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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


You reach the end of ‘The Doll’. You’re standing aghast at the door of a darkened room where ravenhaired Rebecca (and yes, her name will have misled you for a while if, like me, you were looking for clues) is in a state of wild arousal. She is on a divan, her companion, a life-size doll named Julio, leers at you with twisted wet crimson lips. You feel discomforted, disturbed, baffled. A doll with mechanical parts? Is that what the author meant? Did they even have such things in the 1920s? It is bizarre, macabre. Or perhaps you misread the story? And then you read it again and find yourself wondering about the mind of the young – very young – writer and how she came to dream up such a thing.


Daphne du Maurier was twenty when she wrote ‘The Doll’. It was the first thing she wrote in Fowey, having fled the distractions of a family life steeped in tittle-tattle and the Theatre. It’s a story of obsession, and the submerged anxieties of the young writer’s mind run through the pages like wine through water.


I was mystified by the image of Julio’s red wet lips until, while considering these stories, I read in Daphne du Maurier’s memoir Myself When Young that her first kisses, stolen ones with her cousin Geoffrey (twice-married and twenty-two years her senior), reminded her of kissing Gerald, her father. ‘The strange thing is it’s so like kissing D[addy],’ she notes, and then I thought about the name of the doll: ‘Julio’ just a syllable short of ‘Julius’, the eponymous father with an incestuous and murderous desire for his daughter in her most infamous novel, published five years later, in 1933.


The young du Maurier’s preoccupations hang close to the surface in many of the earliest stories, and certainly they’re the ones in this collection that I found the most intriguing. The fanatical love of a man for an unattainable woman, sexual shame and sexual exploitation, the opposing needs of solitude and sociability; all the themes of her later great novels can be seen here in embryonic form.


Unsurprisingly, Gerald du Maurier looms large. Daphne was not only escaping London when she begged to be allowed to stay on in Cornwall to write, but also the obsessive love of a father whose port-fuelled rages and accusations caused her anguish. Something as innocent as a child’s plaything is revealed in the night to be vulgar and shameful, and exposes, perhaps, how she was made to feel at having discovered ‘the unholy rapture’ of sex; the guilt indelible as a stain in later female characters, particularly Hesta in her second novel, I’ll Never Be Young Again, and, of course, in the supposed nymphomania of the first Mrs de Winter in Rebecca.


‘The Doll’ is not the only story with an undercurrent of the favourite daughter whose father did not want her to grow up and away from him. Perhaps the strongest story is ‘East Wind’, written when the author was nineteen. Again, it’s about a despoiling. In this case the unsullied Eden is an island, cut off from the world, with a peaceable, inbred population, content to live ‘blindly, happily, like children’. Guthrie and Jane are ‘unmindful of desire’ and all is well until the wind changes ‘like a demon let loose upon the island’. or a serpent, or the onset of sexuality, and in from the east blows a brig full of sailors and brandy. Lust is awakened and when Jane feels ‘an exquisite shudder’ she turns to see if her husband has noticed, ‘guilty for the first time’. The story ends violently as the innocent land is rent asunder by a raging sexual desire that does not go unpunished.


The onset of sexuality is equally uncomfortable in ‘Tame Cat’, where a pubescent daughter is astonished to find herself unprotected by a mother who has come to view her as a rival. This time, it is Muriel du Maurier, Daphne’s mother, whose well-documented ambivalence towards her middle daughter darkens the ink on the page, so that the line spoken in gaiety, ‘You’re getting more like your mother every day. Isn’t it wonderful for you both,’ reads like a curse.


Many of these stories were written behind the forbidding walls of Cannon Hall, the family home in Hampstead, where Daphne du Maurier lived until she was twenty-two. Even after she had discovered that the only cure for her restless energy was to be permitted to remain at Fowey to write, she was expected to return to London at the end of the holidays. There, she would find herself so resentful at the curtailing of her freedom that, as she wrote in Myself When Young, she began to view everyone as though through ‘a mist of hate’ that invades these stories so palpably one can almost hear the author’s voice muttering insults between the lines (something to which anyone who tries to write while nestled in the bosom of their family can relate). ‘Goodnight, darling,’ says the narrator of ‘Nothing Hurts for Long’ to her heartbroken friend, ‘kissing her fondly, patting the blotched, disfigured face which roused in her an insane desire to laugh’.


The battle to stay on at Fowey and write was not won until after Daphne du Maurier’s twenty-second birthday. By this time her first two stories had been published, and both are included here: ‘And Now to God the Father’ concerns a vain and schmoozing clergyman who doesn’t practise what he preaches (an apprentice perhaps for the amoral vicar Francis Davey in Jamaica Inn); ‘A Difference in Temperament’, the story of a man who needs solitude and the woman who clings to his shirt tails, showcases the author’s ability to inhabit two skins at once so that the reader simultaneously experiences what is said and what is heard, a particular gift displayed years later so marvellously in The Parasites.


Some of these early stories are narrated by male characters, two of them by tired prostitutes, and hard though the author tries to disguise herself behind moustaches or the frocks of ‘black satin, too tight’, what cannot be obscured is the torment she endured while subjected to Gerald’s possessive behaviour and Muriel’s compliance over his many affairs.


‘The child destined to be a writer is vulnerable to every wind that blows,’ Daphne du Maurier wrote in Myself When Young, and these early stories show how the mind of that watchful child (with nails so badly bitten that she once needed medical attention) was buffeted and shaped by constantly looking out for storm warnings, having to scan her mother’s pas devant les enfants face whenever tragedy or danger lurked nearby. The cynicism in stories like ‘Week-End’, ‘And His Letters Grew Colder’ and ‘Nothing Hurts for Long’, where heartless males and hapless females dictate that there are to be no happy endings, shows a clear-eyed young mind with scant faith in the possibilities of love and marriage. This would be almost unbearably poignant if it were not for such deliciously humorous observations as that of the young bridegroom in ‘Frustration’ who stands at the altar viewing his bride ‘as though she were a lump of chocolate and he were a Pekinese’.


The ability to allow her readers the pleasure of experiencing the past and future as ghostly layers of the present was hers from the start, as can be seen in the strangely prescient ‘The Happy Valley’, published in the Illustrated London News in 1932. Like a ghost haunting her own future there is an omnipresence and a dream-like intuition at play here, and an almost hallucinatory vision of what was yet to come in her most famous novel as well as in her life. Here we have the first glimpse of Manderley in the wake of Daphne du Maurier’s first trespasses to its model Menabilly. ‘Why did a past I had never known possess me so completely?’ asks the narrator, a soul in torment, who only finds peace when she dreams of this place and can ‘lean her cheek against the smooth white surface of the house as though it were part of her life, bound up in her, possessed’.


Within these stories – some good, some less so, but all fascinating – are the preoccupations that would possess Daphne du Maurier for a lifetime. The psychological insight that she would later exercise while inhabiting the characters of her novels and biographies is here, but out in the open and turned much more obviously on herself.


Sex and passion married to envy and guilt, those are the things I sought from Daphne du Maurier when, like so many others, I came to her books as an unhappy teenager – the age she was when she started to write. Is it possible that a key to her popularity may be found between the lines of the stories that came first: the ones from the deep like ‘The Doll’ and ‘East Wind’? Do we all have a Julio leering within our psyche? Could the shame, made exquisite in her later work, be more general than specific? These are the things that I found myself wondering as I turned the pages penned by this young writer. A writer who was beginning to emerge from her shell while at the same time seeking a place to hide, thirsting for the solitude, the sea and the freedom to write, that the publication of these, her first stories, would eventually allow her to revel in.


Polly Samson, December 2010





East Wind


Nearly a hundred miles west of the Scillies, far from the main track of ships, lies the small, rocky island of St Hilda’s. Only a few miles square, it is a barren, rugged place, with great jagged cliffs that run steep into deep water. The harbour is hardly more than a creek, and the entrance like a black hole cut out of the rock. The island rises out of the sea a queer, misshapen crag, splendid in its desolation, with a grey face lifted to the four winds. It might have been thrown up from the depths of the Atlantic in a moment of great unrest, and set there, a small defiant piece of land, to withstand forever the anger of the sea. Over a century ago few knew of its existence, and the many sailors who saw its black outline on the horizon imagined it to be little more than a solitary rock, standing like a sentinel in mid-ocean.


The population of St Hilda’s has never exceeded seventy, and the people are descendants of the original settlers from the Scillies and Western Ireland. Their only means of livelihood used to be the catching of fish and the cultivation of the soil. Today things are greatly changed, owing to the monthly call of a coastal steamer, and the installation of wireless. But in the middle half of the last century, years would sometimes pass without communication with the mainland, and the people had degenerated into quiet, listless folk, the inevitable result of intermarriage. There were no books then, no papers, and even the small chapel that had been built by the original settlers had fallen into disuse. Year in, year out, the life remained unchanged, with never a new face or a fresh thought to break the monotony of the days. Sometimes, on the horizon, the faint glimmer of a sail would be seen, and the people would gaze with wonder in their eyes, but slowly the sail would become a far-off speck, and the unknown ship pass into oblivion.


They were peaceable folk, these natives of St Hilda’s, born to a quiet, untroubled existence as monotonous as the waves that broke against their shores. They knew nothing of the world beyond the island, they saw no more momentous happenings than birth and death and the changes of the seasons. Their lives were untouched by great emotions, by great sorrows; their desires had never been lit, but lay imprisoned within their souls. They lived blindly, happily, like children, content to grope in the dark and never to search for the something that lay beyond their darkness. Some inner sense warned them that in their ignorance dwelt security, a happiness that was never wild, never triumphant, but peaceful and silent. They walked with their eyes to the ground; they had become weary of looking upon a sea where no ship came, of lifting their faces to a sky that seldom changed.


Summer and winter passed, children grew into men and women – there was no more in life than these things. Far away lay the other lands dwelt in by strange people, where the life was said to be hard and men had to fight for their existence. Sometimes an islander would sail away, shaping his course for the mainland and promising to return with news of the rest of the world. Perhaps he was drowned, or picked up by some passing ship; no one could say, for he never came back. No one who left the island returned. Even the few ships that so rarely visited St Hilda’s came once only, and passed not again.


It was almost as if there were no such place, as if the island were a dream, a phantom creation of a sailor’s brain, something rising out of the sea at midnight as a challenge to reality, then vanishing in surf and mist to be forgotten, to be half-consciously remembered years later, flickering for a bewildered second in a dusty brain as a dead thought. Yet to the people of St Hilda’s the island was reality, the ships that came and went were their phantoms.


There was only the island. Beyond it lay the ghostly, the intangible; the truth was in the seared rock, in the touch of the soil, in the sound of the waves breaking against the cliffs. This was the belief of the humble fisherfolk, and they cast their nets during the day, and gossiped over the harbour wall at evening with never a thought of the lands across the sea. At dawn the men set off to fish, and when their nets were filled they would return to the island and climb the steep path that led to the fields, to work with stolid patience at the soil.


The group of cottages was clustered together at the water’s edge, with seldom more than two rooms to contain an entire family. Here the women bent over their fires, cooked, and darned their men’s clothes, talking peacefully from dawn till dusk.


One cottage stood apart from the others, built high on the cliff and looking down upon the creek. Today only the site remains, and instead of a cottage stands the ugly wireless station; but sixty years ago this was the home of the chief fisherman of St Hilda’s. Here Guthrie dwelt with his wife Jane, living as children, content in each other, unmindful of desire, ignorant of distress.


Guthrie stood on the cliffs at twilight, watching the sea. Below him in the harbour the fishing boats rocked, moored for the night. The men gossiped over the harbour wall and the sound of their voices rose to him, mingled with the thin cries of children. The little quay was slippery with spray and blood and the scales of dead fish. The smoke curled from the chimneys, a thin blue column, twisting and turning in the air. From the door of his cottage came Jane, her hands to her eyes, searching for him. ‘Come away down!’ she called. ‘The supper’s been ready an hour since. Ye’ll find un spoilt, as likely as not.’ He waved his arm and turned, pausing to glance at the horizon for the last time. The sky was speckled with white loose-flocked clouds, and the sea, changing from the oily smoothness of the day, was running past the harbour in a low swell. Already there was a wash upon the rocks, at the eastward entrance. A soft humming sound came to his ears, as the sea gathered force, and a cool breeze played with his hair. He ran down the hill to the village, and cried to the fishermen who were standing by the wall.


‘’Tis the East Wind startin’,’ he told them. ‘Can’t ye see the sky like a fish’s tail, and the big lumpin’ sea awash on the rocks? Before midnight there’ll be a gale to blow your heads off, and the sea angrier than the devil himself. Look to the boats.’


The harbour was sheltered from the wind, yet the vessels were moored securely fore and aft to prevent the possibility of their breaking adrift.


After he had seen that everything was safe for the night, Guthrie climbed the path to his cottage on the cliff. He ate his supper in silence. He felt restless and excited; the quiet atmosphere of the cottage seemed to oppress him. He tried to occupy himself in mending a hole in one of his nets, but he could not give his mind to the task. The net slipped from his hands; he turned his head and listened. It seemed as if a cry had risen out of the night. Yet there was nothing, only the low hum of the wind, and the sound of surf breaking upon the rocks. He sighed and gazed into the fire, oddly disturbed, his soul heavy within him.


In the bedroom, with her head by the window, Jane knelt, listening to the sea. Her heart beat strangely, her hands trembled, she wanted to creep from the cottage and run onto the cliffs where she would feel the true force of the wind. It would strike upon her breast and sweep the hair from her face, she would hear the singing of it in her ears, she would smell the salt tang of the spray as it stung her lips and her eyes. The longing came upon her to laugh with the wind, to cry with the sea, to open wide her arms and be possessed by something which would envelop her like a dark cloak and prevent her from straying far away on the lonely cliffs amongst the tall grass. She prayed for the day to dawn, not gently as was its custom, but fiercely, with the sun burning the fields and the wind sweeping the white-edged seas, bringing destruction. She would stand and wait upon the shore, feeling the wet sand beneath her naked feet.


A footstep sounded outside the room and she turned with a little shiver from the window. It was Guthrie. He gazed at her solemnly and bade her shut out the sound of the wind. They undressed quietly and lay beside each other in the narrow bed without a word. He could feel the warmth of her body, but his heart was not with her. His thoughts left his form, imprisoned there at her side, and fled into the night. She felt him go, yet minded not. She put away his cold hands from her, and gave herself to her own dreams, where he could have no entrance.


Thus they slept together in each other’s arms, yet separately; like dead things in a grave, their souls long vanished and forgotten.


When they awoke the dawn had broken in the sky. The sun shone blindly from a blue heaven, scorching the earth. Great seas, tipped with foam, crashed against the cliff and swept the rocks outside the harbour, and all the while the East Wind blew, tossing the grass, scattering the hot white sand, forcing its triumphant path through the white mist and the green waves like a demon let loose upon the island.


Guthrie went to the window and looked out upon the day. A cry came from his lips and he ran from the cottage, unable to believe his eyes. Jane followed him. The folk in the other cottages had risen too and stood staring at the harbour, their hands lifted in amazement, their excited voices filling the air with sound yet fading away, indistinguishable from the wind. For there in the harbour, dwarfing the little fishing boats with her great spars, the sails stretched upon her yards to dry in the morning sun, lay a brig at anchor, rocking against wind and tide.


Guthrie stood on the quay amongst the crowd of fishermen. The whole of St Hilda’s was gathered there to welcome the strangers from the brig. Tall, dark men they were, these sailors from beyond the sea, with narrow almond eyes and white teeth that gleamed as they laughed. They spoke in a different tongue. Guthrie and his fellows questioned them, while the women and children surrounded them with gaping mouths, gazing into their faces, feeling their clothes with timid, wondering hands.


‘How did ye find the entrance to the harbour,’ cried Guthrie, ‘with the wind an’ the sea in league together against ye? ’Tis the devil himself that hath sent ye here maybe.’


The sailors laughed and shook their heads. They could not understand what he said. Their eyes wandered beyond him and the fishermen to the women. They smiled and spoke amongst themselves, happy at their discovery.


All the while the sun beat down upon their heads and the East Wind blew, scorching the air like a breath from hell. No man went forth to fish that day. Great mountainous seas thundered past the harbour mouth and the fishing boats remained at anchor, small and insignificant beside the strange brig.


Something of madness seemed to fall upon the people of St Hilda’s. Their nets lay neglected and unmended beside their cottage doors, the fields and flowers remained untended on the hills above the village. There was no interest in their lives but the sailors from the ship. They clambered upon the brig, leaving no part of her unvisited, they touched the strangers’ clothes with excited, inquisitive fingers. The sailors laughed at them, they hunted in the sea chests and gave the men cigarettes, they found bright scarves and coloured kerchiefs for the women. Guthrie led them out upon the cliffs, swaggering a little like a young boy, a cigarette between his lips.


The fishermen threw wide their cottage doors, jealous of one another’s hospitality, each one desirous of extending the greatest welcome. The sailors soon explored the island; they thought it a poor, barren place, without interest. They descended to the shore and formed themselves into groups on the quayside, yawning, idle, hoping for a change of weather. The time hung heavily upon their hands.


Still the East Wind blew, scattering the sand, turning the earth to dust. The sun blazed from a cloudless sky, the big seas swept round the shores, green, foam-flecked, twisting and turning like a live thing. The sun set streaky and windswept, pointing orange fingers to the sky. The night came, warm and alive. The very air was restless. The sailors found the disused chapel at the end of the village and encamped there, fetching tobacco and brandy from the brig.


There seemed to be no order amongst them. They had no discipline, they obeyed no rules. Two men only remained on the brig to watch. The fisherfolk wondered not at their conduct; their presence on the island was so wonderful and rare a thing, nothing counted but this. They joined the sailors in the chapel, they tasted brandy for the first time. The night rang with cries and song. The island was a new place now, broken of peace, swayed by suggestion and filled with strange desires. Guthrie stood amongst his companions, his cheeks flushed, his cold eyes bright and foolish. He held a glass in his hand, he swallowed the brandy with deep, contented draughts. He laughed with the sailors, wildly, without reason; what did it matter if he could not understand their words? The lights swayed before his eyes, the ground sloped beneath his feet, it seemed as if he had never lived before. The wind could shout and the sea thunder and roar, the world called to him now. Beyond the island lay the other lands, the homes of these sailors. Here he would find life, and beauty, and strange, incredible adventures. No more would he bend his back, toiling at the useless soil. The songs of the sailors rang in his ears, the tobacco smoke blinded his eyes, the brandy seemed to mix with the blood in his veins.


The women danced with the sailors. Someone had found a concertina, and a fiddle with three strings. Crazy tunes broke into the air. The women had never danced before. They were whirled from their feet, their petticoats flying out behind them. The sailors laughed and sang, beating the measure with their feet upon the floor. The fishermen lolled stupidly against the walls, drunken, happy, careless of time. A sailor came across to Jane and smiled, holding out his arms. She danced with him, flushed, excited, eager to please. Faster, faster went the music, and faster flew their feet around the room. She felt his arm tighten round her waist, and was aware of the warmth of his body against hers. She could feel his breath upon her cheek. She raised her head and met his eyes. They looked into hers, seeing her naked, and he moistened his lips with his tongue. They smiled, reading each other’s thoughts. An exquisite shudder, like the touch of a cool hand, ran through her. Her legs felt weak beneath her. She lowered her eyes, conscious of desire, and turned to see if Guthrie had noticed, guilty for the first time.


And the East Wind blew against the church, shaking the roof, and the surf broke and thundered on the shore.


The next day dawned the same, hot and relentless.


The wind did not weaken in its power, nor the sea lessen in its fury. The brig still rolled at her moorings amongst the fishing boats. The fishermen leant with the sailors against the harbour wall, drinking and smoking, without thought, without energy, cursing the wind. The women idled at their cooking, neglected their mending. They stood at the doors of the cottages, new scarves round their shoulders, scarlet handkerchieves upon their heads, impatient with the children, restless, waiting for a smile.


The day passed thus, and another night, and yet another day. The sun shone, the sea shuddered and crashed, the wind blew. No one left the harbour to fish, no one worked on the land. There seemed no shade on the island, the grass lay brown and withered, the leaves hung parched and despondent from the few trees. Night fell once more and the wind had not ceased. Guthrie sat in the cottage, his head between his hands, his brain empty. He felt ill and tired, like a very old man. Only one thing could prevent the sound of the wind from screaming in his ears and the heat of the sun from scorching his eyes. His lungs were dry, his throat ached. He staggered from the cottage and went down the hill to the church, where the sailors and the fishermen lay in heaps upon the floor, the brandy running from their mouths. He flung himself amongst them and drank greedily, senselessly, giving himself to it, forgetting the wind and the sea.


Jane closed the cottage door behind her and ran out onto the cliffs. The tall grass bathed her ankles and the wind leapt through her hair. It sang in her ears, a triumphant call. The sea flung itself upon the rocks below and loose flecks of foam scattered up towards her. She knew that if she waited he would come to her from the chapel. All day his eyes had followed her as she walked amongst the sailors by the harbour wall. Nothing mattered but this. Guthrie was drunk, asleep, forgotten, but here on the cliffs the stars shone upon her, and the East Wind blew. A dark shadow appeared from behind a clump of trees. For one moment she was afraid. One moment only.


‘Who are you?’ she called, but her voice fled to the wind.


The sailor came towards her. He flung off her clothes with deft, accustomed fingers; she put her hands before her eyes to hide her face. He laughed, and buried his lips in her hair. She stood then with arms outstretched, waiting, naked and unashamed, like a white phantom, broken and swept by the wind. Down in the chapel the men shouted and sang. They fought amongst themselves, mad with drink. One fisherman threw a knife and pinned his brother against the wall. He writhed like a serpent, screaming with pain.


Guthrie rose to his feet. ‘Quiet, you dogs!’ he shouted. ‘Can you not drink in peace, and leave men to their dreams? Is it like this you wait for the wind to change?’


Jeers and laughter drowned his voice. A man pointed a trembling finger at him. ‘Aye, talk of peace, Guthrie, you weak-limbed fool. With your wife even now shaming your bed with a stranger. We’ll have new blood in the island, I reckon.’ A chorus of voices joined in, laughing, and they pointed at him. ‘Aye, Guthrie, look to your wife!’


He leapt at them with a cry of rage, smashing their faces. But they were too many for him, they threw him from the chapel, flinging him onto the rough quayside. He lay stunned for a moment, then shook himself like a dog and rose to his feet. So Jane was a wanton. Jane had deceived him. He remembered his wife’s body, white and slim. A haze of madness came over him, mingled with hatred and desire. He stumbled through the darkness, up the hill to the cottage. There was no light in any of the windows; the rooms were empty.
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