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            The sky above our heads was inky black. But the sky on the horizon was not dark at all. It was shot with crimson, like a splash of blood. And the ashes blew towards us with the salt wind from the sea.

            Rebecca, Daphne du Maurier
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         The road was long and dreary, at least to my ten-year-old eyes. I was used to a life of colour, and I found its absence puzzling: vast grey skies that weighed heavily on the day; the dark fenland soil, stretching for miles on either side; a ribbon of tarmac, scarcely wide enough to hold the car. Every now and then, the monotony was broken by a house with a brightly painted fence or a thicket of green, but those moments were rare, and, when they came, only emphasised the blandness of the world around them. It depressed me, that landscape, for reasons I would have found hard to explain; the house itself was a happy place, but the journey never failed to make me sad.

         ‘Daphne?’ My father’s voice was sharp, as it always was when he found me quiet or withdrawn, too lost in a world that didn’t involve him. He caught my eye in the rear-view mirror and smiled, still happy and affectionate in those early years. I sat in the back of the car, sandwiched contentedly between my sisters, listening as he and my mother talked about the friends they were going to visit, the children we would get along so well with, the adventures we would have in a house so much bigger than our own. He was right about the house. Dear old Milton, the essence of Manderley – a fine country mansion, set in sprawling parkland and loved by one family for generations. Milton was as open as Manderley would be secretive, her life lived robustly in the present moment, but the spirit of those rooms found its way so easily to the pages of Rebecca, as vivid to me then as at our first meeting, on that summer’s day when the war was grinding slowly to a close. 

         The journey seemed interminable, but at last we entered the grounds by a single-storey lodge, its windows wide open and a family’s washing hung on the line in a neat, enclosed garden. The driveway didn’t twist and turn like Manderley’s; its bushes weren’t hostile or menacing; instead, the lane cut politely through ground that rose and fell, flanked by heavily wooded plantations kept firmly within their boundaries. By the time the trees cleared, the sun had burned through and we emerged into a different, cloudless day. In keeping with the fairy tale, another building appeared up ahead, a sort of miniature chapel made from honeyed stone, with little turrets and a circular window above the door – Gothic, I would say now, but back then it seemed too strange and too magical to be so easily classified. The building fascinated me, but it held no novelty for my parents and we drove quickly past, stopping only at a crossways where several drives met. I heard my father mutter something about Piccadilly Circus; to this day, I don’t know if it was a joke or if that’s what the junction is really called.

         The car swung with a flourish onto the gravel at the front of the house, and there it was before me for the first time – elegant rather than imposing, with handsome Elizabethan stonework and a host of mullioned windows, embattlements and attic rooms that seemed to promise adventure. I’m not sure I can say why it made such an instant and lasting impression on me. Perhaps it was simply the exhilarating freedom of childhood and the first big house I had known, or the feeling – so tangible during the war – that our world was hovering on the brink of change. Lately, I’ve begun to think that it was more than that, even then; a premonition of some kind, a certainty that what happened while we were there – innocent, illusory, never fully understood – would eventually touch us all. 

         There were glasshouses and a walled garden nearby, and a stable block adjoined the house. As we got out of the car, hot and sticky from the drive, I could hear the sound of horses’ hooves, and – in the distance, somewhere over to my left – a fountain. The tranquillity barely had time to register before it gave way to other noises growing louder through the trees, the choke of an engine and the crunch of heavy tyres over stones. Behind us, the door of the house flew open and five or six people emerged, but they were not the family that my parents had described; they were women in nurses’ uniforms and men dressed in khaki, and they looked at us with annoyance, as if we were in the way. My father drew me protectively towards him, and I felt the heat of his hand on my shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Daphne,’ he said. ‘The house is a hospital for the war, but there’s nothing to be frightened of. They’re taking care of our boys, making them strong again.’

         In spite of his reassurance, I remember thinking at the time that the war was coming straight towards me, that the invasion we’d been conditioned to fear had finally arrived. There were five vehicles in all, three ambulances and two open-topped buses, and, from where I was standing, the convoy looked as if it were forcing its way through the line of lush, green laurel bushes. As it drew closer, the atmosphere amongst the men on board seemed to sap every bit of hope from the day. Some of the soldiers hung their heads, and all I could see was the top of a helmet; others leant quietly against their neighbour for support. A foreign sun had tanned their skin as it had bleached the colour from their clothes, and rusted blood stains stood out against white rags, incongruous in the English countryside. What struck me most, I recall, was how dirty they were, like animals rolling in a field. I could never have known at that age how apt a comparison it was. 

         The walking wounded disembarked in a muddle of boots and elbows and breath, and the exhaust fumes that had been so overpowering were replaced by the pungent smell of sweat and leather. They stood bewildered in a group, waiting for someone to tell them what to do while their less fortunate colleagues were unloaded gently but efficiently from the ambulances and taken into the Hall first. I remember wondering why my father had called them boys when they seemed so old and defeated. As I stared, unable to help myself, I locked eyes with the man on the nearest stretcher, his sunburnt face stark against the pillow, the mud of the trenches still thickly encrusted on his boots. I felt myself flush, but the soldier simply looked back, doggedly blank, as if the world I belonged to was something he had long ago lost touch with.

         We were rescued by my mother’s friend – kind and gracious and ethereal, like something from a Barrie play. She swept us through the house to the family’s wartime quarters, a modest set of rooms between the kitchen and what was now an operating theatre, and I could see by the look on my parents’ faces how much had been lost in the relinquishing of privacy and comfort. To my sisters and me, though, the hustle and bustle seemed noble and exciting, an adventure in which we could share without any noticeable hardship to our own lives. My earliest memories from inside the house are jumbled now, and some seem more dreamlike than others: men in loose-fitting convalescent uniforms, huddled round one end of a dining table while a butler looked on; a group of soldiers playing billiards under a Rembrandt; rows of empty deckchairs stretched out along the south terrace; dishes piled high with mashed potato. I remember very clearly the banter and the coughing, the clatter of knives and forks and the scraping of chairs across polished floors. When we got to the family’s private dining room, which had pink and white walls and an enormous clock built into the fireplace, we ate delicate food off plates that were painted with birds.

         After lunch, we were told to run along and play while the grown-ups talked. The hospital areas were strictly out of bounds, but the gardens and family rooms would be ours to explore for the duration of our stay. If we’d done as we were told, the afternoon would have passed innocently enough, I suppose, but our guide was a pale-faced little boy who seemed unfazed by the invasion of his home, and he was as eager to break the rules as we were to lead him astray. Within minutes, we found ourselves in a long gallery which had been transformed into a ward. I waited to be shooed away, but the nurses smiled at the boy of the house, obviously used to seeing him there, and nobody asked us to leave. The room was naturally light and airy, decorated in a restful green with white stucco leaves and ribbons; generations of the family looked down at us from the walls, but their disapproving stares were obscured now by bed railings and medical equipment, and the essential femininity of the room jarred with those who occupied it. There was an air of calm about it, and I wondered how it must feel to these men to come from the world of blood and dirt that I had glimpsed outside to this haven of peace, where the only disturbance was the shaking and folding of a sheet, the scrubbing of a floor. Every now and then, a cry of pain rose above the ordinary sounds of the afternoon, and a nurse moved silently to one of the beds, a red cross emblazoned on her chest. Another sat by a soldier’s side, her face close to his as he struggled to dictate a letter home, and I found myself imagining what he might be saying and who was waiting anxiously for those words. I was so caught up in my own invented world that I didn’t notice the others leave.

         Less brave on my own, I went back to the hallway to look for my sisters, but they were nowhere in sight. There was a breeze coming from the end of the passage, so I went towards it, hoping to find a way out to the garden and drawn, in any case, to the sound of a gramophone. This room was smaller than the converted ward, but just as light and pleasant, with pillars at intervals all the way down and a sarcophagus filled with ferns in the centre. It led out to the terrace, and the French doors were all wide open, their curtains billowing gently. Some of the soldiers were resting under awnings in the open air. Beyond them, on the lawn in front of the house, others played croquet, the blue of their uniforms patriotically offset by red ties and white lapels. Those inside painted a less cheerful picture, their injuries more obvious, their manner more subdued – brave, vital young men, reduced to knitting or playing chess. One in particular caught my attention, seated in a wheelchair next to the window with a blanket across his lap. Another man was at the table with him – not a soldier, because his uniform was brown and drab, and not a doctor, although he was obviously caring for the patient, intent on helping him to construct a model house from matchsticks – and it was this that captivated me rather than the men themselves. As I watched, the soldier’s hand slipped, knocking down the roof section that he had been working on, and he swept the matches onto the floor in frustration. Undeterred, his friend picked them up and managed to coax a smile, then the process began again. He glanced up and caught sight of me watching from the doorway, and I didn’t hesitate when he beckoned me over and invited me to take a closer look. His voice was beautiful – soft and lyrical, with a lightness to it that made me think of the sun dancing over water.

         The model was exquisite, a miniature replica of Milton that somehow seemed more real than the building we were standing in. He smiled when he saw my delight in it, and turned it this way and that to show me the detail – the bays and the central porch that we had entered by, the softer south side that I had yet to see, the chimneys and parapets. Everything was perfectly proportioned, so vivid and lifelike that I half expected to see a figure at one of the windows, and I watched as he showed the soldier how to cut the matches to form joints for the angled rooftops, waiting patiently while he got the hang of it. There was a sheaf of papers on the table, designs for all sorts of models drawn carefully to scale, and he pushed them towards me to look through, then gave me his name and asked for mine. 

         ‘Are you a clever girl, Daphne?’ he asked, when we had chatted about my family and what we were doing there. I’d often been told that I was, so I answered truthfully, without hesitation, and he smiled. ‘Then would you do something for me?’

         He reached into his trouser pocket and took out another model, this time of the Gothic folly that had intrigued me so much on the way in. It was even smaller in scale than the miniature of the Hall, but its features were perfectly formed, and my face must have lit up as I studied the spires and arches that had disappeared too quickly through the window of the car, hardly able to believe that something so delicate could exist. ‘I made this for someone who’s not very well, but I’ll get in trouble if I leave the ward. Would you deliver it for me if I tell you where to go?’ I hesitated, unsure of the vast house and labyrinthine corridors that were still so strange to me, but he had the measure of a curious ten-year-old. ‘I’ll make you one just like it if you’ll do this for me – but keep it to yourself, do you understand?’

         Who doesn’t love being part of a secret? The challenge was almost as irresistible as the bribe, and anyway, I wanted to please this clever, gentle young man who could apparently do magic; there could be nothing wrong, I told myself, in such an act of kindness. I took the present and listened carefully as he told me where to go, then he squeezed my shoulder and wished me luck. ‘Come and tell me when you’ve done it,’ he said, ‘and thank you, Daphne.’ I turned to look back from the doorway, wanting, I suppose, a last scrap of encouragement, but he was already engaged with the soldier again, talking to him as if he were the only other person in the world, and I wondered briefly what it must be like to have that sort of attention. Disappointed, I hurried to the main hallway before I could forget the directions he had given me. That huge staircase, with its gilded, wrought-iron banisters, still seems grand to me, even now, but it was a thousand times more daunting to a child, and I felt very small as I climbed timidly up to the first landing, where a lead-paned window looked out over parkland and grazing sheep. The stairs split to left and right and I hesitated for a while, waiting for a nurse to pass me and hoping that I wouldn’t be challenged, then glancing in both directions and taking the right-hand side as instructed. The window leads threw crisscross patterns onto the walls and carpet as I climbed another short flight of steps and found myself at the head of a long, narrow corridor with closed doors on either side – never had I seen so many closed doors. A welcome shaft of light came from the window at the end and I moved forward slowly, conscious of the alternating patches of sun and shade on my face, counting the doors carefully to make sure I chose the right one. When I was certain, I reached up towards the handle, startled for a moment by the silhouette of my own hand against the wood, enlarged and distorted in the shadows.

         It should have occurred to me that someone else might be in the room, but I was too intent on my mission to stop and think. The door was opened from the inside before I had a chance to touch it, and I was confronted by a woman dressed entirely in black, a crucifix hanging at her neck. I had no idea who she was, of course, and I never knew her name, but she stood looking down at me, an expression of pure hatred on her face, and instinctively I put my hands behind my back, hoping to hide the model. I wanted to run, but she seemed to hold me with that stare. Forced to articulate her now, I find myself automatically falling back on the words that were always in my mind when I wrote Danvers – the hollow eyes, the white skull’s face, a child’s view of the witch from a fairy tale. Was she really like that? Those memories may or may not be real and I have no way, now, of knowing, but – accurate or not – they refuse to be shaken. How foolish of me to imagine that I had ever made her up.

         She asked me who I was and what I was doing there, her voice taut with anger, and I backed away down the corridor. My silence only infuriated her more, and, as she stretched out her hand to shake the answers from me, I found my feet and ran. Everything is a blur after that, although I know that she followed me as far as the stairs, shouting as she went, and I know I heard a noise like the crack of a whip soon afterwards – but I was too desperate to get outside to consider what that might have been, and, in any case, as soon as the sun hit my face and I saw my sisters playing on the lawn, the whole thing seemed like a terrible dream. I never told anyone what had happened, not even Angela or Jeanne. For a while, I dreaded bumping into my magician and having to admit that I had failed him, but I needn’t have worried: I never spoke to him again, and eventually he faded from my thoughts. Until today, I had no idea what became of him, no notion that – in a very different way – he had worked his magic for me a second time. I wonder if he made the connection, or if he even remembered the clever little girl who let him down.

         When I saw the model of the Hall again, a few days into our stay at Milton, it had been smashed to pieces, although I don’t know by whom. I still have the miniature he gave me, a gift made for another, and it was wrong of me to keep it. It’s there on the bookshelf, next to the jay’s feather from the woods at Menabilly and the photograph of my father in his dressing room, and every time I look at it now I can’t help but wonder if I could have changed things. If I’d got there earlier, if I hadn’t hesitated on the stairs, if I’d been braver in facing her, would the years have turned out differently? But that was in the past, I tell myself. The trick, as most of us know, is to keep it there.
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         The boat train pulled slowly into its designated platform by the side of the ocean dock, and Josephine breathed a sigh of relief, taking more pleasure than she would ever have believed possible from the prospect of leaving the country. The sense of anticipation amongst the passengers had built steadily during the short journey from Waterloo to Southampton, and now that they were within walking distance of the ship that would take them across the Atlantic, some could barely contain their excitement. She wished her own emotions were that simple, but this impatience to get underway had very little to do with the romance of travel or the thrill of America. Whichever way she looked at it, the ticket that she clutched in her hand smacked of running away, but she didn’t care. For the moment, all she longed for was to see Marta again, and to put as much distance as she could between herself and the memories of the last few days.

         Her conversations with Archie were sporadic and subdued on the way down, neither of them wanting or needing to make small talk. A sombre mood had fallen across the whole country as months of fear and speculation suddenly became a reality, but not even the outbreak of a new war could eclipse a more personal horror. Her friendship with a police detective meant that she was never far away from the sadness of his job: even when Archie couldn’t talk about a case explicitly, the tragedy of one murder enquiry or another invariably governed his moods and shaped his outlook on the world; this time, for Josephine, the anguish had been closer to home – the abduction of a child in a place she had come to love. Perhaps not surprisingly, she was struggling to come to terms with a gnawing sense of loss and betrayal. ‘I’m glad you came to see me off,’ she said, as Archie lifted her bag down from the luggage rack.

         ‘So am I.’

         They had a shorthand, she and Archie, and she didn’t need to explain that it helped to be with someone who had lived through those events, even if they didn’t discuss them, who understood how tainted and responsible she felt, no matter how irrational that might be. He smiled at her, but whatever he was about to add was lost in a flurry of activity on the train. People began to push towards the doors, eager to get a first glimpse of the ship that had rarely been out of the news since she was launched into the Clyde, five years ago almost to the day, and Josephine and Archie joined them. By now, the Queen Mary’s statistics were legendary – taller than the Eiffel Tower, faster than any ship in her class, bigger than the Titanic – and they allowed themselves to be swept along with the other passengers, caught up in the swell of chatter and expectation. There was a dramatic hush when the liner suddenly came into view, towering above the transit sheds and dwarfing dockside cranes until they looked like something from Gulliver’s Travels. The huge, black bulk of the hull, stretching off into the distance, seemed menacing rather than romantic, and Josephine found it hard to believe that something so colossal could float at all. Once the initial impact had passed, though, she saw beyond the boat’s sheer size to the beauty of her lines and the majesty of her presence, and understood exactly why the nation took such pride in her. Although she was built for an English company, it was Scotland who had given her life, but not without a struggle. Josephine remembered seeing the photographs of the half-built shell in the newspapers, slowly rusting to death in its shipyard, such a striking symbol of the hardship and poverty of those Depression-ridden years. Many feared that she would never be completed, but they had been proved wrong, and – when the prosperity of the country improved and work on the ship began again – she became just as potent an emblem of hope and a better future. It seemed to Josephine that the Queen Mary had been asked to stand for a lot in her short life, designed in peacetime to link the old world with the new; she might epitomise the style and elegance of the decade that was drawing to a close, but now it was her strength and unconquerable spirit that wartime Britain needed.

         ‘Extraordinary, isn’t she?’ Archie said admiringly. ‘Perhaps there’s hope after all if we’re capable of something like this. Let’s get you on board.’

         That was obviously going to be more easily said than done. In spite of the size of the boat and the length of the quay, the crowds seemed too big for both and it was difficult to do anything more than inch slowly forward. ‘There won’t be many more crossings now,’ Archie said, shielding Josephine from the worst of the crush. ‘People are obviously getting out while they can.’

         He was right, and Josephine felt naïve for failing to notice a change of mood between the train and the pier. She looked more carefully at the other passengers, listening to the voices around her, and saw instantly that a good proportion of the tickets were likely to be one way – Jewish families fleeing the Nazis or Americans returning home while there was still a commercial ship that would take them. The outward appearance of luxury and pleasure was as robust as ever – smiling stewards in pristine uniforms, trolleys of expensive-looking luggage – but there were pockets in the crowd where a sense of urgency had replaced the carefree. For a moment, it felt unreal to her, and the idea of sailing into the unknown took on a completely different connotation, something rather less like a blessing. ‘Are you all right?’ Archie asked, touching her arm.

         She nodded, and they pressed on towards a series of covered gangways that sloped gently up from the quayside, the words ‘RMS Queen Mary’ emblazoned proudly on the canvas. A purser stood in the gangway, checking tickets, and he welcomed Josephine aboard as if she were the most important person ever to travel with Cunard, then directed her to the lifts that would take her to the state rooms. Her cabin was on B Deck, which – apart from a variety of hairdressing and beauty salons – seemed to be made up entirely of passenger accommodation. As she walked along brightly lit corridors, looking for the number that matched her ticket, she glanced through the open doors of cabins that had yet to be occupied, noticing that – although united by a feeling of luxury and sophistication – each one was designed differently and had its own distinct character.

         ‘Do you think anyone would notice if I came with you?’ Archie asked, as they passed a particularly enticing suite with gleaming chrome surfaces and art deco sculpture.

         ‘Virginia might have something to say about it. Marta, too, if I’m honest.’

         ‘I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anything quite so opulent. I hope you don’t get used to it, or I won’t be able to take you anywhere once you’re back.’

         Josephine laughed. ‘There’s no need to worry about that. I’ve blown far too many of my savings on this ticket. It was a bit reckless, I suppose, with everything so uncertain, but a once in a lifetime trip suddenly felt like now or never.’

         Her own cabin, when they eventually found it, was lavish in a more traditional way, with rich, warm woods and gentle lamplight. A marquetry panel above the bed pictured ducks flying over a lake, and a flower-patterned rug competed for attention with three vases of the real thing, fresh chrysanthemums in autumnal shades that complemented the colours of the room. Every convenience had been thought of – plenty of storage space and a thermos jug and telephone recessed into their own alcoves – but there was also a light system above the outer door if she needed to summon a steward. She put her bag down on one of the four polka dot chairs that had been arranged around the room, and gestured to Archie to sit down. ‘I don’t know how many people they think I’m going to be entertaining, but you might as well make yourself at home when they’ve gone to all this trouble.’ The room was more spacious than she had feared, and a large mirror opposite the bed made it feel bigger still; even so, she felt a little claustrophobic, and walked over to the outer wall to lift the blinds that covered the portholes.

         ‘I had no idea they had their own newspaper,’ Archie said, picking up The Ocean Times from the coffee table. The paper carried the day’s date and a front-page story about the ship being ‘home to the world’, and he flicked through it. ‘This is a refreshing change. What I wouldn’t give to pick up one of our papers and read only good news. Nothing about murder, not even much about the war.’

         There was an edge to his voice that Josephine understood only too well: the headlines that most people mulled over in horror at their breakfast tables were something that Archie lived through personally – finding a child’s body, breaking the news to grief-stricken parents, coming face to face with the killer and knowing that justice would never really be enough. He had been through all that and more in the last few days, and – not for the first time – she wondered how he did it. ‘You’ll talk to Virginia when you need to, won’t you?’ she said. ‘I know what you’re like, Archie. You shut people out and deal with everything on your own, and that never works in the long run.’

         ‘And you won’t be here to help?’ He smiled, acknowledging how well they knew each other. ‘I don’t want to take all this home to Virginia and the children. It’s still early days for us, and I don’t want her to think that’s all she’s going to get if we have a life together – just one sadness after another.’

         ‘I’m sure that’s not what she thinks. I know I’ve only met her once, but she didn’t strike me as the sort of woman who has to be shielded from reality. On the contrary. Look what she’s been through herself.’ Virginia’s first marriage had been an unhappy one, and she had met Archie because of it; the strength she had shown since in protecting her children and moving on was something that Josephine admired tremendously. ‘You wouldn’t want her to be anything other than honest about her feelings, would you?’

         ‘No, of course not.’

         ‘Well, then. And she of all people knows how much your work means to you. God knows, she’s had reason to be grateful for it.’

         ‘Yes, I suppose so, but to be honest, the best thing Virginia can do is help me to forget what’s happened, at least while I’m with her. You should try to do the same,’ he said, turning the tables. ‘I know how deeply this has affected you. Make the most of some time with Marta, away from everything.’

         Josephine gave him a wry smile. ‘I’m fully prepared to be a Hollywood widow from the moment I step off the train. Marta’s working all hours of the day.’ She hesitated, guilty of dishing out advice that she found very hard to follow herself. ‘Anyway, I wouldn’t want to dwell on this with her,’ she admitted. ‘Marta’s lost two children of her own, and she faces that every time she opens her eyes in the morning, so it seems wrong of me to be wallowing in someone else’s grief, no matter how shocking it was.’

         ‘It’s not just about a child, though, is it?’ Archie said seriously, and he was right. The profound sense of loss that Josephine felt had as much to do with a shattering of trust and the realisation that a place she felt safe in was as susceptible to evil as anywhere else; with the state of the world in general, and all that they stood to lose if the war went badly. ‘And anyway,’ he added, ‘you can’t help how you feel.’

         ‘No, but I am going to Hollywood, so I won’t be out of place if I pretend otherwise.’

         A polite announcement came over the tannoy, filling the corridor outside and cutting short their conversation. ‘All ashore who are going ashore. Please make your way to the exits. The ship is ready to depart.’

         ‘That’s my cue.’ He got up reluctantly and she walked with him to the lower deck, where a line of lovers and parents and friends was snaking back from the gangway, all saying final goodbyes. ‘You’ll look after yourself, won’t you?’ Archie said, giving her a hug.

         ‘Of course I will. You, too.’

         ‘And write to me. I want to know about the apartment, and the stars you meet, and what you say to Hitchcock when he asks what you thought of his film – especially that bit, actually.’

         Josephine laughed, if only to hide the fact that she was close to tears. She had separated different parts of her life now for long enough to accept goodbyes as par for the course, but there was nothing routine about this particular farewell, and she realised that she had no idea what sort of country she would be returning to in a few weeks’ time, or what might happen to Archie once the bombing started over London. ‘I promise you won’t miss a thing,’ she said eventually, when she trusted herself to speak. ‘Now go, or you really will be looking for a cabin.’

         ‘Give my love to Marta.’ He headed for the steps, but something of her fear and uncertainty must have been on his mind, too, because he turned suddenly and came back to kiss her. Then she watched him disappear down the steps to the quayside, without another backward glance.

         There was a sense of occasion on board now, although it was hard to say if it was genuine, or if the illusion of leaving everything behind was simply too seductive to resist. Josephine made her way to the Sun Deck and found a place amongst the line of passengers standing by the rail, waving down at the pier a hundred feet below. The gangways had all been removed and the ship was moving slowly away from the shore – smooth and serene, without a hint of the fracturing that its departure might actually mean. In a gesture of sentimentality that was uncharacteristic for her, Josephine stayed on deck, looking towards the horizon until England – and Archie – were long out of sight.

         Reluctant to be alone in her cabin, she decided to explore and see what the ship had to offer. She had always believed the idea of a city afloat to be a cliché, but realised very quickly that there was something in it: it would have been hard to identify a luxury or home comfort that hadn’t been thought of. The official booklet issued to all passengers had boasted enough recreational space to fill Wembley Stadium, and on her first turn around the upper decks she found squash and tennis courts, swimming pools and a state-of-the-art gymnasium, as well as enough bars and restaurants to undermine any exercise that she might do while on board. There was plenty of general entertainment available – cinemas, libraries and a lecture room – but more specialist facilities were also provided: a photographic dark room and a sound-proof studio, complete with Bechstein piano, and even a sizeable kennel block and exercise yard for dogs. Further down, on the Promenade Deck, an arcade filled with the world’s most famous shops extended the width of the ship, selling clothes, flowers, cigars, jewellery and other souvenirs. Boredom certainly wouldn’t be an issue during the crossing: there was far more here than anyone could realistically hope to get through in four days at sea, and plenty to distract her from her own thoughts and worries.

         It was still early in the afternoon, so she went back to the Observation Lounge at the front of the ship, hoping to get her sea legs while the conditions were calm and sympathetic to a novice. The semi-circular room included a cocktail bar, and – like every other space that she had seen so far – it managed to balance comfort and sophistication. The bar itself was friendly and intimate, with red leather stools and a mural to celebrate the old king’s jubilee week – a detailed dancing-party scene, whose flamboyant high spirits seemed very much in keeping with the generous array of bottles displayed below it. The star that gave the room its name, though, was at the other end, where a series of five-foot-high windows offered spectacular views ahead and to the sides. Not surprisingly, the lounge was already popular, but there was one seat left on a raised platform at the very front, and Josephine sat down, staring into nothingness over the bow of the ship. With the September sun so warm through the glass, and the light glistening on the water, the sensation was both magical and unsettling.

         ‘Miss Tey – how lovely to bump into you already.’ The familiar voice carried a faint Midlands accent, and Josephine turned to greet a pretty, red-haired woman in a smart trouser suit. ‘I saw your name on the passenger list. Marta said that you were coming to visit sometime soon, and it’s nice that we should end up on the same crossing.’

         Josephine hesitated, wishing that she had thought to forewarn herself with a quick glance at the same piece of paper. Her first meeting with Alma Reville, Alfred Hitchcock’s wife, had been three years ago now, when the film director had bought the rights to one of her books. Young and Innocent, the movie that followed, was apparently Hitchcock’s favourite amongst his British work; Josephine wished that she could say the same, but – judging by the changes he had made to it – A Shilling for Candles had obviously not been one of his favourite novels. She had kept up with the couple ever since through Marta’s work for them, but found them far more agreeable as an anecdote than in person. ‘It’s very good to see you again,’ she said, pulling herself together in an effort to be polite.

         Alma raised an eyebrow, and her glasses couldn’t obscure the twinkle in those bright hazel eyes. ‘Have you forgiven us, then?’

         The good humour reminded Josephine that – although she had disliked Hitchcock and still resented what he had done to her novel – she had shared a mutual respect with his wife from their very first meeting, and the director couldn’t be all bad if he had secured the love and respect of such a talented woman, down to earth and creative in her own right. Alma was shrewd in her judgements and held strong opinions that she was never shy of expressing, and the Hitchcocks were partners in work as well as in marriage. She had begun her own career in film before her more famous husband, and was still fundamental to his success; it was to Hitchcock’s credit that he readily admitted how much she had taught him. ‘Let’s just say I’ve learnt from past mistakes,’ Josephine replied in kind, ‘and it’s done nothing to damage my royalty cheques.’

         ‘I’m glad to hear it.’ Alma glanced behind to her companions, who were obviously two more generations of the same family: a girl of around ten or eleven, who must be the Hitchcocks’ daughter; and a small, fine-boned woman in her sixties, an older version of Alma. ‘This is my mother, Lucy,’ Alma said, beckoning them over. ‘Mother, this is Josephine Tey, who wrote the original book that Young and Innocent was based on.’

         Resisting the temptation to add the word ‘loosely’, Josephine held out her hand. ‘Very pleased to meet you, Mrs Reville,’ she said, noticing that the older woman’s face had lit up at the mention of the film.

         ‘Oh, I just love that story,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘I think it’s the best thing they’ve done, don’t you? So touching and romantic. You must have been thrilled when you saw it.’

         Through no fault of her own, Mrs Reville had hit on one of the things that Josephine objected to most strongly about the adaptation – although even she had to admit that had she come to the cinema fresh to the story, without any vested interest in it, she would have loved the film just as much as everybody else seemed to. ‘I really couldn’t believe it,’ she said truthfully. ‘The transformation was quite remarkable.’

         Alma smiled, appreciating the irony. ‘And I don’t think you’ve met Patricia?’ she continued. ‘She was away at school when we were all at Portmeirion.’ Probably just as well, Josephine thought: it hadn’t been a happy holiday, tainted by the sort of violence that Patricia’s father specialised in all the time on screen but seemed ironically ill-equipped to cope with in real life.

         ‘Do you travel a lot like this, Miss Tey?’ Lucy Reville asked.

         ‘No, I can’t say I do. This is my first time on board.’

         ‘Mine, too. Alma and Alfred have been back and forth …’

         ‘I wouldn’t say that, Mother! Two or three times, perhaps.’

         ‘… and even Patricia’s an old hand. She’s been showing me round the ship. Isn’t it exciting?’

         ‘Yes, it is.’

         The girl took her grandmother over to the other side of the room to look at the mural and Josephine watched them, not in the least surprised to see that the Hitchcocks had raised their child to be confident and curious. ‘I’m surprised to see you here with filming underway,’ she said.

         ‘My work on Rebecca is done, really, so I’ve taken a few days out to collect my mother and bring her out to stay with us while all this is going on. I’m just relieved that she’s been willing to make the move.’ Alma sighed. ‘Hitch hasn’t been so lucky. His mother is refusing to budge – she says she made it through one war without a scratch and she’s not about to let this one beat her.’

         ‘I admire her spirit, but I can see that it must be a worry for you both, being so far away.’

         ‘Yes, it is. At least she’s agreed to move out to Shamley Green, so she won’t be in the thick of the bombing, but who knows?’ The phrase hung in the air, a simple expression of the uncertainty that everyone was feeling. ‘Would you care to join me for dinner later?’ The invitation came out of the blue and Josephine wavered before answering. She had expected a few days of peace and anonymity before being thrown into the Hollywood circus, and she was keen to hang on to them. ‘I’d be grateful for the company,’ Alma admitted. ‘Pat and my mother eat early, and if I’m honest, the thought of going into that restaurant and eating alone fills me with dread. Too much time to think at the moment isn’t good for me.’ She smiled. ‘It’s short notice, though, so if you have other plans …’

         ‘Actually, that would be lovely,’ Josephine said, surprised to find that she meant it. ‘I haven’t made any plans, and too much time to think isn’t good for any of us.’

         ‘Wonderful. Does seven thirty suit you?’

         ‘Perfectly.’

         ‘Then I’ll alter my reservation and leave you to find your sea legs. See you later.’

         She walked off to join her family and Josephine went back to her cabin to unpack. There was a parcel from Marta in her case that she had been instructed to open on board, and in it she found everything she might need for her first trip to Hollywood, including sunglasses for the pool; a Los Angeles guide book, already marked up with restaurants, shops and galleries that they must visit together; and two tickets for the premiere of Bette Davis’s new film at the Warner Bros Theater – a fictionalised account of Queen Elizabeth’s relationship with the Earl of Essex, played by Errol Flynn, which Marta knew she would love. As exciting as that sounded, it was Marta’s letter that really touched Josephine, full of the plans and preparations she had made for the time they would spend together. As she contemplated the freedom that the next few weeks offered, away from home and all the responsibilities that came with it, the sense of uncertainty that had been darkening her mood was suddenly exhilarating.

         She found the copy of Rebecca that she had brought with her and read for a while until it was time to change for dinner, then headed to the next deck down. The Queen Mary’s main restaurant was known as the Grand Salon, and everything about it seemed designed to live up to the name. Josephine paused at the entrance, which was a vast work of art in its own right, a painting called Merry England in which idealised aspects of country life over the centuries were depicted in a tapestry style. A pair of elaborate bronze doors, massive in construction, had been incorporated into the painting, appropriately themed around Castor and Pollux, guardians of all sailors.

         The entrance should have prepared Josephine for the magnificence of the dining room, but still it took her breath away. The Grand Salon was the biggest room on board, extending right across the ship, with high ceilings and a central dome. Like most of the Queen Mary, the room was characterised by rich polished woods in various autumnal shades, offset here by cream paintwork, tinted with pink at the higher levels, and chairs upholstered in a dark red leather. The restaurant was beautifully lit, and wherever the opulence threatened to become oppressive, a carefully judged plant or vase of flowers added a natural freshness to the space, lifting the mood of the room.

         She announced herself at the desk and a waiter showed her to her table, giving her the chance to take in the true scope of the salon, which she found thrilling and intimidating at the same time. Alma had arrived already and was seated at a table for two by one of the large cylindrical columns that divided the room. She waved when she saw Josephine, correctly reading the expression on her face. ‘Quite something, isn’t it? You can see why I’m glad of your company. I don’t mind the razzamatazz when I’m with Hitch – he plays up to it, as you know – but it’s daunting when you’re on your own.’

         ‘I’m pleased I’m not the only one who feels that way.’

         ‘I suspect most of us do, if we’re honest.’

         They chatted about the ship while they waited for the waiter to take their order, and – as she had before – Josephine found Alma easy, entertaining company, which was just as well: dinner extended over seven courses, and promised to last most of the evening. ‘It’s straight to the swimming pool for me in the morning,’ Josephine said, glancing at the dessert that had just been delivered to the next table. ‘A lot of damage can be done in three or four days.’

         ‘Yes it can, and the food is excellent.’

         ‘It must be if you think so. Marta tells me that you’re a very good cook.’

         ‘Oh, I’m just an amateur, but I do enjoy it.’ The wine arrived and Alma raised her glass. ‘To an uneventful crossing. Marta will be so pleased to see you, although I don’t think she’ll believe you’re really coming until she actually sets eyes on you.’

         Josephine had no idea how much Alma knew or had surmised about her relationship with Marta, but the two were good friends as well as business associates, so the comment didn’t surprise her. ‘It never seemed like the right time before,’ she admitted, ‘but then I suppose you realise how many years you could waste waiting for the perfect moment. There aren’t many silver linings to another war, but it does focus you.’

         ‘It certainly does, and it’s funny you should say that, but it feels like we’ve been doing exactly that these past few years – waiting for the right time to try America. I’m not quite sure why it took Hitch so long to visit a country that’s always fascinated him. He could reel off all the train timetables and theatres in New York as a boy, you know – it was as if he knew it would be important to him one day.’

         ‘And what about you? How are you finding it?’

         ‘I love it,’ Alma said, without hesitation. ‘I loved it from the moment I set foot in it – the weather, the orange blossom, the freedom. Especially the freedom. There’s no stuffiness like there is in England. I feel we belong there. Even during the brief trip back to collect my mother, it’s this direction that feels like coming home.’

         ‘I’m pleased for you. The last time we met, you were worried about making the move.’

         ‘And now I’m worried that we won’t stay. There really is no pleasing me.’ She smiled, and paused while another waiter brought the soup and topped up their glasses. Seated here, in the most stable part of the boat, Josephine found it disconcertingly easy to forget that they were actually at sea. ‘Mind you, we should feel at home,’ Alma continued. ‘There was a military-style operation to ease us into things when we first arrived – the best restaurants, ex-pat parties every weekend, lectures and interviews for Hitch.’ She caught the look of horror on Josephine’s face. ‘Yes, I know what you’re thinking and I agree with you, but we’ve had the chance to find our own rhythm over the summer. There’s a church that suits us in Beverly Hills, and Pat has a wonderful school on Sunset Boulevard. Hitch drives her there every morning. He makes a big thing about Hollywood meaning nothing to him as a place, and yet he shoots yard after yard of home film just riding around in a convertible like an excited kid.’ Josephine listened, picturing the scene and liking the Hitchcocks all the more for their ordinariness as a family. ‘We’ve brought our dogs out here with us, and our maid, and we’ve just found a wonderful German cook called Erna who can do absolutely anything with pastry. Most importantly, Pat adores it, too. The whole thing has been such an adventure for her. I don’t think we’ve ever been so happy.’

         ‘It sounds like you’re settled for the long term.’

         ‘I hope so. We’re going to move out to Bel Air in the autumn. The Wilshire apartments are fine for a while – all mod cons, as you’ll see, and very handy for the studios – but what we actually need is a proper house with a decent kitchen. The devil with a swimming pool, as Hitch would say.’

         It sounded idyllic, but there had been no mention so far of her own career. When they first met, Josephine had been struck by Alma’s drive and determination, by the sheer joy that she took from the creative partnership that she and Hitch had established. In her own right, Alma Reville had done every job in cinema except starring and directing, starting out as a tea girl at the London Film Company, and excelling even at that; it seemed unlikely to Josephine that she would be content with her roles as wife and mother, no matter how happy they made her. ‘What about professionally?’ she asked. ‘I know you were worried that America wouldn’t allow you to work with Hitch in the way that you could in England.’

         ‘That’s true, but we’re finding ways around it. Hitch has a fair bit of clout already, and he’s just negotiated his second movie here with Walter Wanger. He made sure they built me into the deal at a decent weekly rate, independent of Selznick International, so I have a separate contract. Joan, too – you know she came with us?’ Josephine nodded. Joan Harrison was the Hitchcocks’ right-hand woman, as good as a member of the family, and the three of them formed a tight-knit team; it was a role that Marta herself could perhaps have had if she’d agreed to move permanently to America. ‘We’ve been working on a new script, ready for when Hitch is done with Rebecca, just like we used to at Cromwell Road, so it’s not as different as I feared it might be – and the view is better.’

         The lamb was cooked to perfection and far too good not to finish; by now Josephine was relieved that the remaining courses consisted only of salad, fruit and ices. ‘How is Hitch getting on with Selznick?’ she asked, curious to have Alma’s take on a question to which she already knew the answer: there had been trouble brewing between director and producer, even before Marta left England.

         ‘Well, they went to The Wizard of Oz together, but I don’t think they’ll ever be friends.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘They fell out over the script, as you may have heard. David wanted every scene from the book to end up in the film, and Hitch wants … well, you know from personal experience what Hitch wants from a novel.’

         ‘An author who doesn’t interfere?’

         Alma laughed. ‘Something like that. No, Hitch learnt his lesson with Secret Agent. A great novel can cast a shadow over a filmmaker. He’s more interested in taking second-rate works and giving them his own vision.’ If Alma was aware of how offensive that remark was in the present company, she showed no sign of it, and Josephine hid a smile. Privately, she could only wish that her own novels had been as ‘second-rate’ as Daphne du Maurier’s; Rebecca had sold nigh on a million copies since its publication the previous year, and it didn’t seem to need Alfred Hitchcock or David Selznick to make it successful. She was tempted to say something out of professional solidarity, but Alma hadn’t finished. ‘They both take movies seriously, though – the form, the language, the storytelling. They’re obsessed by it, and that’s what will make this work. They might come at it in different ways – David works until he drops and Hitch comes home to a proper meal every evening – but they both live for the film, and that’s the saving grace.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘That, and the fear of failure. Neither of them has the sort of ego that could brook that.’

         ‘It’s a gamble, though, and I admire your courage,’ Josephine said. The Hollywood studio system was dominated by producers rather than directors, and by stars under contract who reigned at the box office. ‘He’s got to prove himself all over again. If he’d stayed in England, he’d be hailed as its greatest director for years to come.’

         ‘But he can make better films in America.’ There it was again, the obsession that seemed to sacrifice all in its wake. Alma paused, as if reading Josephine’s thoughts. ‘And he wanted to get Pat and me out,’ she said quietly. ‘He’s worked in Germany enough to know it quite well, and he’s been sure about this war for some time. He wanted his family to be safe, and I love him for that, no matter what other people will say about it back in England. They’ll call him a coward, and that will hurt him.’ She seemed about to say something else, then changed her mind, apparently keen to lighten the mood. ‘Mind you, the making of this film is a war in its own right.’

         ‘Yes, Marta said things weren’t exactly harmonious.’

         ‘That’s putting it mildly. Did she tell you about the screen tests?’

         ‘A little. The last time I spoke to her, you still hadn’t cast the female lead.’

         The role of the second Mrs de Winter, playing opposite Laurence Olivier, was rumoured to be one of the most hotly contested in Hollywood. ‘It was eleventh hour, certainly,’ Alma admitted. ‘Hitch was livid to have to sit through all those terrible tests with actresses he knew would be completely wrong, although we all agreed that Audrey Reynolds would have been perfect for the part of Rebecca.’

         Josephine smiled, appreciating a backhanded compliment: the character of Max de Winter’s dead first wife never actually appeared. ‘I gather Vivien Leigh was quite keen to play opposite Larry,’ she said wryly.

         ‘Absolutely desperate – insisted on testing twice. David took a risk on her for Scarlett O’Hara and it’s paid off, but she’s completely wrong for this – far too strong and charismatic.’

         ‘That must have called for some careful diplomacy.’

         ‘It did, but David’s hoping to find something that they can work together on.’

         ‘Even so, I bet Larry will make things uncomfortable for a while. He’s much better when he’s getting his own way.’

         ‘Aren’t we all! You know him, then?’

         ‘Not very well, but our paths have crossed. He was in a play of mine – Bothwell in Queen of Scots.’

         ‘Yes, of course. I’d quite forgotten he was in that. How did you find him?’

         ‘Charming, if a little sure of his own opinions, and that was five years ago now. He’s had Wuthering Heights and an Oscar nomination since then, so I wouldn’t be surprised if all that brooding on Penistone Crag had turned his head.’

         ‘He does seem very well suited to moody scenes, both on and off camera. Personally, I rather got the impression that he was relieved to have some time apart from Vivien, but of course he can’t say that.’

         ‘So who has got the part?’ Josephine asked, curious to know who had triumphed.

         ‘Joan Fontaine.’ Alma made an expression of distaste.

         ‘You don’t approve?’

         ‘Not at all. She’s far too coy and simpering for me. I can’t stand the woman’s voice – it’s so irritating. I would have preferred Anne Baxter – she did a very touching screen test. She’s only sixteen, but she had a lovely, natural quality, and I think audiences would have adored her. Or Margaret Sullavan – she’s such an intelligent actress in whatever she does.’

         ‘Didn’t she play Mrs de Winter on the wireless?’

         ‘With Orson Welles, yes, but David is smitten with Joan, and so Joan we shall have. He thinks he can pull off the same coup with a wild card that he has for Gone With the Wind. Personally, I have my doubts.’ The only time that Josephine had seen Joan Fontaine’s acting was in a film with Fred Astaire, where she had been charmingly inept as his dancing partner; it was hardly a comparable role, but Fontaine had somehow managed the trick of being passive on the surface without ever coming across as a victim, and Josephine could see why Selznick might cast her as the shy, awkward second wife. ‘Still, at least it will give Hitch a chance to prove that he can build a performance.’ Alma sighed, unconsciously laying bare the ruthlessness of the film world. If Fontaine failed, it would be her own fault and she would be pilloried for her lack of talent; if she was a success, it would be down to Hitchcock’s direction of her. Suddenly Josephine was glad to be a writer and out of harm’s way, even if it did mean relinquishing control over her work.

         ‘And Mrs Danvers?’ she asked. Manderley’s housekeeper – obsessively protective of de Winter’s first wife and determined to intimidate his second – was one of the most memorable things about the novel, and her portrayal was likely to make or break the film. Josephine had been casting her mind over the actresses she knew, wondering who could pull it off, but so far she had failed to come up with anyone; when Alma responded, she saw it instantly.

         ‘Judith Anderson. If you saw Macbeth at the Old Vic, you’ll know her, too – she and Larry were playing opposite each other.’

         ‘Yes, I remember. She was wonderful.’ Perhaps it was the role she had seen her in, but Anderson gave the impression of being strong, formidable and ruthless, and would be perfectly cast as Fontaine’s tormentor. Josephine listened as Alma reeled off a list of the other actors who were already hired, struck by how many of them were either British or had worked extensively in England; this might be Hitchcock’s first American film, but at least he would feel at home with the cast, and she wondered if that had been a deliberate strategy to give him the edge in any power struggles with producer and crew. ‘Perhaps it’s as well that the war has closed our theatres,’ she said. ‘It sounds like everyone’s over there.’

         ‘It is a bit like that. There’s a clique of Brits in Hollywood and they’re a force to be reckoned with.’

         It was late by the time they finished their coffee, but Josephine was surprised by how quickly the meal had passed and by how much she had enjoyed Alma’s company; not only that, but she felt much more equipped to face the world of gossip and celebrity that she would soon be plunged into. ‘Shall we have a nightcap?’ she suggested. ‘Not that I’ll need much help in sleeping tonight.’

         ‘Lovely idea, but let’s have it in the lounge. In my experience, the next three days fly by and you get to New York realising that you haven’t seen half the rooms you wanted to.’

         Throughout dinner, Josephine had been seated with her back to one of the restaurant’s most dramatic features, and she paused to look at it on the way out. The wall at the far end of the room was covered by an enormous decorative map of the North Atlantic, bold and stylised in red, gold and black. The ship’s summer and winter routes were clearly marked, and an electrically operated crystal model tracked their actual progress from one coast to the other. ‘Stunning, isn’t it?’ Alma said. ‘Hitch loves boat travel, and he’s like a boy when he sees this.’

         ‘Well, Mrs Hitchcock! I’ll be damned.’ The volume alone would have drawn attention, even if the name and voice hadn’t been so famous, and Josephine glanced back to see Bob Hope making his way over to them, accompanied by a woman who she presumed was his wife. ‘It’s good to see you,’ the actor said to Alma after the introductions had been made. ‘Dolores and I only made it by the skin of our teeth. We’ve been in Paris, but we cut things short and headed for London as soon as we heard. We were lucky to get on board. Is Hitch with you?’

         ‘No, not this time. I only went over to bring my mother back.’

         ‘Good call. Seems to me that this little lady will be staying in New York for a while.’

         ‘You think this will be the last crossing?’

         ‘I’d put money on it. Look how many of us they’ve packed in – more than two thousand, I hear. Some of them are sleeping in the passageways.’

         Josephine listened, astonished that they could be discussing the situation so calmly, then realised with a shock that she was the only one of this small party who needed to come back. A stab of panic hit her, and she tried to distract herself by concentrating on what Hope was saying about his new film, a comedy horror involving a murderer dressed as a cat, but the bizarre-sounding plot seemed somehow less surreal than the situation she now found herself in. Over Hope’s shoulder, she watched as one of the diners got up from her table and approached them, standing at the edge of the group as if waiting to be noticed. At first, Josephine assumed that the woman was a fan, taking her chance to speak to the star, then noticed that she was staring intently at Alma. ‘Mrs Alfred Hitchcock?’ she asked, suddenly cutting into the conversation without any thought of decorum.

         Alma looked surprised. ‘That’s right.’ She stopped short of demanding who wanted to know, but her expression asked the question for her.

         ‘We haven’t met but you know my father. Knew my father, I should say. I’m Lee Hessel.’ The words had a remarkable effect on Alma. The polite smile faded quickly from her face, and if frightened was an exaggeration, unsettled fitted the bill perfectly. ‘He died, but I can see that you know that already.’

         ‘Yes, and we were sorry to hear it. Very sorry.’

         ‘And that’s it?’

         Out of the corner of her eye, Josephine noticed a waiter standing by, alert to the possibility of trouble and ready to intervene if asked, but Alma didn’t seem inclined to shirk the conversation. ‘Hitch, in particular, took the news very badly. He and your father had been friends for a long time.’

         ‘Friends?’ The word came out in a sob, and Josephine could see that Lee Hessel was struggling to contain her anger. ‘It’s your husband’s fault that he’s dead.’

         Alma stared at her, making no effort to respond, and it was left to Bob Hope to intervene. ‘Now, Miss Hessel, you’ve obviously had a little too much to drink,’ he said, nodding towards the glass in her hand, ‘so why don’t you call it a night and go and find your cabin? Things will look clearer in the morning.’

         ‘Don’t patronise me,’ the woman said, and not without some justification, Josephine thought. ‘It’s just a game for you all, isn’t it? Get what you want, then move on to the next performance. But these are people’s lives you’re playing with. He wasn’t even sixty, for God’s sake.’ She moved to throw her drink at Alma, but the waiter stepped forward to grab her arm and took the brunt of the wine. Undaunted, he led Lee Hessel from the room and this time she didn’t argue, other than a final parting shot at Alma. ‘You will pay for this. Both of you.’

         A murmur of conversation began again at the nearby tables, and Alma tried to shrug off the incident with a smile. ‘I think I’ll go straight to bed,’ she said apologetically to Josephine. ‘I’m suddenly very tired. Do you mind if we postpone our nightcap?’

         ‘No, of course not.’

         ‘Thank you. Now, if you’ll all excuse me, I’ll say goodnight.’

         She left before anyone could ask for an explanation of what had happened, and Josephine said goodnight to the Hopes and headed back to her own cabin, choosing a route that would give her some air before trying to sleep. Even at this hour, there were plenty of people who apparently had had the same idea, and some seemed to be settling down for the night in the comfortable chairs that lined the glazed part of the deck; further down, beyond the wooden gate that separated one class of traveller from another, the passageway was even more crowded, giving substance to the rumour of a packed final crossing. Too anxious now to think of going to bed, Josephine stood by the rail for a long time and stared out into the darkness, wondering what the future might hold.
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