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Daphne du Maurier

DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907–89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.

Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification . . . She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of “real literature”, something very few novelists ever do’.
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Introduction

Back in 1975 when I was fifteen and already determined to Be A Novelist, I wrote a letter to Daphne du Maurier. I sent it care of her publishers, Victor Gollancz, and I didn’t know if it would really get to her. So I was delirious with excitement when a small white envelope postmarked St Austell plopped through our Nottingham letterbox. She’d written back! She enclosed a grainy colour snap of Kilmarth, her grey Cornish stone house, explaining that it appeared in her novel The House on the Strand – ‘which I think you would enjoy as much as the others’. She also wished me luck with my O Levels.

Normal teenagers might have been very grateful and left it there. But not me. I got back to the poor woman immediately, enclosing my pencil sketch of ‘Rachel’ in My Cousin Rachel. Very kindly – where on earth did she find the time? – she replied straightaway, this time sending an autographed photo of herself sitting on the beach at Par.

I gazed at it for ages, at this photo that her fingers had actually touched. I gazed at her face – wise and wistful with just a hint of defiance. At her boyishly sensible brown wool trouser suit. At her eyes, mysteriously fixed – just as they should be! – on some point far out to sea. She thanked me for the drawing, generously remarking that it was ‘more attractive than the actress Olivia de Havilland who took the part in the film!’ And, best of all, she wished me good luck with my ‘book’.

This was the ‘novel’ I was writing – in painstaking biro in a spiral-bound exercise book. It was called ‘Samantha’ and, yes, it owed an embarrassing amount to Rebecca. I didn’t tell her this.

Our correspondence continued sporadically across almost two years, as I turned sixteen and then seventeen. I still have the clutch of postcards, letters and photographs she sent me. The small white envelopes with my name typed on the front, the 6p stamp, the St Austell postmark, the spidery handwriting.

Handling and reading them now is strangely moving – an eerie shortcut back to the girl I was then. I am reminded of how profoundly du Maurier changed the way I felt about myself – how she engaged and excited me with her writing, how she was the first novelist I’d encountered who seemed to delve into the darkest stirrings of the human heart – its most monstrous passions, its most restless yearnings – in a way that I could touch and understand. Somewhere deep in those novels, I found a taste of something that shook me up: a sense of romance, of spirit and place and, I suppose, a hint of what sexual love between men and women might actually be like.

I first read Frenchman’s Creek in the summer of 1974. It was a big yellow cellophane-covered hardback from the Nottingham Library in Shakespeare Street. We had just started spending summer holidays in Cornwall – my stepfather had bought a small yacht and decided to moor it in the harbour at Fowey. I remember those holidays as always hot, always perfect. The sailing, the swimming, the mackerel fishing off the back of our boat, the hot walks on the cliff paths, the picnics at Lantic Bay. I’d never been anywhere more beautiful, more exotic and inspiring. The fierce aquamarine skies, the jagged landscape took my breath away.

But then so did the novel. I read it as pure, exhilarating adventure story – a swashbuckling tale of exquisite danger and tangled love. The beautiful and headstrong Dona St Columb, trapped in a marriage to a fat and mindless fop, bored by the shallowness of Restoration court life, escapes to the family seat in Cornwall and finds a place to satisfy her restless soul. Soon she has morphed into someone else – a woman who thinks nothing of leaving her children at home, dressing up as a cabin boy and going on escapades with a Frenchman about whom she knows almost nothing. Except, of course, that he’s a pirate (a sensitive and romantic one) who spends his spare time sketching birds. Enough to make any girl fall head over heels.

And why not? At fourteen, moodily tramping the cliffs above Fowey with the sun in my eyes and poppies in my hair, I understood Dona perfectly. Life was about spontaneity, about the romance of simply following your heart. Well, what else was there? If the white sail of La Mouette had appeared in the harbour below me just then, I would not have hesitated. I would have stuffed my curls under a hat just like Dona and sailed off in search of adventure.

That was then. Coming back to Frenchman’s Creek now – almost three decades, three children and five novels of my own later – I’m amazed to find a quite different book, something infinitely deeper and darker and more daunting. Here is a tale of emotional and sexual awakening, of loss and risk and compromise. It’s a much more poignant and slippery novel than I’d ever realised – far more uneasily sophisticated in its exploration of the human heart.

And at the centre of this exploration stands Dona St Columb, one of the greatest du Maurier heroines – headstrong, beautiful and brave with a surprising sense of humour and mischief. But she is also uptight, unhappy, quietly furious with herself. Escaping London and its wearinesses and bringing her children to Navron House in Cornwall changes her inner world unexpectedly and profoundly.

But the joy and release she discovers in the wild Cornish landscape is just the beginning. Suddenly there seem to be no limits: everything she once thought closed is suddenly open, the impossible becomes possible. By the time the Frenchman walks into her life, she’s ready for him. She’s met her match and so has he.

‘Why are you a pirate?’ she said at last, breaking the silence.

‘Why do you ride horses that are so spirited?’ he answered.

‘Because of the danger, because of the speed, because I might fall,’ she said.

‘That is why I am a pirate,’ he said.

Yet though Dona may be a rebel, a free spirit – evoking that streak in all of us that strains at the leash, wants to gallop and risk the fall – she is also a wife and mother. Du Maurier does not make light of this. Dona’s escapades in the night, with the trusty William covering for her, are not without risk. We are never allowed to forget that there is a potentially vengeful husband in London and, more urgently, two small children tucked up at Navron. So Dona takes her freedom, her adventure, but at a price.

For that’s what this is – a novel about the queasy relationship between freedom and responsibility, between choice and no choice. Dona had thought herself trapped forever in her loveless marriage and had therefore hardened herself against the possibility of being opened, touched, awakened. Instead she had become feckless – drinking with her husband’s friends, carrying out silly pranks at Court – all in order to avoid having to think about her own intrinsic unhappiness. Now, though, she must. Think, that is.

But this is also a love story, a story about what happens when you recognise passion, when you stumble upon a kindred soul. Before the Frenchman, Dona knows nothing of love, she has never encountered it. Now, though, she sees that it is ‘a place she had known always, and deeply desired, but had lost, through her own carelessness, or through circumstances, or the blunting of her own perception’.

When Dona is with the Frenchman, she feels still, at peace – she feels completed. ‘She would be playing with the children at Navron, or wandering about the garden, filling the vases with flowers, and he away down in his ship in the creek, and because she had knowledge of him there her mind and her body became filled with life and warmth, a bewildering sensation she had never known before.’

These passages, so astute and precise, contain as intelligent a description of the way it feels to love, really love, as any I have read. This is where du Maurier excels – in describing human ardour in a way that is at once both mad and unearthly, warm and realistic, bitingly erotic and beautiful. It’s the part of her writing I could never have properly understood or appreciated at fourteen.

‘I hope you will be able to live in your dream house one day,’ she wrote to me at the very end of her last letter, ‘Menabilly was mine but I have settled very happily here.’

I haven’t yet lived in my dream house but there’s no doubt that her encouragement and generosity helped me achieve another dream. This thrilling contact with a Real Writer – so crucial, so exhilarating to a shy, intense teenage girl – kept me going for years. In a world where no one really believed I could or would write – people we knew in Nottingham didn’t! – it gave me real hope.

I would give anything now to be able to tell her that I made it, that I wrote my novels. Not only that, but I wish she could have known that her relentless, probably irritatingly persistent, Nottingham pen pal was one day enough of a Proper Writer to be allowed to write a new introduction to this, one of the most bewitching and heart-squeezing of all her novels.

Julie Myerson

February 2003

To Paddy and Christopher
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When the east wind blows up Helford river the shining waters become troubled and disturbed and the little waves beat angrily upon the sandy shores. The short seas break above the bar at ebb-tide, and the waders fly inland to the mud-flats, their wings skimming the surface, and calling to one another as they go. Only the gulls remain, wheeling and crying above the foam, diving now and again in search of food, their grey feathers glistening with the salt spray.

The long rollers of the Channel, travelling from beyond Lizard point, follow hard upon the steep seas at the river mouth, and mingling with the surge and wash of deep sea water comes the brown tide, swollen with the last rains and brackish from the mud, bearing upon its face dead twigs and straws, and strange forgotten things, leaves too early fallen, young birds, and the buds of flowers.

The open roadstead is deserted, for an east wind makes uneasy anchorage, and but for the few houses scattered here and there above Helford passage, and the group of bungalows about Port Navas, the river would be the same as it was in a century now forgotten, in a time that has left few memories.

In those days the hills and the valleys were alone in splendour, there were no buildings to desecrate the rough fields and cliffs, no chimney pots to peer out of the tall woods. There were a few cottages in Helford hamlet, but they made no impression upon the river life itself, which belonged to the birds – curlew and redshank, guillemot and puffin. No yachts rode to the tide then, as they do to-day, and that stretch of placid water where the river divides to Constantine and Gweek was calm and undisturbed.

The river was little known, save to a few mariners who had found shelter there when the south-west gales drove them inshore from their course up-channel, and they found the place lonely and austere, a little frightening because of the silence, and when the wind was fair again were glad to weigh anchor and set sail. Helford hamlet was no inducement to a sailor ashore, the few cottage folk dull-witted and uncommunicative, and the fellow who has been away from warmth and women over-long has little desire to wander in the woods or dabble with the waders in the mud at ebb-tide. So the winding river remained unvisited, the woods and the hills untrodden, and all the drowsy beauty of midsummer that gives Helford river a strange enchantment was never seen and never known.

To-day there are many voices to blunder in upon the silence. The pleasure steamers come and go, leaving a churning wake, and yachtsmen visit one another, and even the daytripper, his dull eye surfeited with undigested beauty, ploughs in and out amongst the shallows, a prawning net in hand. Sometimes, in a little puffing car, he jerks his way along the uneven, muddy track that leads sharply to the right out of Helford village, and takes his tea with his fellow-trippers in the stone kitchen of the old farm building that once was Navron House. There is something of grandeur about it even now. Part of the original quadrangle still stands, enclosing the farm-yard of to-day, and the two pillars that once formed the entrance to the house, now over-grown with ivy and encrusted with lichen, serve as props to the modern barn with its corrugated roof.

The farm kitchen, where the tripper takes his tea, was part of Navron dining-hall, and the little half-stair, now terminating in a bricked-up wall, was the stair leading to the gallery. The rest of the house must have crumbled away, or been demolished, for the square farm-building, though handsome enough, bears little likeness to the Navron of the old prints, shaped like the letter E, and of the formal garden and the park there is no trace to-day.

The tripper eats his split and drinks his tea, smiling upon the landscape, knowing nothing of the woman who stood there once, long ago, in another summer, who caught the gleam of the river amidst the trees, as he does, and who lifted her head to the sky and felt the sun.

He hears the homely farm-yard noises, the clanking of pails, the lowing of cattle, the rough voices of the farmer and his son as they call to each other across the yard, but his ears are deaf to the echoes of that other time, when someone whistled softly from the dark belt of trees, his hands cupped to his mouth, and was swiftly answered by the thin, stooping figure crouching beneath the walls of the silent house, while above them the casement opened, and Dona watched and listened, her hands playing a little nameless melody upon the sill, her ringlets falling forward over her face.

The river flows on, the trees rustle in the summer wind, and down on the mud flats the oyster-catchers stand at ebbtide scanning the shallows for food, and the curlews cry, but the men and women of that other time are forgotten, their headstones encrusted with lichen and moss, their names indecipherable.

To-day the cattle stamp and churn the earth over the vanished porch of Navron House, where once a man stood as the clock struck midnight, his face smiling in the dim candle-light, his drawn sword in his hand.

In spring the farmer’s children gather primroses and snowdrops in the banks above the creek, their muddy boots snapping the dead twigs and the fallen leaves of a spent summer, and the creek itself, swollen with the rains of a long winter, looks desolate and grey.

The trees still crowd thick and darkly to the water’s edge, and the moss is succulent and green upon the little quay where Dona built her fire and looked across the flames and laughed at her lover, but to-day no ship lies at anchor in the pool, with rakish masts pointing to the skies, there is no rattle of chain through the hawse hole, no rich tobacco smell upon the air, no echo of voices coming across the water in a lilting foreign tongue.

The solitary yachtsman who leaves his yacht in the open roadstead of Helford, and goes exploring up river in his dinghy on a night in midsummer, when the night-jars call, hesitates when he comes upon the mouth of the creek, for there is something of mystery about it even now, something of enchantment. Being a stranger, the yachtsman looks back over his shoulder to the safe yacht in the roadstead, and to the broad waters of the river, and he pauses, resting on his paddles, aware suddenly of the deep silence of the creek, of its narrow twisting channel, and he feels – for no reason known to him – that he is an interloper, a trespasser in time. He ventures a little way along the left bank of the creek, the sound of the blades upon the water seeming over-loud and echoing oddly amongst the trees on the farther bank, and as he creeps forward the creek narrows, the trees crowd yet more thickly to the water’s edge, and he feels a spell upon him, fascinating, strange, a thing of queer excitement not fully understood.

He is alone, and yet – can that be a whisper, in the shallows, close to the bank, and does a figure stand there, the moonlight glinting upon his buckled shoes and the cutlass in his hand, and is that a woman by his side, a cloak around her shoulders, her dark ringlets drawn back behind her ears? He is wrong, of course, those are only the shadows of the trees, and the whispers are no more than the rustle of the leaves and the stir of a sleeping bird, but he is baffled suddenly, and a little scared, he feels he must go no farther, and that the head of the creek beyond the farther bank is barred to him and must remain unvisited. And so he turns to go, heading the dinghy’s nose for the roadstead, and as he pulls away the sounds and the whispers become more insistent to his ears, there comes the patter of footsteps, a call, and a cry in the night, a far faint whistle, and a curious lilting song. He strains his eyes in the darkness, and the massed shadows before him loom hard and clear like the outline of a ship. A thing of grace and beauty, born in another time, a painted phantom ship. And now his heart begins to beat, and he strains at his paddles, and the little dinghy shoots swiftly over the dark water away from enchantment, for what he has seen is not of his world, and what he has heard is beyond his understanding.

Once more he reaches the security of his own ship, and looking back for the last time to the entrance of the creek, he sees the full moon white and shining in all its summer glory rise above the tall trees, bathing the creek in loveliness and light.

A night-jar churrs from the bracken on the hills, a fish breaks the surface of the water with a little plopping sound, and slowly his ship turns to meet the incoming tide, and the creek is hidden from him.

The yachtsman goes below to the snug security of his cabin, and browsing amongst his books he finds at last the thing for which he has been searching. It is a map of Cornwall, illdrawn and inaccurate, picked up in an idle moment in a Truro bookshop. The parchment is faded and yellow, the markings indistinct. The spelling belongs to another century. Helford river is traced fairly enough, and so are the hamlets of Constantine and Gweek. But the yachtsman looks away from them to the marking of a narrow inlet, branching from the parent river, its short, twisting course running westward into a valley. Someone has scratched the name in thin faded characters – Frenchman’s Creek.

The yachtsman puzzles awhile over the name, then shrugs his shoulders and rolls away the map. Presently he sleeps. The anchorage is still. No wind blows upon the water, and the night-jars are silent. The yachtsman dreams – and as the tide surges gently about his ship and the moon shines on the quiet river, soft murmurs come to him, and the past becomes the present.

A forgotten century peers out of dust and cobwebs and he walks in another time. He hears the sound of hoof-beats galloping along the drive to Navron House, he sees the great door swing open and the white, startled face of the manservant stare upward at the cloaked horseman. He sees Dona come to the head of the stairs, dressed in her old gown, with a shawl about her head, while down in the silent hidden creek a man walks the deck of his ship, his hands behind his back, and on his lips a curious secret smile. The farm kitchen of Navron House is a dining-hall once more, and someone crouches on the stairs, a knife in his hand, while from above there rings suddenly the startled cry of a child, and down upon the crouching figure a shield crashes from the walls of the gallery, and two little King Charles spaniels, perfumed and curled, run yapping and screaming to the body on the floor.

On Midsummer Eve a wood fire burns on a deserted quay, and a man and a woman look at one another and smile and acknowledge their secret, and at dawn a ship sails with the tide, and the sun shines fiercely from a bright blue sky, and the sea-gulls cry.

All the whispers and echoes from a past that is gone teem into the sleeper’s brain, and he is with them, and part of them; part of the sea, the ship, the walls of Navron House, part of a carriage that rumbles and lurches in the rough roads of Cornwall, part even of that lost forgotten London, artificial, painted, where link-boys carried flares, and tipsy gallants laughed at the corner of a cobbled mud-splashed street. He sees Harry in his satin coat, his spaniels at his heels, blundering into Dona’s bedroom, as she places the rubies in her ears. He sees William with his button mouth, his small inscrutable face. And last he sees La Mouette at anchor in a narrow twisting stream, he sees the trees at the water’s edge, he hears the heron and the curlew cry, and lying on his back asleep he breathes and lives the lovely folly of that lost midsummer which first made the creek a refuge, and a symbol of escape.
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The church clock struck the half-hour just as the coach clattered into Launceston and drew up at the Inn. The driver grunted, and his companion swung himself to the ground and ran to the horses’ heads. The driver put two fingers to his mouth and whistled. Presently an ostler came from the Inn on to the square, rubbing his sleepy eyes in astonishment.

‘No time to linger. Bring water at once, and a feed for the horses,’ said the driver and he rose in his seat, and stretched himself, glancing sourly about him, while his companion stamped his numbed feet on the ground and grinned back at him in sympathy.

‘Their backs are not yet broken, that’s one blessing,’ he called softly; ‘perhaps they are worth all the guineas Sir Harry paid for them after all.’ The driver shrugged his shoulders. He was too tired and too stiff to argue. The roads were damnation, and if the wheels were broken and the horses destroyed he would be to blame, not his companion. If they could have travelled quietly, taking a week over the journey, but this devilish breakneck speed, sparing neither man nor beast, all because of my lady’s damned ill-humour. Anyway, thank God, she was asleep for the moment, and all was quiet within the coach. His wishes had misled him, however, for as the ostler returned, bearing a pail of water in either hand, and the horses began to drink greedily, the window of the coach was flung open and his mistress leant out, no trace of sleep about her, her eyes wide and clear, and that cool, imperious voice, which he had grown to dread during these last days, as commanding as ever.

‘Why the devil this delay?’ she said. ‘Did you not stop to water the horses three hours ago?’

The driver muttered a prayer for patience, and climbing down from his seat he approached the open window of the coach.

‘The horses are not accustomed to the pace, my lady,’ he said; ‘you forget that during the last two days we have covered nearly two hundred miles – besides, these roads are not fit for animals so highly bred as yours.’

‘Nonsense,’ came the reply, ‘the higher the breeding the greater the endurance. In future you will halt the horses only when I give the command. Pay the fellow here what we owe him, and continue the journey.’

‘Yes, my lady.’The man turned away, his mouth set in weary obstinate lines, and with a nod to his companion, and muttering under his breath, he climbed back again to his seat.

The pails of water were removed, the thick-headed ostler gaped without understanding, and once more the horses pawed at the ground and snorted, the steam rising from their hot flesh, and so away out of the cobbled square and the little sleepy town and out again on to the rough and jolting road.

Dona stared moodily out of the window, her chin cupped in her hands. The children were still asleep, that was one blessing, and even Prue, their nurse, her mouth open and her face flushed, had not stirred for two hours or more. Poor Henrietta had been sick for the fourth time, and now lay pale and wan, a tiny edition of Harry, her golden head against the nurse’s shoulder. James never stirred; his was the true deep sleep of babyhood, he would not wake perhaps until they reached their destination. And then – what pitiful anticlimax awaited them! Damp beds no doubt, and closed shutters, the mouldy, stifling smell of unused rooms, the irritation of surprised, disgruntled servants. And all because of an impulse blindly obeyed, a sudden boiling up of resentment against the futility of her life, those endless suppers, dinners, card-parties, those foolish pranks worthy only of an apprentice boy on holiday, that stupid flirtation with Rockingham, and Harry himself, so lazy, so easy-going, fulfilling too well the part of perfect husband with his tolerance, his yawn before midnight, his placid and sleepy adoration. This sense of futility had been growing upon her for many months, nagging at her now and again like dormant toothache, but it had taken Friday night to arouse in her that full sense of self-loathing and exasperation, and because of Friday night she was jolting backwards and forwards now in this damnable coach, bound on a ridiculous journey to a house she had seen once in her life and knew nothing about, carrying with her, in anger and irritation, the two surprised children and their reluctant nurse.

She was obeying an impulse, of course, as she always had done, from the beginning, throughout her life, following a whisper, a suggestion, that sprang into being from nowhere and mocked at her afterwards. She had married Harry on impulse, because of his laugh – its funny lazy quality had attracted her – and because she had thought that the expression in his blue eyes meant much more than it did – and now she realised that after all … but then those were things one did not admit, not even to oneself, and what was the use, the thing was done, and here she was with her two great children, and next month anyway she would be thirty.

No, it was not poor Harry who was to blame, nor even the senseless life they led, nor the foolish escapades, nor their friends, nor the stifling atmosphere of a too early summer falling upon the caked mud and dust of London, nor the silly chatter in the playhouse, the froth, the frivolity, the bawdy nonsense Rockingham whispered in her ear. It was herself who was at fault.

She had played too long a part unworthy of her. She had consented to be the Dona her world had demanded – a superficial, lovely creature, who walked, and talked, and laughed, accepting praise and admiration with a shrug of the shoulder as natural homage to her beauty, careless, insolent, deliberately indifferent, and all the while another Dona, a strange, phantom Dona, peered at her from a dark mirror and was ashamed.

This other self knew that life need not be bitter, nor worthless, nor bounded by a narrow casement, but could be limitless, infinite – that it meant suffering, and love, and danger, and sweetness, and more than this even, much more. Yes, the full force of her self-loathing had come upon her that Friday evening, so that even now, sitting in the coach, with the soft country air bathing her face, she could conjure up once more the hot street smell that came from the London gutters, a smell of exhaustion and decay, that had merged in some inexplicable way with the heavy, sultry sky, with Harry’s yawn as he dusted the skirt of his coat, with Rockingham’s pointed smile – as though they all typified a weary, dying world from which she must free herself and escape, before the sky fell in upon her and she was trapped. She remembered the blind hawker at the corner, his ears pricked for the tinkle of a coin, and the apprentice boy from the Haymarket who ambled along with his tray on his head, shouting his wares in a shrill, disconsolate voice, and how he had fallen over some garbage in the gutter and spilled the contents on the dusty cobbled stones. And oh, heaven – the crowded playhouse, the stench of perfume upon heated bodies, the silly laughter and the clatter, the party in the Royal box – the King himself present – the impatient crowd in the cheap seats stamping and shouting for the play to begin while they threw orange peel on to the stage. Then Harry, laughing at nothing in particular as was his custom, became fuddled with the wit of the play, or possibly he had drunk too much before they had set out. Anyway he had started snoring in his seat, and Rockingham, seizing his chance to make a diversion, pressed against her with his foot and whispered in her ear. Damn his impudence, his air of possession, of familiarity, all because she had permitted him to kiss her once in an idle moment, because the night was fine. And they had proceeded to supper at the Swan, which she had grown to detest, her amusement at its novelty having ceased – for it was no longer a stimulant to be the only wife amongst a crowd of mistresses.

Once it had held a certain attraction, it had sharpened her sense of fun to sup with Harry in these places where no other husband took his wife, to sit cheek by jowl with the ladies of the town and to see Harry’s friends first scandalised, then fascinated, and finally whipped into a fever, like curious schoolboys who tread forbidden ground. And yet even then, even at the beginning, she had felt a little prick of shame, a curious sense of degradation, as though she had dressed up for a masquerade and the clothes had not fitted her well.

While Harry’s lovable and slightly stupid laugh, his expression of half-shocked dismay: ‘You’ve made yourself the talk of the town, you know, the fellows are gossiping about you in the taverns,’ had not served as a rebuke but as an irritant. She had wished that he would be angry, would shout at her, insult her even – but he only laughed, shrugging his shoulders, and fondled her in heavy, clumsy fashion, so that she knew her folly had not touched him, that inwardly he was really quite pleased that men were gossiping about his wife and admiring her, because it made him a person of importance in their eyes. The coach lurched over a deep rut in the road, and James stirred in his sleep. His little face puckered as though to cry, and Dona reached for the toy that had slipped from his grasp, and he cuddled it to his mouth, and so slept once more. He looked as Harry did when demanding a reassurance of her affection, and she wondered why it was that a quality so attractive and touching in James should seem to her, in Harry, more than a little absurd and a secret source of irritation.

Dressing that Friday night, placing the rubies in her ears to match the pendant round her throat, she had been reminded suddenly of James snatching the pendant, and stuffing it in his mouth, and she had smiled to herself, thinking of him, and Harry, standing beside her, dusting the lace at his wrists, had caught the smile and turned it into an invitation. ‘Damn it, Dona,’ he had said, ‘why do you look at me like that? Don’t let’s go to the play, hang Rockingham, hang the world, why the devil don’t we stay at home?’ Poor Harry, how vain, how typical, provoked by a smile that was not for him into instant adoration. She had said:‘How ridiculous you are,’ turning from him, so that he should not touch her bare shoulder with his clumsy hands, and at once his mouth set in that grumpy, obstinate line she knew so well, so that they set out to the play, as they had done to other plays and to other suppers, times without number, with moods ill-tuned and tempers frayed, putting an edge upon the evening before it had begun.

Then he had called to his spaniels, Duke and Duchess, and they had yapped up at him for sweetmeats, filling the room with their shrill barking, leaping and jumping at his hands.

‘Hey, Duke, hey, Duchess,’ he had said, ‘go seek, go find,’ throwing a sweetmeat across the room and on to her bed, so that they clawed at the curtains, and tried to spring upon it, yapping horribly the while, and Dona, her fingers in her ears to thrust out the sound, swept from the room and downstairs to her waiting chair, white, and cold, and angry, to be met with the hot street smells and the breathless vapid sky.

Once more the coach shook and trembled in the deep ruts of the country road, and this time it was the nurse who stirred – poor, wretched Prue, her foolish, honest face all heavy and mottled with fatigue, how she must grudge her mistress this sudden inexplicable journey – and Dona wondered whether she had left some young man forlorn in London who would prove false in all probability and marry somebody else and Prue’s life would be blighted, all because of her, Dona, and her whim and fancies and savage ill-humour. What would poor Prue find to do at Navron House, but parade the children up and down the avenue and through the gardens, sighing for the streets of London hundreds of miles away? Were there gardens at Navron? She could not remember. It all seemed so long ago, that brief visit after she had married. There were trees surely, and a shining river, and great windows that peered from a long room, but more than this she had forgotten, because she had felt so ill during those days, with Henrietta on the way, and life one endless business of sofas, and sickness, and smelling-bottles. Suddenly Dona felt hungry, the coach had just rumbled past an orchard and the apple trees were in blossom, and she knew she must eat now, at once, without more ado, on the side of the road in the sunshine, they must all eat – so she thrust her head out of the window and called up to her coachman: ‘We will halt here for a while, and eat. Come and help me spread the rugs beneath the hedge.’

The man stared down at her in bewilderment. ‘But my lady, the ground may be damp, you will take cold.’

‘Nonsense, Thomas, I am hungry, we are all hungry, we must eat.’

He climbed down from his seat, his face red with embarrassment, and his companion turned away also, coughing behind his hand.

‘There is a hostelry in Bodmin, my lady,’ the coachman ventured, ‘there you could eat in comfort, and rest perhaps; surely it would be more fitting. If anyone should pass this way, and see you by the side of the road, I hardly think Sir Harry would like …’

‘Damn it, Thomas, can’t you obey orders?’ said his mistress, and she opened the door of the coach herself, and stepped down into the muddy road, lifting her gown above her ankles in a most brazen way. Poor Sir Harry, thought the coachman, this was the sort of thing he had to contend with every day, and in less than five minutes she had them all assembled on the grass by the side of the road, the nurse barely awake blinking her round eyes, and the children staring in astonishment. ‘Let us all drink ale,’ said Dona, ‘we have some in the basket beneath the seat. I have a mad desire for ale. Yes, James, you shall have some.’ And there she sat, her petticoats tucked beneath her and her hood falling away from her face, quaffing her ale like any beggaring gipsy, handing some on the tip of her finger for her baby son to taste, smiling the while at the coachman to show him that she bore no malice for his rough driving and his obstinacy. ‘You must both drink, too, there is plenty for all,’ she said, and the men were obliged to drink with her, avoiding the eye of the nurse. She thought the whole proceeding unseemly, as they did, and was wishing for a quiet parlour in a hostelry, and fresh warm water where she could bathe the children’s hands and faces.

‘Where are we going?’ asked Henrietta for the twelfth time, looking about her in distaste, holding her dress close to her so that the mud should not stain it.‘Is the drive nearly finished, and shall we soon be home?’

‘We are going to another home,’ said Dona, ‘a new home, a much nicer home. You will be able to run free in the woods and dirty your clothes, and Prue will not scold you because it will not matter.’

‘I don’t want to dirty my clothes. I want to go home,’ said Henrietta, and her lip trembled; she looked up at Dona in reproach, and then – she was tired, perhaps, it was all strange, this journey, this sitting by the roadside, she missed her monotonous routine – she began to cry, and James, placid and happy until then, opened his mouth wide, and roared in sympathy. ‘There, my pets, there my treasures, did they hate the nasty ditch and the prickly hedge,’ said Prue, folding them both in her arms, a world of meaning in her voice for her mistress, the cause of all the upset, so that Dona, her conscience stung, rose to her feet, kicking at the remains of the feast. ‘Come then, let us continue the journey by all means, but without tears, for pity’s sake,’ and she stood for a moment, while the nurse, and the food, and the children packed themselves in the coach. Yes, there was apple blossom on the air, and the scent of gorse as well, and the tang of moss and peat from the moors away in the distance, and surely somewhere, not too distant, over the farther hills, a wet sea smell.

Forget the children’s tears, forget Prue’s grievance, forget the pursed-up mouth of the coachman, forget Harry and his troubled distressed blue eyes when she announced her decision. ‘But damn it, Dona, what have I done, what have I said, don’t you know that I adore you?’ Forget all these things, because this was freedom, to stand here for one minute with her face to the sun and the wind, this was living, to smile and to be alone.

She had tried to explain it to Harry on the Friday night, after that foolish idiotic escapade at Hampton Court; she had tried to tell him what she meant, how the ridiculous prank on the Countess was only a thwarted, bastard idea of fun, a betrayal of her real mood; that in reality it was escape she wanted, escape from her own self, from the life they led together; that she had reached a crisis in her particular span of time and existence, and must travel through that crisis, alone.

‘Go to Navron by all means if you wish it,’ he said sulkily. ‘I will send word at once that preparation is made for you, that the house is opened up, the servants are ready. But I don’t understand. Why suddenly, and why have you never expressed the desire before, and why do you not want me to come with you?’

‘Because I would be alone, because my humour is such that if I am not alone I shall drive you mad, and myself as well,’ she said.

‘I don’t understand,’ he went on, his mouth set, his eyes sullen, and she, in despair, tried to paint a picture of her mood.

‘Do you remember my father’s aviary in Hampshire,’ she said, ‘and how the birds there were well fed, and could fly about their cage? And one day I set a linnet free, and it flew straight out of my hands towards the sun?’

‘What of it?’ he said, clasping his hands behind his back.

‘Because I feel like that. Like the linnet before it flew,’ she said, and then she turned away, smiling in spite of her sincerity, because he looked so puzzled, so hopelessly out of his depth, staring at her in his white nightshirt, and he shrugged his shoulders, poor dear, she could well understand it, he shrugged his shoulders, and climbed into bed, and turned his face to the wall away from her and said: ‘Oh, hell and damnation, Dona, why must you be so confounded tricky?’
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She fumbled for a moment with the catch, it had jammed of course, through lack of use, probably it had not been touched for months, and then she flung the windows wide and let in the fresh air and the sun. ‘Faugh! The room smells like a tomb,’ she said, and as a shaft of sunlight struck the pane she caught the reflection of the manservant looking at her, she could have sworn he was smiling, but when she turned he was still and solemn as he had been from the first moment of their arrival, a thin, spare little man, with a button mouth and a curiously white face.

‘I don’t remember you,’ she said, ‘you were not here when we came before.’

‘No my lady,’ he said.

‘There was an old man – I forget his name – but he had rheumatism in all his joints, and could scarcely walk, where is he now?’

‘In his grave, my lady.’

‘I see.’ She bit her lip, and turned again to the window. Was the fellow laughing at her or not?

‘And you replaced him then?’ she said, over her shoulder, looking out towards the trees.

‘Yes, my lady.’

‘And your name?’

‘William, my lady.’

She had forgotten the Cornish people spoke in so strange a way, foreign almost, a curious accent, at least she supposed it was Cornish, and when she turned to look at him again he wore that same slow smile she had noticed in the reflected window.

‘I fear we must have caused a good deal of trouble,’ she said, ‘our sudden arrival, the opening up of the house. The place has been closed far too long, of course. There is dust everywhere, I wonder you have not noticed it.’

‘I had noticed it, my lady,’ he said ‘but as your ladyship never came to Navron it scarcely seemed worth my while to see that the rooms were cleaned. It is difficult to take pride in work that is neither seen nor appreciated.’

‘In fact,’ said Dona, stung to amusement, ‘the idle mistress makes the idle servant?’

‘Naturally, my lady,’ he said gravely.

Dona paced up and down the long room, fingering the stuff of the chairs, which was dull and faded. She touched the carving on the mantel, and looked up at the portraits on the wall – Harry’s father, painted by Van Dyck, what a tedious face he had – and surely this was Harry himself, this miniature in a case, taken the year they were married. She remembered it now; how youthful he looked and how pompous. She laid it aside, aware of the manservant’s eyes upon her – what an odd creature he was – and then she pulled herself together; no servant had ever got the better of her before.

‘Will you please see that every room in the house is swept and dusted,’ she said, ‘that all the silver is cleaned, that flowers are placed in the rooms, that everything takes place, in short, as though the mistress of the house had not been idle, but had been in residence here for many years?’

‘It will be my personal pleasure, my lady,’ he said, and then he bowed, and left the room, and Dona, vexed, realised that he had laughed at her once again, not openly, not with familiarity, but as it were secretly, behind his eyes.

She stepped out of the window and on to the grass lawns in front of the house. The gardeners had done their work at least, the grass was fresh trimmed, and the formal hedges clipped, perhaps all in a rush yesterday, or the day before, when the word had come that their mistress was returning; poor devils, she understood their slackness, what a pest she must seem to them, upsetting the quiet tenor of their lives, breaking into their idle routine, intruding upon this queer fellow William – was it really Cornish, that accent of his? – and upsetting the slack disorder he had made for himself.

Somewhere, from an open window in another part of the house, she could hear Prue’s scolding voice, demanding hot water for the children, and a lusty roar from James – poor sweet, why must he be washed, and bathed, and undressed, why not tossed, just as he was, into a blanket in any dark corner and left to sleep – and then she walked across to the gap in the trees that she remembered from the last time, and yes – she had been right, it was the river down there, shining and still and soundless. The sun still upon it, dappled green and gold, and a little breeze ruffled the surface, there should be a boat somewhere – she must remember to ask William if there was a boat – and she would embark on it, let it carry her to the sea. How absurd, what an adventure. James must come too, they would both dip their hands and faces in the water and become soaked with the spray, and fishes would jump out of the water and the sea-birds would scream at them. Oh, heaven, to have got away at last, to have escaped, to have broken free, it could not be possible, to know that she was at least three hundred miles away from St James’s Street, and dressing for dinner, and the Swan, and the smells in the Haymarket, and Rockingham’s odious meaning smile, and Harry’s yawn, and his blue reproachful eyes. Hundreds of miles too from the Dona she despised, the Dona who from devilry or from boredom, or from a spice of both, had played that idiotic prank on the Countess in Hampton Court, had dressed up in Rockingham’s breeches and cloaked and masked herself, and ridden with him and the others, leaving Harry at the Swan (too fuddled with drink to know what was happening), and had played at foot-pads, surrounding the Countess’s carriage and forcing her to step down into the highroad.

‘Who are you, what do you want?’ the poor little old woman had cried, trembling with fear, while Rockingham had been obliged to bury his face in his horse’s neck, choking with silent laughter, and she, Dona, had played the leader, calling out in a clear cold voice:

‘A hundred guineas or your honour.’

And the Countess, poor wretch, sixty if she were a day, with her husband some twenty years in the grave, fumbled and felt in her purse for sovereigns, terrified that this young rip from the town should throw her down in the ditch – and when she handed over the money and looked up into Dona’s masked face, there was a pitiful tremor at the corner of her mouth, and she said:

‘For God’s sake spare me, I am very old, and very tired.’

So that Dona, swept in an instant by a wave of shame and degradation, had handed back the purse, and turned her horse’s head, and ridden back to town, hot with self-loathing, blinded by tears and abasement, while Rockingham pursued her with shouts and cries of ‘What the devil now, and what has happened?’ and Harry, who had been told the adventure would be nothing but a ride to Hampton Court by moonlight, walked home to bed, not too certain of his direction, to be confronted by his wife on the doorstep dressed up in his best friend’s breeches.

‘I had forgotten – was there a masquerade – was the King present?’ he said, staring at her stupidly, rubbing his eyes, and ‘No, damn you,’ said Dona, ‘what masquerade there was is over and done with, finished now for ever more. I’m going away.’

And so upstairs, and that interminable argument in the bedroom, followed by a sleepless night, and more arguments in the morning, then Rockingham calling and Dona refusing him admittance, then someone riding to Navron to give warning, the preparations for the journey, the journey itself, and so here at last to silence, and solitude, and still unbelievable freedom.

Now the sun was setting behind the trees, leaving a dull red glow upon the river below, the rooks rose in the air and clustered above their nests, the smoke from the chimneys curled upwards in thin blue lines, and William was lighting the candles in the hall. She supped late, making her own time – early dinner, thank heaven, was now a thing of the past – and she ate with a new and guilty enjoyment, sitting all alone at the head of the long table, while William stood behind her chair and waited silently.

They made a strange contrast, he in his sober dark clothes, his small inscrutable face, his little eyes, his button mouth, and she in her white gown, the ruby pendant round her throat, her hair caught back behind her ears in the fashionable ringlets.

Tall candles stood on the table, and a draught from the open window caused a tremor in their flame, and the flame played a shadow on her features. Yes, thought the manservant, my mistress is beautiful, but petulant too, and a little sad. There is something of discontent about the mouth, and a faint trace of a line between the eyebrows. He filled her glass once more, comparing the reality before him to the likeness that hung on the wall in the bedroom upstairs. Was it only last week that he had stood there, with someone beside him, and the someone had said jokingly, glancing up at the likeness: ‘Shall we ever see her, William, or will she remain forever a symbol of the unknown?’ and looking closer, smiling a little, he had added: ‘The eyes are large and very lovely, William, but they hold shadows too. There are smudges beneath the lids as though someone had touched them with a dirty finger.’

‘Are there grapes?’ said his mistress suddenly, breaking in upon the silence. ‘I have a fancy for grapes, black and succulent, with the bloom on them, all dusty.’ ‘Yes, my lady,’ said the servant, dragged back into the present, and he fetched her grapes, cutting a bunch with the silver scissors and putting them on her plate, his button mouth twisted as he thought of the news he would have to carry to-morrow, or the next day, when the spring tides were due again and the ship returned.

‘William,’ she said.

‘My lady?’

‘My nurse tells me that the servant girls upstairs are new to the house, that you sent for them when you heard I was arriving? She says one comes from Constantine, another from Gweek, even the cook himself is new, a fellow from Penzance.’

‘That is perfectly true, my lady.’

‘What was the reason, William? I understood always, and I think Sir Harry thought the same, that Navron was fully staffed?’

‘It seemed to me, my lady, possibly wrongly, that is for you to say, that one idle servant was sufficient about the house. For the last year I have lived here entirely alone.’

She glanced at him over her shoulder, biting her bunch of grapes.

‘I could dismiss you for that, William.’

‘Yes, my lady.’

‘I shall probably do so in the morning.’

‘Yes, my lady.’

She went on eating her grapes, considering him as she did so, irritated and a little intrigued that a servant could be so baffling a person. Yet she knew she was not going to send him away.

‘Supposing I do not dismiss you, William, what then?’

‘I will serve you faithfully, my lady.’

‘How can I be sure of that?’

‘I have always served faithfully the people I love, my lady.’

And to this she could make no answer, for his small button mouth was as impassive as ever, and his eyes said nothing, but she felt in her heart that he was not laughing at her now, he was speaking the truth. ‘Am I to take that as a compliment then, William?’ she said at last, rising to her feet, as he pulled away her chair.

‘It was intended as one, my lady,’ he said, and she swept from the room without a word, knowing that in this odd little man with his funny half-familiar manner she had found an ally, a friend. She laughed secretly to herself, thinking of Harry and how he would stare without comprehension: ‘What damned impertinence, the fellow needs whipping.’

It was all wrong of course, William had behaved disgracefully, he had no business to live alone in the house, and no wonder there was dust everywhere, and a graveyard smell. But she understood it for all that, because had she not come here to do the same thing herself? Perhaps William had a nagging wife, and an existence in another part of Cornwall too full of cares; perhaps he too had wished to escape? She wondered, as she rested in the salon, staring at the wood fire he had kindled, on her lap a book that she did not read, whether he had sat here amongst the sheets and coverlets before she came, and whether he begrudged her the use of the room now. Oh, the lovely luxury of stillness, to live alone like this, a cushion behind her head, a draught of air from the open window ruffling her hair, and to rest secure in the knowledge that no one would come blundering in upon her presence with loud laugh, with a voice that grated – that all those things belonged to another world, a world of dusty cobbled stones, of street smells, of apprentice boys, of ugly music, of taverns, of false friendships and futility. Poor Harry, he would be supping now with Rockingham probably, bemoaning his fate at the Swan, dozing over cards, drinking a little too much, saying: ‘Damn it, she kept talking about a bird, saying she felt like a bird, what the devil did she mean?’ And Rockingham, with his pointed, malicious smile and those narrow eyes that understood, or thought they understood, her baser qualities, would murmur: ‘I wonder – I very much wonder.’

Presently, when the fire had sunk, and the room cooled, she went upstairs to her bedroom, first passing through the children’s rooms to see if all was well. Henrietta looked like a waxen doll, her fair curls framing her face, her mouth slightly pouted, while James in his cot frowned in his sleep, chubby and truculent, like a little pug-dog. She tucked his fist inside the cover, kissing it as she did so, and he opened one eye and smiled. She stole away, ashamed of her furtive tenderness for him – so primitive, so despicable, to be moved to folly, simply because he was male. He would no doubt grow up to be fat, and gross, and unattractive, making some woman miserable.

Someone – William she supposed – had cut a sprig of lilac and placed it in her room, on the mantelshelf, beneath the portrait of herself. It filled the room with scent, heady and sweet. Thank God, she thought, as she undressed, there will be no pattering feet of spaniels, no scratching noises, no doggy smells, and the great deep bed is mine alone. Her own portrait looked down at her with interest. Have I that sulky mouth, she thought, that petulant frown? Did I look like that six, seven years ago? Do I look like it still?

She pulled on her nightgown, silken and white, and cool, and stretched her arms above her head, and leant from the casement. The branches stirred against the sky. Below the garden, away down in the valley, the river ran to meet the tide. She pictured the fresh water, bubbling with the spring rains, surging against the salt waves, and how the two would mingle and become one, and break upon the beaches. She pulled the curtains back, so that the light should flood the room, and she turned to her bed, placing her candlestick on the table at her side.

Then drowsing, half asleep, watching the moon play patterns on the floor, she wondered what other scent it was that mingled itself with the lilac, a stronger, harsher smell, something whose name eluded her. It stung her nostrils even now, as she turned her head on the pillow. It seemed to come from the drawer beneath the table, and stretching out her arm she opened the drawer, and looked inside. There was a book there, and a jar of tobacco. It was the tobacco she had smelt of course. She picked up the jar, the stuff was brown and strong and freshly cut. Surely William had not the audacity to sleep in her bed, to lie there, smoking, looking at her portrait? That was a little too much, that was really unforgivable. There was something so personal about this tobacco, so very unlike William, that surely she must be mistaken – and yet – if William had lived here at Navron, for a year, alone?

She opened the book – was he then a reader as well? And now she was more baffled than before, for the book was a volume of poetry, French poetry, by the poet Ronsard, and on the flyleaf someone had scribbled the initials ‘J.B.A. – Finistère’ and underneath had drawn a tiny picture of a gull.
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When she woke, the next morning, her first thought was to send for William, and, confronting him with the jar of tobacco and the volume of poetry, to enquire whether he had slept ill on his new mattress, and whether he had missed the comfort of her bed. She played with the idea, amusing herself at the picture of his small inscrutable face colouring up at last, and his button mouth dropping in dismay, and then, when the heavy-footed maid brought her breakfast, stumbling and blushing in her awkwardness, raw country girl that she was, she decided to bide her time, to wait a few days, for something seemed to warn her that any admission of her discovery would be premature, out of place.

So she left the tobacco jar, and the poetry, in the table drawer beside her bed, and when she rose, and dressed, and went downstairs, she found the dining-hall and the salon had been swept and cleaned, as she had commanded, there were fresh flowers in the rooms, the windows were opened wide, and William himself was polishing the tall candlesticks on the wall.

He enquired at once if she had slept well, and she answered, ‘Yes,’ thinking instantly that this would be the moment, and could not prevent herself from adding, ‘And you too, I hope, were not fatigued by our arrival?’ At which he permitted himself a smile, saying, ‘You are very thoughtful, my lady. No, I slept well, as always. I heard Master James cry once in the night, but the nurse soothed him. It seemed strange to hear a child’s cry in the house, after the long silence.’

‘You did not mind?’ she said.

‘No my lady. The sound took me back to my own childhood. I was the eldest in a family of thirteen. There were always little ones arriving.’

‘Is your home near here, William?’

‘No, my lady.’ And now there was a new quality in his voice, a note of finality. As though he said: ‘A servant’s life is his own. Do not intrude upon it,’ and she had the insight to leave it, to question him no more. She glanced at his hands. They were clean and waxen white, no tobacco stains upon them, and there was an impersonal soapy texture about the whole of him, vastly different from that male tobacco smell, so harsh and brown, in the jar upstairs.

Perhaps she maligned him, perhaps the jar had stood there for three years – since Harry’s last visit to the estate, when she had not accompanied him. And yet Harry did not smoke strong tobacco. She wandered to the shelves where great leather-bound volumes stood in rows, books that nobody ever read, and she made a pretext of taking a volume down and glancing through it, while the servant continued to polish the candlesticks.

‘Are you a reader, William?’ she said suddenly.

‘You have gathered I am not, my lady,’ he said, ‘because the books in those shelves are coated with dust. No, I have never handled them. But I will do so to-morrow. I will take them all down and dust them well.’

‘You have no hobby then?’

‘Moths interest me, my lady. I have quite a fine collection in my room. The woods round Navron are excellent for moths.’ And with that she left him. She wandered out into the garden, hearing the children’s voices. Really the little man was an oddity, she could not fathom him out, and surely if it was he who read Ronsard in the night watches he would have browsed amongst these books, at least once or twice, out of curiosity.

The children called her with delight, Henrietta dancing like a fairy, and James, still very unsteady, rolling after her like a drunken sailor, and the three wandered into the woods to gather bluebells. The flowers were just appearing in the young green, short and stubby and blue; next week or the week after there would be a carpet for them to lie upon.

So the first day passed, and the next, and the one after, Dona exulting in her new-found freedom. Now she could live without a plan, without a decision, taking the days as they came, rising at noon if she had the mind or at six in the morning, it did not matter, eating when hunger came upon her, sleeping when she wished, in the day or at midnight. Her mood was one of lovely laziness. She would lie out in her garden hour after hour, her hands behind her head, watching the butterflies as they frolicked in the sun, and chased one another, and had their moment; listening to the birds intent upon domestic life among the branches, so busy, so ardent, like newly-wed couples proud of their first home polished as a pin. And all the while the bright sun shone down upon her, and little mackerel clouds scurried across the sky, and away in the valley beneath the woods there was the river, the river which she had not found yet, because she was too idle, because there was so much time; one day, quite soon, she would go down to it, early one morning, and stand in the shallows barefoot and let the water splash upon her, and smell the muddied river smell, pungent and sweet.

The days were glorious and long, the children were browning like little gypsies. Even Henrietta was losing her town ways, and consented to run with naked feet upon the grass, to play leap-frog, to roll on the ground as James did, like a puppy.

They were playing thus one afternoon, tumbling and falling upon Dona, who lay on her back with her gown anyhow and her ringlets in mad disorder (the disapproving Prue safely within the house) and as they pelted one another with daisy heads and honeysuckle there came to Dona, warm and drugged, and foolish with the sun, the ominous sound of hoofbeats in the avenue, and presently a clatter into the court-yard before the house, and the jangle of the great bell. And horror upon horror there was William advancing towards her on the grass, and a stranger following him, a large, burly creature with a florid face and bulbous eyes, his wig over-curled, slashing at his boots as he walked with a gold-knobbed cane.

‘Lord Godolphin to see you, my lady,’ said William gravely, no whit abashed at her appearance, so tattered, so disgraceful. She rose to her feet at once, pulling at her gown, patting her ringlets: how infuriating, how embarrassing, and what a damnable intrusion. The creature stared at her in dismay, no wonder; well, he must endure it, perhaps he would go the sooner. And then she curtsied, and said: ‘I am enchanted to see you,’ at which he bowed solemnly and made no reply. She led the way into the house, catching sight of herself in the mirror on the wall; there was honeysuckle behind her ear, she left it there obstinately, she did not care. And then they sat down on stiff chairs, and stared at each other, while Lord Godolphin nibbled his gold-knobbed cane.

‘I had heard you were in residence,’ he said at length, ‘and I considered it a duty, or rather a pleasure, to pay my respects as soon as possible. It is many years since you and your husband condescended to visit Navron. In fact, I may say you have become strangers. I knew Harry very well when he lived here as a boy.’

‘Indeed,’ said Dona, fascinated suddenly by the growth at the side of his nose; she had only just noticed it. How unfortunate, poor man. And then she glanced away quickly, for fear he should realise she was looking, and ‘Yes,’ he continued, ‘I may say that I used to count Harry as among my dearest friends. But since his marriage we have seen so little of him, he spends his time in Town.’

A reproach to me, she thought, very natural of course, and ‘I am sorry to say Harry is not with me,’ she told him, ‘I am here alone, with my children.’

‘That is a great pity,’ he said, and she answered nothing, for what was there to say?

‘My wife would have accompanied me,’ he continued,‘but she does not enjoy very good health at the moment. In short …’ He paused, uncertain how to continue, and Dona smiled. ‘I quite understand, I have two small children myself,’ at which he looked a little abashed, and bowed. ‘We hope for an heir,’ he said, and ‘Of course,’ said Dona, fascinated once again by that growth at the end of his nose. How distressing for his wife, how did she endure it. But Godolphin was talking again, saying something about his wife being very glad to welcome her at any time, there were so few neighbours, and so on, and so forth. How boring and heavy he was, thought Dona, was there no middle course between this solemn pompous pretentiousness and the vicious frivolity of Rockingham? Would Harry become like this if he lived at Navron? A great turnip, with eyes that said nothing, and a mouth like a slit in a suet pudding. ‘I was hoping,’ Godolphin was saying, ‘that Harry would have given some assistance in the county. You have heard of our troubles, no doubt.’

‘I have heard nothing,’ said Dona.

‘No? Perhaps you are too remote here for the news to reach you, though the talk and chatter has been rife for miles around. We have been vexed and harried, almost at our wits’ end, in fact, with acts of piracy. Goods of considerable value have been lost at Penryn, and along the coast. An estate of my neighbour’s was sacked a week or so ago.’

‘How distressing,’ said Dona.

‘It is more than distressing, it is a positive outrage!’ declared Godolphin, his face reddening, his eyes more bulbous than ever, ‘and no one knows how to deal with it. I have sent up complaints to London, and get no reply. They send us a handful of soldiers from the garrison at Bristol, but they are worse than useless. No, I can see that I and the rest of the landowners in the county will have to band ourselves together and deal with the menace. It is very unfortunate that Harry is not at Navron, very unfortunate.’

‘Can I do anything to help you?’ asked Dona, digging her nails into her hands to stop herself from smiling: he looked so provoked, so highly indignant, almost as though he blamed her for the acts of piracy.

‘My dear lady,’ he said, ‘there is nothing you can do, except ask your husband to come down, and rally round his friends, so that we can fight this damned Frenchman.’

‘Frenchman?’ she said.

‘Why, yes, that’s the plague of it,’ he said, almost shouting in his anger; ‘this fellow’s a low sneaking foreigner, who for some reason or other seems to know our coast like the back of his hand, and slips away to the other side, to Brittany, before we can lay our hands on him. His craft is like quicksilver, none of our ships down here can catch him. He’ll creep into our harbours by night, land silently like the stealthy rat he is, seize our goods, break open our stores and merchandise, and be away on the morning tide while our fellows are rubbing the sleep out of their eyes.’

‘In fact, he is too clever for you,’ said Dona.

‘Why, yes, Madam – if you like to put it that way,’ he answered haughtily, at once taking offence.

‘I’m afraid Harry would never catch him, he is far too lazy,’ she said.

‘I do not for a moment suggest that he could,’ said Godolphin, ‘but we need heads in this business, the more the better. And we have to catch this fellow if it means spending all the time and money at our disposal. You perhaps do not realise how serious the matter is. Down here we are constantly robbed, our womenfolk sleep in terror of their lives, and not only their lives.’

‘Oh, he is that sort of pirate, then?’ murmured Dona.

‘No lives have been lost as yet, and none of our women have been taken,’ said Godolphin stiffly, ‘but as this fellow is a Frenchman we all realise that it is only a question of time before something dastardly occurs.’

‘Oh, quite,’ said Dona, and seized with sudden laughter she rose to her feet and walked towards the window, for his gravity and pomposity were beyond bearing, she could stand it no longer, her laughter would win control. But, thank heaven, he took her rising as a gesture of dismissal, for he bowed solemnly, and kissed the hand she gave him.

‘When you next send messages to your husband I trust you will remember me to him, and give him some account of our troubles,’ he said, and ‘Yes, of course,’ answered Dona, determined that whatever happened Harry should not come hotfoot down to Navron to deal with elusive pirates, breaking in upon her privacy and lovely freedom. When she had promised that she would call upon his wife, and he had uttered a few more formalities, she summoned William, and he withdrew, and she heard the steady trot of his horse as he vanished down the drive.

She hoped he would be the last visitor, for this sort of thing was not what she intended; this solemn sitting around on chairs exchanging small conversation with a turnip-head was one degree worse than supping at the Swan. William must be warned, in future she would not be at home to callers. He must make an excuse: she would be out walking, or asleep, or ill, or mad even – confined to her room in chains – anything, rather than face the Godolphins of the county, in all their grandeur and pomposity.

How dull-witted they must be, these local gentry, to be robbed in this way, their goods and merchandise seized in the night, and unable to prevent it, even with the help of soldiers. How slow they must be, how inefficient. Surely if they kept a watch, were constantly on the alert, it would be possible to lay some trap for the foreigner as he crept into their harbours. A ship was not a phantom thing, it depended on wind and tide, nor were men soundless, their feet must echo on the quays, their voices fall upon the air. That day she dined early, at six, and talked to William as he stood behind her chair, bidding him close the door to visitors in future.

‘You see, William,’ she said,‘I came to Navron to avoid people, to be alone. My mood is to play the hermit, while I am here.’

‘Yes, my lady,’ he said,‘I made a mistake about this afternoon. It shall not occur again. You shall enjoy your solitude, and make good your escape.’

‘Escape?’ she said.

‘Yes, my lady,’ he answered, ‘I have rather gathered that is why you are here. You are a fugitive from your London self, and Navron is your sanctuary.’

She was silent a minute, astonished, a little dismayed, and then: ‘You have uncanny intuition, William,’ she said, ‘where does it come from?’

‘My late master talked to me long and often, my lady,’ he said. ‘Many of my ideas and much of my philosophy are borrowed from him. I have made a practice of observing people even as he does. And I rather think that he would term your ladyship’s arrival here as an escape.’

‘And why did you leave your master, William?’

‘His life is such, at the moment, my lady, that my services are of little use to him. We decided I would do better elsewhere.’

‘And so you came to Navron?’

‘Yes, my lady.’

‘And lived alone and hunted moths?’

‘Your ladyship is correct.’

‘So that Navron is also, possibly, an escape for you as well?’

‘Possibly, my lady.’

‘And your late master, what does he do with himself?’

‘He travels, my lady.’

‘He makes voyages from place to place?’

‘Exactly, my lady.’

‘Then he also, William, is a fugitive. People who travel are always fugitives.’

‘My master has often made the same observation, my lady. In fact I may say his life is one continual escape.’

‘How pleasant for him,’ said Dona, peeling her fruit; ‘the rest of us can only run away from time to time, and however much we pretend to be free, we know it is only for a little while – our hands and our feet are tied.’

‘Just so, my lady.’

‘And your master – he has no ties at all?’

‘None whatever, my lady.’

‘I would like to meet your master, William.’

‘I think you would have much in common, my lady.’

‘Perhaps one day he will pass this way, on his travels?’

‘Perhaps, my lady.’

‘In fact, I will withdraw my command about visitors, William. Should your late master ever call, I will not feign illness or madness or any other disease, I will receive him.’

‘Very good, my lady.’

And looking round – for she was standing now, and he had pulled away her chair – she saw that he was smiling, but instantly his smile was gone, when he met her eyes, and his mouth was pursed in its usual button. She wandered into the garden. The air was soft and languid and warm, and away to the west the sun flung great patterns across the sky. She could hear the voices of the children as Prue put them to bed. It was a time for going forth alone, a time for walking. And fetching a shawl and throwing it across her shoulders she went out of the garden and across the park-land to a stile, and a field, and a muddied lane, and the lane brought her to a carttrack, and the cart-track to a great stretch of rough wild grass, of uncultivated heathland, leading to the cliffs and the sea.

She had the urge within her to walk then to the sea, to the open sea itself, not the river even, and as the evening cooled and the sun sank in the sky, she came at length to a sloping headland where the gulls clamoured furiously at her approach, for it was the nesting season, and flinging herself down on the tussocky earth and the scrubby stones of the headland she looked out upon the sea. There was the river, away to the left, wide and shining as it met the sea, and the sea itself was still and very calm, while the setting sun dappled the water with copper and crimson. Down below, far and deep, the little waves splashed upon the rocks.

The setting sun behind her made a pathway on the sea, stretching to the far horizon, and as Dona lay and watched, her mind all drowsy and content, her heart at peace, she saw a smudge on the horizon, and presently the smudge took shape and form, and she saw the white sails of a ship. For a while it made no progress, for there was no breath upon the water, and it seemed to hang there, between sea and sky, like a painted toy. She could see the high poop-deck, and the fo’c’sle head, and the curious raking masts, and the men upon her must have had luck with their fishing for a crowd of gulls clustered around the ship, wheeling and crying, and diving to the water. Presently a little tremor of a breeze came off the headland where Dona lay, and she saw the breeze ruffle the waves below her, and travel out across the sea towards the waiting ship. Suddenly the sails caught the breeze and filled, they bellied out in the wind, lovely and white and free, the gulls rose in a mass, screaming above the masts, the setting sun caught the painted ship in a gleam of gold, and silently, stealthily, leaving a long dark ripple behind her, the ship stole in towards the land. And a feeling came upon Dona, as though a hand touched her heart, and a voice whispered in her brain, ‘I shall remember this.’ A premonition of wonder, of fear, of sudden strange elation. She turned swiftly, smiling to herself for no reason, humming a little tune, and strode back across the hills to Navron House, skirting the mud and jumping the ditches like a child, while the sky darkened, and the moon rose, and the night wind whispered in the tall trees.
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She went to bed as soon as she returned, for the walk had tired her, and she fell asleep almost at once, in spite of the curtains drawn wide, and the shining moon. And then, just after midnight it must have been, for subconsciously she had heard the stable clock strike the hour, she was awake, aware of a footstep that had crunched the gravel beneath her window. She was instantly alert, the household should be sleeping at such an hour, she was suspicious of footsteps in the night. She rose from bed then, and went to the casement, and looked out into the garden. She could see nothing beneath her, the house was in shadow, and whoever had stood there, beneath the casement, must have passed on. She waited and watched, and suddenly, from the belt of trees beyond the lawn, a figure stole into a square patch of moonlight and looked up towards the house. She saw him cup his hands to his mouth and give a soft low whistle. At once another figure crept out from the shadowed house, he must have been sheltering just inside the window of the salon, and this second figure ran swiftly across the lawn to the man by the belt of trees, his hand raised as though in warning, and she saw that the running figure was William. Dona leant forward, screened by the curtain, her ringlets falling over her face, and she breathed quicker than usual, and her heart beat fast, for there was excitement in what she saw, there was danger – her fingers beat a little nameless tune upon the sill. The two men stood together in the patch of moonlight, and Dona saw William gesticulate with his hands, and point towards the house, at which she drew back into the shadow for fear of being observed. The two continued talking, the strange man looking upward at the house also, and presently he shrugged his shoulders, spreading out his hands, as though the matter were beyond his powers of settlement, and then they both withdrew into the belt of trees, and disappeared. Dona waited, and listened, but they did not return. Then she shivered, for the breeze was cool blowing upon her thin nightgown, and she returned to bed, but could not sleep, for this new departure of William’s was a mystery that must be solved.

Had she seen him walk by moonlight into the trees, alone, she would have thought little of it, there might have been a woman in Helford hamlet by the river who was not unpleasing to him, or his silent expedition might have been more innocent still, a moth-hunt at midnight. But that stealthy tread, as though he waited for a signal, and that dark figure with his cupped hands and the soft whistle, William’s run across the lawn with his warning hand, these were graver problems, giving cause for worry.

She wondered if she had been a very great fool in trusting William. Anyone but herself would have dismissed him that first evening, on learning of his stewardship, how he had lived there in the house alone, without orders to do so. And that manner of his, so unlike the usual servant, that manner which intrigued and amused her, would no doubt have caused offence to most mistresses, to a Lady Godolphin. Harry would have sent him away at once – except that no doubt his manner would have been different with Harry, she felt that instinctively. And then the tobacco jar, the volume of poetry – it was mystifying, beyond her comprehension, but in the morning she must do something, take the matter in hand, and so without having decided anything, her mind in disorder, she fell asleep at length, just as the grey morning light broke into the room.

The day was hot and shining, like its predecessor, a high golden sun in a cloudless sky, and when Dona came down her first movement was towards the belt of trees where the stranger and William had talked, and disappeared, the night before. Yes, it was as she had expected, their footsteps had made a little track through the bluebells, easy to follow, they led straight across the main pathway of the woods and down deep amongst the thickest trees. She continued for a while, the track leading downwards always, twisting, uneven, very hard to follow, and suddenly she realised that this way would lead her in time towards the river, or a branch of the river, because in the distance she caught the gleam of water that she had not suspected could be so close, for surely the river itself must be away behind her, to the left, and this thread of water she was coming to was something unknown, a discovery. She hesitated a moment, uncertain whether to continue, and then remembering the hour, and how the children would be looking for her, and William himself perhaps, for orders, she turned back, and climbed up through the woods once more, and so on to the lawns of Navron House. The matter must be postponed to a better time, later perhaps in the afternoon.

So she played with the children, and wrote a duty letter to Harry – the groom was riding back to London in a day or so, to bear him news. She sat in the salon by the wide open window, nibbling the end of her pen, for what was there to say except that she was happy in her freedom, absurdly happy, and that would be hurtful; poor Harry, he would never understand.

‘That friend of your youth called upon me, one Godolphin,’ she wrote, ‘whom I found ill-favoured and pompous, and could not picture you together romping in the fields as little boys. But perhaps you did not romp, but sat upon gilt chairs and played cat’s cradle. He has a growth on the end of his nose, and his wife is expecting a baby, at which I expressed sympathy. And he was in a great fuss and pother about pirates, or rather one pirate, a Frenchman, who comes by night and robs his house, and the houses of his neighbours, and all the soldiers of the west cannot catch him, which seems to me not very clever of them. So I propose setting forth myself, with a cutlass between my teeth, and when I have entrapped the rogue, who according to Godolphin is a very fierce fellow indeed, a slayer of men and a ravisher of women, I will bind him with strong cords and send him to you as a present.’ She yawned, and tapped her teeth with her pen, it was easy to write this sort of letter, making a jest of everything, and she must be careful not to be tender, because Harry would take horse at once and ride to her, nor must she be too cold, for that would fret him, and would also bring him.
So ‘Amuse yourself as you wish, and think of your figure when you take that fifth glass,’ she wrote, ‘and address yourself, if you should have the desire, to any lovely lady your sleepy eye should fall upon, I will not play the scold when I see you again.
‘Your children are well, and send their love, and I send you – whatever you would wish me to send.
‘Your affectionate wife
‘Dona.’



She folded the letter, and sealed it. Now she was free once more, and began to think how she could rid herself of William for the afternoon, for she wished him well away before she started on her expedition. At one o’clock, over her cold meat, she knew how she would do it.

‘William,’ she said.

‘My lady?’

She glanced up at him, and there was no night-hawk look about him, he was the same as always, attentive to her commands.

‘William,’ she said, ‘I would like you to ride to my Lord Godolphin’s manor this afternoon, bearing flowers for his lady who is unwell.’

Was that a flicker of annoyance in his eye, a momentary unwillingness, a hesitation?

‘You wish me to take the flowers to-day, my lady?’

‘If you please, William.’

‘I believe the groom is doing nothing, my lady.’

‘I wish the groom to take Miss Henrietta and Master James and the nurse for a picnic, in the carriage.’

‘Very well, my lady.’

‘You will tell the gardener to cut the flowers?’

‘Yes, my lady.’

She said no more, and he too was silent, and she smiled to herself, for she guessed he did not want to go. Perhaps he had another assignation with his friend, down through the woods. Well, she would keep it for him.

‘Tell one of the maids to turn back my bed and draw the curtains, I shall rest this afternoon,’ she said, as she went from the room, and William bowed without reply.

This was a ruse to dull any fears he might have, but she was certain he was without suspicion. And so, playing her part, she went upstairs and lay down on her bed. Later she heard the carriage draw up in the courtyard, and the children’s voices chattering excitedly at the sudden picnic, and then the carriage bowled away down the avenue. After a short while she heard a single horse clatter on the cobbled stones, and leaving her room, and going out on to the passage where the window looked out upon the yard, she saw William mount one of the horses, a great bunch of flowers before him on the saddle, and so ride away.

How successful the strategy, she thought, laughing to herself like a silly child on an adventure. She put on a faded gown which she would not mind tearing, and a silken handkerchief around her head, and slipped out of her own house like a thief.

She followed the track that she had found in the morning, but this time plunging down deep into the woods without hesitation. The birds were astir again, after their noonday silence, and the silent butterflies danced and fluttered, while drowsy bumble bees hummed in the warm air, winging their way to the topmost branches of the trees. Yes, there once again was the glimmer of water that had surprised her. The trees were thinning, she was coming to the bank – and there, suddenly before her for the first time, was the creek, still and soundless, shrouded by the trees, hidden from the eyes of men. She stared at it in wonder, for she had had no knowledge of its existence, this stealthy branch of the parent river creeping into her own property, so sheltered, so concealed by the woods themselves. The tide was ebbing, the water oozing away from the mud flats, and here where she stood was the head of the creek itself, for the stream ended in a trickle, and the trickle in a spring. The creek twisted round a belt of trees, and she began to walk along the bank, happy, fascinated, forgetting her mission, for this discovery was a pleasure quite unexpected, this creek was a source of enchantment, a new escape, better than Navron itself, a place to drowse and sleep, a lotus-land. There was a heron, standing in the shallows, solemn and grey, his head sunk in his hooded shoulders, and beyond him a little oyster-catcher pattered in the mud, and then, weird and lovely, a curlew called, and rising from the bank, flew away from her down the creek. Something, not herself, disturbed the birds, for the heron rose slowly, flapping his slow wings, and followed the curlew, and Dona paused a moment, for she too had heard a sound, a sound of tapping, of hammering.

She went on, coming to the corner where the creek turned, and then she paused, withdrawing instinctively to the cover of the trees, for there before her, where the creek suddenly widened, forming a pool, lay a ship at anchor – so close that she could have tossed a biscuit to the decks. She recognised it at once. This was the ship she had seen the night before, the painted ship on the horizon, red and golden in the setting sun. There were two men slung over the side, chipping at the paint, this was the sound of hammering she had heard. It must be deep water where the ship lay, a perfect anchorage, for on either side the mud banks rose steeply and the tide ran away, frothing and bubbling, while the creek itself twisted again and turned, running towards the parent river out of sight. A few yards from where she stood was a little quay. There was tackle there, and blocks, and ropes; they must be making repairs. A boat was tied alongside, but no one was in it.

But for the two men chipping at the side of the ship all was still, the drowsy stillness of a summer afternoon. No one would know, thought Dona, no one could tell, unless they had walked as she had done, down from Navron House, that a ship lay at anchor in this pool, shrouded as it was by the trees, and hidden from the open river.

Another man crossed the deck and leant over the bulwark, gazing down at his fellows. A little smiling man, like a monkey, and he carried a lute in his hands. He swung himself up on the bulwark, and sat cross-legged, and began to play the strings. The two men looked up at him, and laughed, as he strummed a careless, lilting air, and then he began to sing, softly at first, then a little louder, and Dona, straining to catch the words, realised with a sudden wave of understanding, and her heart thumping, that the man was singing in French.

Then she knew, then she understood – her hands went clammy, her mouth felt parched, and she felt, for the first time in her life, a funny strange spasm of fear.

This was the Frenchman’s hiding-place – that was his ship.

She must think rapidly, make a plan, make some use of her knowledge; how obvious it was now, this silent creek, this perfect hiding-place, no one would ever know, so remote, so silent, so still – something must be done, she would have to say something, tell someone.

Or need she? Could she go away now, pretend she had not seen the ship, forget about it, or pretend to forget it – anything so that she need not be involved, for that would mean a breaking up of her peace, a disturbance, soldiers tramping through the woods, people arriving, Harry from London – endless complications, and Navron no more a sanctuary. No, she would say nothing, she would creep away now, back to the woods and the house, clinging to her guilty knowledge, telling no one, letting the robberies continue – what did it matter – Godolphin and his turnip friends must put up with it, the country must suffer, she did not care.

And then, even as she turned to slip away amongst the trees, a figure stepped out from behind her, from the woods, and throwing his coat over her head blinded her, pinning her hands to her sides, so that she could not move, could not struggle, and she fell down at his feet, suffocated, helpless, knowing she was lost.
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