towards Hunger-ford Bridge, looking at the river with the unhurried eyes of a visitor. Penrose watched until he was no longer distinguishable in a crowd, then turned back to the room, where the rest of his professional life was waiting to be dismantled.

Half-heartedly, he stacked a few more papers and put some photographs in a box, unable to decide whether it was the warmth of the room or a more personal lethargy that made everything seem such an effort. There was a small pile of novels on a shelf next to his desk – he had always hated offices that bore no trace of the human being who worked in them – and he started to pack them away, but stopped when he got to a copy of Josephine’s final mystery, published after her death, its title page blank and impersonal. The book was barely touched, its pages as neat and new as the day he had bought it, and he still couldn’t bring himself to look inside. For Penrose, reading Josephine’s work had always been the next best thing to enjoying her company; it was like hearing her speak, so naturally did her voice come through in her prose. While The Singing Sands remained unread, it was as if there were one more conversation still to be had, one new thing to discover about her – and he wasn’t ready to run out of surprises yet where Josephine was concerned. He didn’t know if he ever would be.

Impatiently, he piled the rest of the books into a box with some other bits and pieces, abandoning any pretence at a system, and threw the box onto the floor by the door, then picked up the telephone and dialled another department. ‘Devlin? I want you to check all the information you gave me on Detective Tom Doyle. Find out how long he’s been in England and when he’s due back in Los Angeles. Talk to the Adelphi Hotel and see if he’s met anyone while he’s been staying there, or if he’s talked to anyone else here. And give North Wales a call – find out if he’s been asking questions about Portmeirion in 1936. If he has any connections at all with this country, I want to know about them.’ Penrose replaced the receiver and sat down at his desk, where the only items left now were Doyle’s files and a cup of coffee – cold and bitter, the only way he ever seemed to drink it. He opened the file and scanned the summary at the beginning of the report, then began to read the first few pages, astonished that – after eighteen years – he could still recall a voice that had been so brief a part of his life.

‘They say you always remember your first, but I wonder if that’s really true? You want me to tell you what happened, where it all began – and I’ll do as you ask, because it costs me nothing. But please don’t think it’s a burden I’ve carried all these years, or that confessing it now will be some sort of relief. It hasn’t kept me awake at night, and it doesn’t haunt my dreams. I can bring it to mind, of course I can, but it’s not forever with me in the way you seem to think it should be. Always remember. Never forget. It’s not quite the same thing.

‘It was summer, certainly; the air was sweet and warm and hopeful – a South of France sort of day. The headland was covered in trees, much as it is now, and they seemed to flaunt their own extravagance in a rich tangle of greens, unfolding for acres, all the way back to the old ferryman’s cottage. Even the trunks of long-dead pine trees – scattered along the shoreline, and slowly drained of their colour by the wind and sea – shone white and brilliant in the sunlight. The year had come of age, you might say – everywhere you looked, there was a tiny celebration of its beauty. We walked together along one of the paths that led up from the terrace, past the back of the old mansion house – faded and neglected then, a far cry from the rich man’s toy it is now. In those days, a long snarl of depressing laurel bushes lined that path, making any view of the sea impossible, but sheltering you from the eyes of the house long before you left the grounds. It was like a tunnel between two worlds, one restrictive and suffocating, the other exotic and adventurous. “Y Gwyllt”, they called it. “The Wild Place”. But for me, it was the safest place on earth. When I left it – when I was forced to leave – I carried it with me in my mind, a small pocket of silence and darkness to retreat to whenever I might need it. That interests you, I suppose. I wonder what you think it proves?

‘Anyway, it was a route we’d taken many times before. We both knew it by heart, and turned instinctively towards the densest part of the wilderness, deeper and deeper into the tight knot of woodland, he always a few steps ahead of me. There were some old hides in the woods, built originally for pheasant shoots, and I stopped by one for a moment to take a stone out of my boot; he looked back impatiently, and I felt a sense of power that was both daunting and exhilarating. The path grew narrower still as we moved forward, but eventually we reached the small circle of ground which they now call the cemetery. Everything was weed-choked and overgrown, a place where sunlight was a stranger, warmth an impossibility. There were only one or two graves there then, of course – or perhaps I should say only one or two that were marked. Still, the ground was covered with a carpet of fallen rhododendron petals, blood red and sinking slowly into the earth; a rehearsal, almost, for what was to come.

‘Did I know what I was going to do? That’s harder to answer truthfully after all these years, but yes, I think I knew. Not because I’d planned it, but because it had always been there – the violence, I mean. Let me make it easy for you: I wanted to hurt something; it didn’t much matter what or whom.

‘At first, he thought I was playing. I pushed him to the ground, but he twisted away and came back for more, eager to please and confident in our friendship. Then I kicked him, and I saw the first hint of confusion in his eyes, the first flicker of genuine fear. A second blow, harder this time, and he cowered in front of me, scarcely able to believe the betrayal. Looking back now, I think it was his refusal to struggle that made me so angry – somehow, it was all too easy. I grabbed his throat and slowly tightened my grip, breathing in the scent of damp leaves as I held him against the ground, scanning his face for an acknowledgement of the pain. It was over in seconds, and if the excitement had been more intense than anything I’d ever known, the disappointment was even greater. You see, it wasn’t just about the killing. It never has been. It was about the fear – the fear and the pain, and later the humiliation. And you know, they never last long enough. I suppose that’s what makes them precious.

‘Afterwards, his body disgusted me. I just wanted it out of my sight, and I looked round for the best place to get rid of it. Then, and only then, did I realise that she was watching me. She smiled. Actually, that’s what I remember most clearly of all. She smiled.’


PART TWO
 THE PLEASURE GARDEN

25 July 1936, Portmeirion


1

Josephine laughed, and lifted her sunglasses for a moment to look at him. ‘If that’s really what you think, I’m amazed they promoted you at all.’

‘It’s all right – they’ll never know.’ Archie smiled and poured them both another drink, and Josephine glanced beyond him to the end of the terrace. The lawns – dry and brittle with the heat, despite the gardener’s best efforts to defy the weather – culminated in a formal cascade, where water trickled lazily over rock-cut steps, exotically draped in mimosa, azalea and ferns; at the top, poised between two ornamental pillars, a man was operating an unwieldy-looking camera, and she watched him warily as he panned left to right, back from the estuary to the hotel and shoreline.

‘If I’d known we were going to be filmed all weekend, I’d have gone to Bournemouth,’ she said. ‘Aren’t there laws against that sort of thing, Chief Inspector?’

He lay back in his deckchair and closed his eyes. ‘He’s only doing location shots, apparently; they’re not for public consumption. Anyway, don’t knock it: most people would move heaven and earth to have their fortieth birthday immortalised by Alfred Hitchcock.’

‘Only a man would say that,’ she replied, a little tetchily. ‘No woman would want forty immortalised at all – we all hope to glide quietly through it while everyone’s looking the other way. But what have I got? The director of the moment closing in on every grey hair.’

‘It doesn’t really bother you, does it?’ Archie asked, surprised. ‘You barely look a day over thirty-nine.’

She laughed again, and moved her deckchair back so that Archie blocked her from the camera’s view. ‘No, I don’t suppose it does, but I’d rather not have to talk to the man and I’m certainly not in a negotiating mood. In fact, I’m beginning to wonder what Marta’s got me into.’

‘How is it her fault? I thought Hitchcock approached you through your publisher?’

‘He did, but only because Marta gave Mrs Hitchcock a proof copy of the book. Otherwise, A Shilling for Candles could have passed beautifully into oblivion like ninety-five per cent of the other crime novels published this year.’

‘You must be excited, though? He wants to put your novel on every cinema screen in the country.’ He lit a cigarette and looked at her in disbelief. ‘Even you can’t be immune to that, surely? You love films.’

‘I am excited about walking into the Playhouse in Inverness and seeing something I’ve written come to life on the screen. What worries me is everything that the book and I will have to go through to get there. The 39 Steps was barely recognisable by the time he’d finished with it.’

‘Good film, though, and I read somewhere that Buchan said Hitchcock’s was a better story.’ He grinned, unapologetic for being provocative. ‘I know it’s daunting: new opportunities always are. You’ve every reason to be scared.’ She glared at him, but didn’t argue. ‘Seriously, Josephine – everything Hitchcock touches at the moment is a triumph and it won’t be long before Hollywood lures him away. Think of what that could open up for you. You don’t have to get involved in the nonsense – just take the money and run if you like. But this could be a wonderful adventure. Grab it while you can and enjoy every minute. It doesn’t happen very often and it might never come your way again.’

‘You’re not working undercover for my agent, are you?’ she asked. ‘He’s terrified I’m going to be difficult about it. I can hear the panic in his voice every time I speak to him.’ She paused for a moment, absent-mindedly watching as a flock of wildfowl flew low over the water. ‘You’re right, though – about the adventure, and about my being scared. It just feels so alien. At least theatre is familiar.’

‘It is now, perhaps, but it wasn’t always like that. When Richard of Bordeaux went into rehearsals, you sat in the stalls and trembled every time Johnny looked at you. Eighteen months later, he was virtually begging you for a role and you gave it to someone else. It’ll be the same with this. God help Hitchcock or any other director once you’ve found your feet. I don’t think you’ll be seeing the film in Inverness, though,’ he teased, knowing how much she hated any hint of publicity. ‘It’ll be a London premiere with the great and the good.’

Josephine grimaced. ‘Then trust me – I’ll be seeing it in Inverness. There’ll be chewing gum on the seats, a slightly un-washed air about the place and people talking constantly in the row behind. You can come with me if you like. It’ll give Mrs McPherson something to talk about while she’s selling the KiaOra. My solitary visits are always a disappointment to her.’ She drained her glass, savouring the sharp, cold tang of the lemonade. ‘Anyway, it might never get that far, and I don’t want to think about it at the moment. My idea of a birthday is not to move a muscle – no, not even an eyelash – until I have to.

 

That’s why I chose to come here: laziness is almost a requirement.’

And one that was surprisingly easy to comply with, Archie thought, glancing round at the other guests. It wasn’t just the heat of late July that made everyone so reluctant to move far: there was a pleasantly languid atmosphere about Portmeirion that made it very easy to do nothing, and even he – who made restlessness an art – was seduced by it. Relaxing on the white-railed terrace with the sun on his face and the water flowing gently past, he could almost believe he was on board a transatlantic liner. ‘We may as well make the most of it,’ he said. ‘It won’t be long before our peace is shattered. I love my cousins dearly, but neither of them could be described as restful.’

Archie’s cousins, Lettice and Ronnie Motley, were two of Josephine’s closest friends, but she knew what he meant: although still in their early thirties, the sisters were among the most successful theatre designers in the West End, but they had a habit of carrying the drama of the stage with them wherever they went. She shaded her eyes with her hand and peered at the clock on the Bell Tower over to her left, which obliged her by striking two. ‘What time are they due?’ she asked.

‘Lettice promised to be here for tea. They’re driving down.’

‘All the way from London? It’s a full day’s journey by car.’

‘No. They stayed overnight at the Mytton and Mermaid, just outside Shrewsbury. You know – the pub Clough bought as a halfway house for people travelling here from town.’

‘Yes, I’ve heard Ronnie mention it. Isn’t there a cocktail waiter she’s particularly fond of ? She told me she admires his French 75.’

‘Quite. So we’ll be lucky if they arrive at all. What about Marta and Lydia?’

‘I’m not sure now. They changed their plans to go to Stratford. Lydia wanted to catch up with some old friends of hers who have connections with the Swan. I think she’s hoping to do a rep season with them in the autumn. Marta had obviously resigned herself to a long week. I never knew it was possible to sound so weary in a telegram. And you can imagine the pressure she’s under to arrange an introduction to the Hitchcocks. Lydia’s never quite forgiven Johnny for landing that role in Secret Agent and not squeezing her in through the back door.’

‘Johnny might call the shots in the West End but that doesn’t give him any clout at Elstree.’

‘I know, but Lydia’s not inclined to see reason where work’s concerned. I suppose I’ll know how Johnny feels when A Shilling for Candles comes up for discussion.’

‘What role could you offer her if the negotiations go well? Christine Clay?’

‘A dead actress? With friends like that, who needs agents?’

Archie laughed. ‘Yes, I suppose she would be hoping for a speaking part, at least.’ He held up her empty glass. ‘Another?’ She nodded. ‘Same again or something stronger?’

‘Same again. It’s too hot for anything else.’

He walked back to the hotel and Josephine watched as he picked his way carefully between the tables on the crowded upper terrace, envying the way he seemed to acquire a tan by simply glancing at the sun. Across to her left was Portmeirion village, set slightly apart from the hotel but close enough to feel enclosed within the same enchanted world. The Bell Tower stood majestic as the skyline’s crowning glory, and other buildings – self-contained cottages or serviced rooms which acted as an extension of the main hotel – gathered round its base, each one strikingly but subtly coloured. Not for the first time, Josephine admired the way in which the man-made buildings followed the natural contours of the rocks, as though a small pocket of Italy had been casually sewn into the Welsh landscape. She had spent a lot of time on the Continent, and the attempt to recreate it in North Wales could easily have been grotesque or vulgar, but somehow it avoided being either. Instead, Portmeirion remained unashamedly quixotic and dreamlike, partly because it refused to be embarrassed by its own romanticism, and partly because its architect, Clough Williams-Ellis, had managed to recreate the essence of Italy as well as its aesthetics: even the sun seemed to shine straight from the Mediterranean.

Uncomfortable though it made her to be involved, Josephine was not surprised that Hitchcock had decided to capture Portmeirion’s beauty for the screen. The village was its own film set and had everything that a director with flair and vision could ask for: beautiful architecture, rich in eccentric detail, with an open expanse of water on one side and the statuesque splendour of the Snowdonian mountains on the other. She looked back to the camera and saw that the man had begun the laborious task of taking it down. Relieved, she settled back to wait for Archie, strangely unbothered by the way in which several complex aspects of her life threatened to collide over the weekend. Perhaps a fortieth birthday came with unexpected bonuses; if that was the case, she should have done it years ago.
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Jack Spence looked down onto the sea-washed terrace below – the old quayside, where ships used to be built – and noticed that the elegant, stuccoed building seemed to share its guests’ delight in the weather. The hotel gleamed in the afternoon sun, its white walls intensifying the heat, but all he saw was the house as it had been when he first visited, long before it was extended and opened to the public, before the name Portmeirion had even been invented: a dilapidated Victorian mansion, overshadowed by the cliff at its back. Behind him was the old walled garden, now fashioned into a small village green, with houses clustered around a tennis court and freshwater swimming pool. Only one of them had been here originally – the gardener’s old cottage, neat and tidy these days, its roof and lattice windows trimmed with a bright turquoise blue which emphasised the whiteness of the stone; it was pretty, certainly, but somehow less substantial than the run-down, neglected property he had known, and its perfection faded as he looked at it, no match for the picture in his head. He opened the case at his feet, which was packed, as always, with the tools of his trade: trick glass, filters, fine gauzes with different holes burnt into them by cigarettes – artistic effects designed to distort reality, to make life more interesting. Ironic, really, that none of these optical devices was ever as convincing as his own memory.

Idly, he loaded new film into the camera, enjoying for once the chance to work at his leisure, without a director breathing down his neck. He had no idea what Hitch was up to in staging this elaborate weekend, but he didn’t much care; it wouldn’t be the first time that the director had demanded his complicity in a practical joke on his colleagues, and, whilst he didn’t share Hitch’s childish sense of humour, it was a small price to pay for working with a consummate technician. He was the only director Spence knew who never had to look through the lens to know exactly what the cameraman was seeing, a man whose visual imagination was second to none, and who was never afraid to experiment. In the years they had worked together, Spence had never known Hitchcock to raise his voice or show any sign of anger – if, indeed, he ever felt it; the director had other, more subtle, ways of manipulating people, but that was his business. Power was seductive, and Spence could understand its attraction; he could see for himself how uncomfortable some people felt in front of the camera, how easy it was to make them insecure and desperate to please. Looking around at such a peaceful, privileged retreat, he wondered who the victims would be this time.
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Archie took a detour to his room to fetch Josephine’s birthday present, then headed downstairs to order the drinks. Like most corners of Portmeirion, the hotel bar was nothing if not unusual: tucked off the main hall and known as the Cockpit, the room was constructed entirely of timber from an old warship and decorated appropriately. Nautical charts, lanterns and ropes hung from the walls and ceiling; highly polished barrels served as tables; and time at the bar was called with a magnificent ship’s bell. The only jarring note was a dartboard to the right of the service hatch, which received a disapproving glance from the colourfully painted figurehead who dominated the room. The space reminded Archie of many a local pub in his native Cornwall, but it had a thoroughness which was typical of its creator: Clough was rarely satisfied with providing a flavour of something, and, were it not for the room’s reassuring stability, it would have been easy for him to believe he was on board the ship itself.

The Cockpit was always popular, and even now some guests preferred its character to the luxury of a summer’s day. Archie waited to be served, then ordered a pint of beer and another jug of lemonade.

‘Can’t help feeling we should all be drinking rum.’ A pleasant-faced young man sitting at the bar gestured to his surroundings. ‘This place is extraordinary.’

Archie smiled, remembering how magical he had found Portmeirion when it was new to him. ‘Is this your first visit?’ he asked.

‘Yes. I came to Wales all the time as a kid – my parents were in variety, and they did a summer season in Rhyl every year – but none of this was here then.’ Hegrinned. ‘Anyway, I’m not sure the stuff they put on would have fitted in very well. I’ve only been here a few hours, but it doesn’t seem to be a banjo and boater sort of crowd.’

‘I know what you mean. I’ve been a few times and I’ve yet to see a chorus girl.’

‘You can’t have everything, I suppose.’

Archie laughed. ‘No. A film party is more than enough to deal with.’

‘Tell me about it.’He lifted his glass. ‘That’s why I’m skulking down here – Dutch courage. I’ve got to meet Alfred Hitchcock later and I’m dreading it. You know what it’s like when you need to make an impression – you talk nonsense every time you open your mouth and trip over the carpet on your way out of the door. Thinking about it, my parents would have been proud of me.’ He held out his hand. ‘Daniel Lascelles.’

‘Nice to meet you. Are you an actor?’

Lascelles grinned. ‘Yes, although obviously not a household name.’

There was no hint of resentment in the remark, just a gentle self-mockery which Archie warmed to instantly. ‘You mustn’t use me to gauge your fame,’ he said. ‘In my line of work, we don’t get to the cinema very often. Are the Hitchcocks here yet?’

‘I think so. The barman wouldn’t tell me, but one of the other guests saw them checking in this morning. They’re staying in that cottage on the edge of the cliff, and we’re all summoned to dinner at eight.’

‘Then good luck – and watch that carpet.’ Archie picked up the drinks and took them outside. ‘I think I’ve found your Robert Tisdall,’ he said, sitting down. ‘Early twenties, charming, good-looking in that naive, English kind of way, and just the right amount of haplessness. Does the name Daniel Lascelles mean anything to you?’

‘Yes, he was in Evergreen with Jessie Matthews,’ Josephine said. ‘Younger than Robert Donat, but his cheekbones aren’t a patch on Derrick de Marney’s.’ She thought about the character in her book – an innocent man, accused of murder and on the run from the police. ‘Yes, I suppose he would be good. Now we need a young female lead for Erica and a dashing Inspector Grant. Unless you’d like to play yourself ? Grant is a thinly disguised version of you, after all.’

Archie didn’t dignify the remark with a response, but handed her the envelope he’d brought down from his room. ‘You’d better open this before everyone else arrives.’

Josephine looked at him curiously. ‘You’ve already given me a card.’

‘It’s not a card.’

She slit the paper open and shook the contents out onto her lap. ‘Tickets for the races,’ she said, delighted. ‘How fabulous! I haven’t been to Newmarket for years. But these are owners’ passes, Archie. Whose guest am I?’

‘No one’s.’ He grinned, and handed her a second envelope which had been concealed under the drinks tray. ‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

Bewildered, Josephine took out a photograph, scarcely daring to believe what he was telling her. The picture had been cut from a sale catalogue but she didn’t need to read the description to be convinced of the animal’s beauty. ‘You can’t have bought me a racehorse, Archie,’ she said, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice in case she had misunderstood the gift.

It was a very poor effort at restraint, and Archie laughed. ‘Actually, it’s half a racehorse,’ he admitted. ‘He’s called Timber, and you’re sharing him with a trainer friend of mine.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’ She got up to hug him. ‘Except thank you. How on earth did you manage it?’

‘By chance, really. You remember that case I was involved with a few years back in Newmarket?’

‘Yes, although you never told me much about it.’

‘They weren’t the sort of details I’d want to share with you. Someone had a grudge against one of the stables there and did some truly vile things, but we got to the bottom of it and the owner was so grateful that he kept in touch.’ Archie smiled. ‘In fact, he sent me some remarkably good tips over the years – not that I did anything about them. That wouldn’t have been right.’

‘No, of course not,’ Josephine said cynically.

‘He died recently – he must have been well into his seventies when I first met him. His trainer’s taking over the stables but on a much smaller scale, so some of the horses had to be sold off. I went up to see him and he offered to sell me a half-share in this chap because he was particularly keen to hang on to him.’ Archie looked embarrassed. ‘Don’t ask me if he’s any good or not. I don’t know the first thing about racehorses, but it might be fun for you to find out. The picture doesn’t do him justice,’ he added as she stared at him in disbelief, ‘but he’s a wonderful colour – dark chestnut, with three white socks and white markings on his face. I fell in love with him when I saw him.’

‘For God’s sake, Archie,’ she said, waving the photograph under his nose. ‘A yearling colt by Cold Steel out of Crafty Alice, and you don’t know whether he can run or not?’

‘Is that good, then?’

‘Good? It’s equine royalty. When can we go and see him?’

‘Whenever you like. I’ll take you over there to meet Bart – that’s your fellow owner – and you two can talk pedigrees while I find a decent pub.’

‘You won’t be so blasé about it when Timber starts to make you your money back. It’s a decent bookmaker you should be looking for.’

‘Don’t worry – I know one or two of those.’ He smiled at her. ‘I’m glad you’re pleased.’

‘Pleased isn’t the word. Really, Archie – you have no idea.

 

I’m so touched that you even thought of it. It’s a wonderful present.’

Archie looked back towards the village, his attention caught by the silky purr of an expensive engine. ‘An Alvis,’ he said. ‘Very nice.’ They watched as the car – sleek, low built and kingfisher-blue – drove rather more quickly than was sensible down the hill to the hotel and stopped outside reception.

‘Oh,’ Josephine said, acknowledging a sense of anticlimax as the driver got out. ‘I was expecting something rather more glamorous.’ The owner of the car was a middle-aged man, tall but carrying too much weight around the waist and wearing a crumpled linen suit that made no attempt to hide the fact. ‘Just shows how wrong you can be, doesn’t it?’ She looked closer as the driver removed his hat.‘ Isn’t that Leyton Turnbull?’

The man seemed vaguely familiar to Archie, but he would never have been able to summon up a name. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘but I’ll bow to your encyclopedic knowledge of matinee idols.’

‘Fallen idols,’ Josephine corrected him. ‘He’s never had much success since sound came in – the lisp was such a handicap. I’m surprised he can still afford a car like that.’

‘He must be back in favour if the Hitchcocks have invited him for the weekend.’

‘Just my luck,’ Josephine said despondently. ‘He’s probably in line for Alan Grant. Is there a police rank that doesn’t have an “s” in it?’ She sighed. ‘Have you actually seen the Hitchcocks yet?’

‘No, but I know they’re staying at the Watch House.’ He pointed to a small, single-storey building with a pantiled roof, perched on the cliff top just to the right of the Bell Tower.

 

Two columns on the seaward side of the cottage cleverly transformed an otherwise undistinguished building into an attractive loggia, rather like an old Greek monastery – an impression that was enhanced by the series of steep walled steps and stone resting places that linked it to the terraces below. ‘You’ll know about it when they want to make their presence felt. He makes quite an entrance.’

‘Have you met him?’

‘Once or twice. The first time must have been about ten years ago when he was making The Lodger.’

‘Did he want your professional advice on killers with a grudge against blondes?’

Archie laughed. ‘No, nothing like that. He came to the Yard to get permission to haul a body out of the Thames, but I’m afraid I had to refuse it.’ Josephine looked confused, so he explained. ‘He was desperate to do a shot of London at night, something you wouldn’t normally see, and he came up with the idea of dragging one of the victims out of the river against the backdrop of Charing Cross Bridge. He pestered us to let him do it – pulled every string he had and practically went to the Home Secretary. In the end, someone much higher than I was at the time let it be known that although the official answer was no, he wouldn’t be stopped if he tried it.’

‘I bet you were thrilled about that.’

‘For a bit, yes, but I had the last laugh.’

Josephine looked curious. ‘Go on.’

‘The crew turned up with all the equipment: two huge vans stuck in the middle of Westminster Bridge, and God knows how many lights and cameras. They were there for hours, holding up the traffic, stopping and starting every time a tram went past, until eventually Hitchcock was satisfied that he’d got the effect he wanted.’

‘So what went wrong?’

‘The cameraman forgot to check the equipment. When they looked through the rushes, the scene simply wasn’t there.’

‘Is that really true, or just a showbiz legend?’ Josephine asked. ‘Not that it matters – it’s too good a story.’

‘It’s gossip, obviously, but that shot certainly isn’t in the finished film. I went to see it to make sure.’

‘You’d better watch yourself this weekend, then. Hitchcock probably thinks you sabotaged the whole venture.’

‘Oh, he doesn’t remember me,’ Archie said. ‘He came back a couple of years later to do some research for Blackmail and he didn’t mention it. But don’t be too intimidated when you fin-ally meet him. He might be a genius, but he’s not infallible.’

‘Come to think of it, Marta always says he’d be lost without his wife,’ Josephine said. ‘I didn’t know this, but Alma Reville was senior to him when they first met. He was an errand boy at the studios, and she was already a cutter and producer’s assistant. He didn’t speak to her until two years later, when he had a better job than she did.’

‘How very modern of him,’ Archie said.

‘I don’t think it was like that. I get the impression that he needed to earn Alma’s respect before approaching her. Their marriage is a real partnership, apparently. She’s the one person he always listens to.’

‘Have you seen much of Marta lately?’

Josephine glanced at him, but the casualness of the question seemed genuine. Her relationship with Marta Fox – which she still refused to categorise, even for her own peace of mind – was the only part of her life that her friendship with Archie seemed unable to cope with. Or perhaps that was unfair: perhaps she had simply never given it the chance. Only once, just after Marta had unexpectedly come back into her life, had Josephine even tried to raise the subject with Archie, and he had reacted angrily; now, she sensed that he had begun to come to terms with his own feelings for her, but still she shied away from discussing it – and only partly to protect him. ‘We’ve had dinner a few times in London, usually after one of Lydia’s opening nights. And I went to Tagley for a weekend party in the spring, but it was a nightmare. Neveragain.’ Much against her better judgement, she had been persuaded to stay with Marta and Lydia at the cottage they owned in Essex, but being an observer of their day-to-day life together had done nothing to ease her guilt at undermining their relationship, or to soften her own loneliness.

‘How is she getting on with Lydia?’

‘Fine, I think. To be honest, I haven’t really asked. We haven’t had the chance to talk properly.’

‘Why not? I can’t believe you couldn’t have engineered a way of seeing her without Lydia, so what are you afraid of ?’ She said nothing, and he looked at her with concern. ‘I’m not trying to force you to talk to me about this, Josephine, but wouldn’t it help? You and Marta obviously care about each other, but you’re not free to be with her and she’s with someone else – that can’t be easy.’

‘Of course it isn’t, but it’s not fair of me to expect you to . . .’ She was interrupted by the sound of another car coming down the hill. It came to an abrupt stop outside the hotel, dangerously close to the Victorian balustrade, and they watched as Ronnie peeled herself away from the passenger seat and struggled out of the car, recovering sufficiently to deliver a healthy kick to one of the front tyres. Josephine glanced at Archie. ‘Not the most enjoyable of journeys, by the look of it.’

‘No, but impeccably timed as usual.’ He looked at her suspiciously. ‘I’m beginning to think you pay them to turn up on cue.’
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Leyton Turnbull stood at the front desk of the hotel, waiting to check in. He drummed his fingers irritably on the oak as the man on duty dealt in a leisurely fashion with an elderly couple’s dinner reservation, and wondered where the bar was; half past two in the afternoon was no time to be sober, but he had decided against stopping for a drink on the way, cowed into restraint by the importance of the weekend. There was time for a quick one now, though, and perhaps he could hook up with someone he knew. He scoured the terraces and peered through the doorway into the main building, but could see no one he recognised.

‘Good afternoon, sir. I’m sorry to keep you waiting.’

Turnbull grunted impatiently. ‘I’m with Mr Hitchcock’s party.’

The man waited a few seconds, then, when nothing else was forthcoming, said tactfully: ‘Could you just remind me of your name, sir?’

‘It’s Turnbull. Leyton Turnbull.’

‘Of course.’ He glanced briefly down a list of names, and took a key from the board behind him. ‘You’re in Government House, sir, just to the left of the Bell Tower. Your suite’s on the top floor.’ Turnbull followed his gesture and saw an apricot-coloured building with a red hipped roof, the largest and most normal-looking structure on the cliffside. ‘I’ll get someone to take you across now.’

‘Don’t bother – I can see where it is. Just drop my luggage off and make sure my car’s parked safely.’

‘Certainly, sir. The garages are back up the hill on the right-hand side, and she’ll be perfectly safe there.’ He picked up the keys that Turnbull had slid across the desk. ‘We’ll keep these here until you need them. I’m James Wyllie, the hotel’s manager, and if there’s anything I can do this weekend, just let me know.’

‘You could start by telling me where the bar is.’

‘Through the hallway and on the right, just before the stairs. If I could ask you to sign in?’

Turnbull took the pen and was fumbling in his pocket for his glasses when a young girl joined him at the desk. ‘Mr Turnbull? I had no idea you were going to be here. How nice to see you.’ He looked at her face – not strikingly beautiful, but warm and open in a way that made glamour irrelevant – but couldn’t place it. She smiled. ‘Astrid Lake,’ she said. ‘We worked together on Dancing Days but I wouldn’t expect you to remember me. I was only fifteen, and hopefully I’ve changed a little since then.’

Certainly, the intervening years had been enough to wipe out any traces of the child he remembered from that film. Her voice no longer had the unpleasant whining quality that signalled immaturity, and the roundness was gone from her features; most importantly, she seemed to have shed the child without losing the innocence, and it was a remarkably attractive combination. ‘More than a little, Miss Lake,’ he said, taking her hand, ‘and definitely for the better. I only wish I could say the same, but at my age another year is rarely an improvement.’ She laughed politely, but hadn’t yet learnt the professional insincerity which a denial would have required, and he noticed the staff at the reception desk exchange a sly smile. He had been about to invite the actress for a drink but something stopped him, something about her freshness and youth that made him feel world-weary, even ashamed. Instead, he simply asked, ‘Are you here for the weekend?’

‘Yes. Mr Hitchcock’s office called my agent last week with the invitation. I couldn’t . . .’ The rest of her sentence was lost in a volley of barking from the hallway and a small Jack Russell ran into reception, trailing its lead. Astrid bent down to catch it but the dog slipped through her grasp and made straight for Turnbull’s ankles. Without thinking, he kicked it away, catching the side of its face with his foot, and the girl looked at him in surprise.

‘Still the same old Leyton Turnbull, I see. Preying on children and small animals.’ It was the sort of voice that would have cut through any crowd, even without an insult to help it. There was an embarrassed silence, during which Astrid Lake flushed and excused herself from the room, and the staff at reception glanced nervously at each other. The only person who seemed in control was the woman who had spoken, and Turn-bull turned round in astonishment.

‘Bella Hutton,’ he said, recovering quickly and glaring at her. ‘No party’s complete without the bitch.’

Reluctantly, Wyllie started to come out from behind his desk but Bella waved him back. ‘It’s all right. I only ever spare Mr Turnbull one line at a time. It’s all he can cope with, on or off screen.’ She picked the dog up and caught the arm of a waitress who was passing through the foyer with a tray of dirty crockery from the terrace. ‘I’ll have tea in the Mirror Room,’ she said. Already hot and bothered, the waitress seemed about to answer back but caught the eye of her manager and decided against it. Bella Hutton watched her go and put a hand on Turnbull’s arm. ‘Try that one,’ she whispered in his ear. ‘She’s more your type.’

Angrily, he shook her off. ‘Tell Mr Hitchcock I’m here,’ he snapped over his shoulder as he headed for the bar. ‘He’ll want to know.’

Bella started to leave but Wyllie cleared his throat. ‘Dogs aren’t strictly allowed in the hotel’s public rooms, Miss Hutton.’

She turned and beamed at him. ‘And I’m not strictly inclined to pay my bill, Mr Wyllie. Shall we both see how we feel in the morning?’ The Mirror Room was next door, and Bella hesitated in the doorway before going in. It had been such a long time since she was last in this house – nearly twenty years – but she was less disoriented by what had changed than by how much had remained the same. These days, the room was used mostly for coffee after dinner. Its jade and gold decor was new and immaculately presented, if far too fussy for her taste, but – unlike much of the hotel – the fundamental structure of the space was exactly as it had always been, and its main feature was as startling and impressive as ever: the enormous, gilt-edged mirrors covered most of the walls, making the room seem much larger than it really was and filling it with light. There was no one else about and Bella walked across to the fire-place, her footsteps echoing on the polished floor just as they had on her last visit. The stone surround was elaborate and a little incongruous, with the solemn figure of a monk on either side and a frieze of cherubs and angels along the mantelpiece. She bent down to look more closely at the carving on the left and ran her finger over the damaged stone. Such a small mark for so much anger, but still there – lasting and hidden like the pain it represented. Was she the first to seek it out this weekend, she wondered, or had other fingers traced that scar, remembering?

The dog in her arms struggled to be put down, and Bella took a table by the window. She looked out across the estuary to a substantial house on the opposite shoreline, separated from Portmeirion by a mile and a half of water, but linked to the old mansion by memory. The village’s distinctive skyline was reflected in the mirror to her right, but she was more interested in the image of Astrid Lake, sitting alone at the edge of the terrace. She seemed lost and suddenly very young, and Bella realised that her anger in reception had had unforeseen casualties. She remembered how she had felt when her own career was new and uncertain, how difficult it had been to maintain an air of confidence whilst desperately looking for a friend on every set, and she went outside to make amends. ‘Miss Lake, I owe you an apology,’ she said. ‘Leyton Turnbull deserves to be humiliated, but you don’t. Will you join me for tea?’ Astrid hesitated, and Bella added. ‘I don’t blame you for thinking twice about it, but – contrary to what some people will tell you – I’m not always a bitch.’

The girl smiled. ‘I’m sure there are times when you have to be and secretly we all admire you for it, so please don’t disillusion me.’

‘You’ll risk it, then?’

‘Of course.’

‘Do you mind if we go back inside? I hate the heat.’

Astrid shook her head and followed Bella into the hotel. ‘How’s your dog?’ she asked.

‘Chaplin? More robust than he looks. He’s like most men – never learns from past disappointments and has a rather distorted view of what he can take on, especially in hot weather.’ They sat down, and the waitress arrived with the tea. ‘Another cup,’ Bella said without looking at her. She wiped her brow and pointed across the water to the hills in the distance. ‘There’s a storm coming. The sooner it gets here, the better.’

‘Not for a while, surely? This heat feels as though it will go on for ever.’

‘It’s always like that. Then the clouds appear from nowhere, and the storm is as fierce as you’ll see – biblical, almost.’ She poured tea and handed the cup to Astrid. ‘And there’s nothing like the morning after. If you think this place is beautiful now, you should see it immediately after rain: the colours are so intense, the landscape so fresh and – well, cleansed. If I were a religious woman, I’d read something into that.’

‘It sounds like you know it well.’

‘We go back a long way, although I’ve neglected it recently.’ It was ironic, she thought, that this resort – used by so many as a sanctuary from their everyday lives – should be the burden that refused to leave her. ‘My family had connections with this part of the world.’ She could have used a more emotive word, but she had no wish to allow a stranger into
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