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Praise for Rebecca’s Tale

‘A bewitching literary character … This book is not a Gothic romance but a thoroughly modern thriller akin to its author’s own Lovers and Liars. It should be enjoyed for its strengths, which include vivid characterisation, intriguing situations and, paradoxically, a refreshing originality’ Scotsman

‘Always innovative and alive with echoes of Grimm, Shakespeare and Emily Brontë, Sally Beauman’s sparkling version of du Maurier’s story suggests myriad, tantalising possibilities of interpretation from four character’s first person perspectives’ Dr Helen Taylor, Head of English, Exeter University

‘Ingenious … I found Rebecca’s Tale eminently satisfying’ John Sutherland, Independent

‘… cleverly constructed and spiced with elements of du Maurier’s own family’ Patrick Gale, Telegraph

‘… a page-turner … Rebecca’s Tale is the story that du Maurier hinted at but never explicitly told’ Glasgow Sunday Herald

‘It is extremely well done, convincing in period detail, intelligently constructed and full of surprises. Each voice rings true, especially that of Rebecca herself’ Alannah Hopkin, Irish Times

‘Beauman’s edgy, contemporary style is the perfect foil for the insidious terror of du Maurier’s psychological tale. So, now you can go to Manderley again and find out what went on between Maxim, Rebecca and the poor unnamed heroine, who unwittingly inherited a tragedy. A must’ Marie Claire
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For Alan


We were riding through frozen fields in a wagon at dawn.

A red wing rose in the darkness.

And suddenly a hare ran across the road.

One of us pointed to it with his hand.

That was long ago. Today, neither of them is alive
Not the hare, nor the man who made the gesture.

O my love, where are they, where are they going

The flash of a hand, streak of movement, rustle of pebbles.

I ask not out of sorrow, but in wonder.

‘Encounter’, Czeslaw Milosz, Bells in Winter

They thought death was worth it, but I

Have a self to recover, a queen.

Is she dead, is she sleeping?

Where has she been,

With her lion-red body, her wings of glass?

Now she is flying

More terrible than she ever was, red

Scar in the sky, red comet

Over the engine that killed her—

The mausoleum, the wax house.

‘Stings’, Sylvia Plath, Ariel
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Julyan

12 April 1951
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CHAPTER 1

Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again. These dreams are now recurring with a puzzling frequency, and I’ve come to dread them. All of the Manderley dreams are bloodcurdling and this one was the worst – no question at all.

I cried out Rebecca’s name in my sleep, so loudly that it woke me. I sat bolt upright, staring at darkness, afraid to reach for the light switch in case that little hand again grasped mine. I heard the sound of bare feet running along the corridor; I was still inside the dream, still reliving that appalling moment when the tiny coffin began to move. Where had I been taking it? Why was it so small?

The door opened, a thin beam of light fingered the walls, and a pale shape began to move quietly towards me. I made a cowardly moaning sound. Then I saw this phantom was wrapped up in a dressing-gown and its hair was dishevelled: I began to think it might be my daughter – but was she really there, or was I dreaming her too? Once I was sure it was Ellie, the palpitations diminished and the dream slackened its hold. Ellie hid her fears by being practical. She fetched warm milk and aspirin; she lit the gas fire, plumped up my pillows, and attacked my wayward eiderdown. Half an hour later, when we were both calmer, my nightmare was blamed on wilfulness – and my weakness for late-night snacks of bread and cheese.

This fictitious indigestion was meant to reassure me – and it provided a good excuse for all Ellie’s anxious questions concerning pain. Did I have an ache in the heart region? (Yes, I did.) Any breathing difficulties? ‘No, I damn well don’t,’ I growled. ‘It was just a nightmare, that’s all. Stop fussing, Ellie, for Heaven’s sake, and stop flapping around—’

‘Mousetrap!’ said my lovely, agitated, unmarried daughter. ‘Why don’t you listen, Daddy? If I’ve warned you once, I’ve warned you a thousand times …’

Well, indeed. I’ve never been good at heeding anyone’s warnings, including my own.

I finally agreed that my feeling peckish at 11 p.m. had been to blame; I admitted that eating my whole week’s ration of Cheddar (an entire ounce!) in one go had been rash and ill-advised. A silence ensued. My fears had by then receded; a familiar desolation was taking hold. Ellie was standing at the end of my bed, her hands gripping its brass foot-rail. Her candid eyes rested on my face. It was past midnight. My daughter is blessed with innocence, but she is nobody’s fool. She glanced at her watch. ‘It’s Rebecca, isn’t it?’ she said, her tone gentle. ‘It’s the anniversary of her death today – and that always affects you, Daddy. Why do we pretend?’

Because it’s safer that way, I could have replied. It’s twenty years since Rebecca died, so I’ve had two decades to learn the advantages of such pretences. That wasn’t the answer I gave, however; in fact, I made no answer at all. Something – perhaps the expression in Ellie’s eyes, perhaps the absence of reproach or accusation in her tone, perhaps simply the fact that my daughter, who is thirty-one, still calls me ‘Daddy’ – something at that point pierced my heart. I looked away, and the room blurred.

I listened to the sound of the sea, which, on calm nights when the noise of the wind doesn’t drown it out, can be heard clearly in my bedroom. It was washing against the rocks in the inhospitable cove below my garden: high tide.

‘Open the window a little, Ellie,’ I said.

Ellie, who is subtle, did so without further comment or questions. She looked out across the moonlit bay towards the headland opposite, where Manderley lies. The great de Winter house, now in a state of ruination, is little more than a mile away as the crow flies. It seems remote when approached by land, for our country roads here are narrow and twisting, making many detours around the creeks and coves that cut into our coastline; but it is swiftly reached by boat. In my youth, I often sailed across there with Maxim de Winter in my dinghy. We used to moor in the bay below Manderley – the bay where, decades later, in mysterious circumstances, his young wife Rebecca would die.

I made a small sound in my throat, which Ellie pretended not to hear. She continued to look out across the water towards the Manderley headland, to the rocks that mark the point, to the woods that protect and shield the house from view. I thought she might speak then, but she didn’t; she gave a small sigh, left the casement ajar as I’d requested, then turned away with a resigned air. She left the curtains parted, settled me for sleep, and then with one last anxious and regretful glance left me alone with the past.

A thin bright band of moonlight bent into the room; on the air came a breath of salt and sea freshness: Rebecca rose up in my mind. I saw her again as I saw her that first time, when I was ignorant of the power she would come to exert on my life and my imagination (that I possess any imagination at all is something most people would deny). I watched her enter, then re-enter, then re-enter again that great mausoleum of a drawing-room at Manderley – a room, indeed an entire house, that she would shortly transform. She entered at a run, bursting out of the bright sunlight, unaware anyone was waiting for her: a bride of three months; a young woman in a white dress, with a tiny blue enamelled butterfly brooch pinned just above her heart.

I watched her down the corridor of years. Again and again, just as she did then, she came to a halt as I stepped out of the shadows. Again and again, I looked at her extraordinary eyes. Grief and guilt rose up in my heart.

I turned my gaze away from that band of moonlight. Rebecca, like all who die young, remains eternally youthful: I have survived, and grown old. My heart no longer pumps very efficiently: according to our Jonah of a doctor, its arteries have narrowed and there are signs of some valvular disturbance with an unpronounceable name. I might keep ticking over for a few years more, or I might keel over tomorrow morning. In short, I may not have very much time left to me, and (as the good doctor likes to put it) I should ‘put my affairs in order before too long’. Thinking of this, and remembering my dream, I admitted to myself that, for motives I’ve always chosen not to examine too closely, I’ve procrastinated, prevaricated and (as Ellie rightly said) pretended for decades. I’ve concealed the truth about Rebecca de Winter for too long.

I felt a change come upon me. There and then, I decided to make my peace with the dead. It was a canny piece of timing, no doubt influenced by the fact that I might peg out and join them at any second – I’ll admit that. Nevertheless, I decided to record, for the first time, and leaving nothing out, everything I know about Manderley, the de Winters, Rebecca, her mysterious life and her mysterious death – and, for reasons that will become clear, I know more than anyone else does, I know a very great deal … There in my room, where the moonlight made the familiar unfamiliar, I made my resolve.

It was two o’clock in the morning. When I finally closed my eyes, afraid my dream might return, I could still hear the breathing of the sea, though the tide had turned, and by then was ebbing fast.


CHAPTER 2

I am an old soldier; military habits endure, and once I’ve finally resolved on something, I act.

‘Ellie,’ I said, over a fine breakfast of bacon and eggs, ‘we’ll walk in the Manderley woods this afternoon. I shall telephone Terence Grey and ask him to come with us. He’s been itching to snoop around there, so I doubt he’ll refuse.’

A tiny silence greeted this announcement. Ellie, who’d been zipping back and forth between stove and kitchen table, dropped a kiss on my hair – a familiarity she can only indulge in when I’m sitting down as, standing, I’m too tall for such wiles. ‘How smart you’re looking this morning,’ she said. ‘Very handsome! Is that a new tie? Are you feeling better? You look better. But are you sure that—’

‘Fit as a flea,’ I said firmly. ‘So don’t start, Ellie. He’s been angling to go there for ages and I can’t stall him for ever. Today’s the day!’

‘If you’re sure,’ said Ellie, in a meditative way. She sat down opposite me and fiddled first with her napkin, then the morning’s mail; her cheeks became rosy. ‘Maybe he’d like to come for lunch first,’ she continued in a casual way. ‘I expect you’d enjoy that. Oh, look, there’s a package for you. That’s unusual. Makes a change from bills …’

Did I have a sense of foreboding even then? Perhaps, for I chose not to open my package in front of Ellie, although there was nothing especially remarkable about it – or so I thought at the time. A stout brown envelope, sealed with sticky tape, containing what felt like a booklet of some kind; it was addressed to A. L. Julyan, JP, Esq., The Pines, Kerrith. This was unusual, in that most people still address me as ‘Colonel Julyan’, although I retired from the Army nearly a quarter of a century ago. The ‘JP’ was inaccurate: it’s fifteen years since I served as magistrate here. I did not recognise the writing, nor could I have said if it was a man’s or a woman’s – and one can usually spot a female hand, I find. Women can’t resist certain florid calligraphic tricks and flourishes that a man would eschew.

I was pleased to receive it, I’ll admit that. I get very few letters these days, most of my former friends and colleagues having turned up their toes long ago. My sister Rose, a don at Cambridge, writes occasionally, it’s true, but her scholarly spider’s hand is unmistakable (as well as unreadable), and this wasn’t from her. I carried it off to my study like a dog with a bone, my own ancient dog, Barker (so-called because he’s profoundly silent; he’s now too old and toothless to bother with bones), trotting at my heels. There, Barker settled himself on the hearthrug, and I settled myself at my grandfather’s desk, facing the leaky bay window, with its view of a lugubrious monkey-puzzle tree, a palm, some stunted roses, and – beyond a small terrace – the sea.

I picked up my pen, and began writing down my list of morning tasks. This habit, ingrained since my days as a subaltern, remains with me even now. I still write these dratted lists every day, although they test even my powers of invention. I can hardly write ‘Potter about’, or ‘Tidy desk’, or ‘Read Daily Telegraph until general tomfoolery of the modern world threatens to induce heart-failure’. I refuse to write ‘wool-gathering’ as a potential activity, although that is how I spend too much of my time.

Today, my list was distinctly promising. It read:





	1)
	Rebecca’s Death: summarise salient facts. State objectives.



	2)
	Draw up ‘witness’ list re Manderley and de Winter family etc.



	3)
	Organise all confidential material relating to Rebecca, and file p.d.q.



	4)
	Telephone Terence Grey.



	5)
	Open parcel. If contents urgent (unlikely), reply.








For about two minutes, I felt galvanised by this list. Then a familiar panic set in. Writing the name ‘Rebecca’ immediately upset me: I was daunted by that word ‘facts’. Somehow, whenever I consider Rebecca’s brief life, and the perturbing circumstances of her death, I find it difficult to retain my habitual objectivity. Facts are thin on the ground anyway; rumour is, and always has been, rife, and, with the best will in the world, certain prejudices seed themselves around.

Resolving to weed them out, I picked up my pen, drew out a sheet of paper and began writing. At school, I was taught the fiendish art of précis by a melancholy beak called Hanbury-Smythe, a man with a Cambridge Double First, who had had a briefly distinguished career in the Foreign Office. He had a weakness for the bottle too, but we won’t dwell on that. His claim was that there was no problem, no situation, no matter how great its complexity, which could not be summarised in three sentences, and that reducing it in this way promoted clarity of thought. One’s subsequent course of action, one’s objectives, he believed, then became transparently obvious. I think this belief gave him some problems during his spell as a diplomat in the Balkans, but never mind: I was an early convert to the Hanbury-Smythe method, and used it throughout my army career with conspicuous success.

I employed the Hanbury-Smythe technique now. Not long afterwards (well, within the hour) I had produced the following:



The Mystery of Rebecca’s Final Hours

On the night of 12 April 1931, Mrs Maximilian de Winter returned from a visit to London, arriving at Manderley, her West Country home, some time after nine; at approximately 10 p.m., she left the house alone and on foot, walking down to the bay below where her sailing boat was moored: she was never seen alive again.

Fifteen months later, as a result of an unrelated shipping accident, and long after all searches had been abandoned, both her missing boat, which had been scuttled, and her body were discovered. The inquest verdict of ‘Suicide’ was controversial, but subsequently, and as a direct result of the local magistrate’s ingenious and energetic enquiries, it was discovered that Mrs de Winter had been diagnosed as mortally ill and had been informed of that diagnosis by a London doctor on the day of her disappearance; thus, a motive for killing herself, which had seemed lacking before, now presented itself and the matter was resolved.





I looked at this glumly: with the aid of clumsy sentence construction and sufficient semi-colons, you can always cheat. My summary was dull; although factually ‘correct’, it contained at least eight evasions and one misleading assumption; I could count no less than six suppressiones veri, all of them whoppers. I’d got it down to three sentences, and I’d produced a travesty of the truth. Hanbury-Smythe was a donkey and a drunkard and his methods were useless: the matter was resolved? Would that it had been! I was not proud of myself. Rebecca deserved better than this.

Determining to improve on this effort, I opened the desk drawer where I keep the press cuttings relating to Rebecca’s death and disappearance carefully filed: it is a thick file that has grown relentlessly fatter with the passing of years – there is something about this case that newshounds cannot resist. They’re obsessed with the idea that there was a miscarriage of justice, of course; most seem to believe there was a concerted cover-up (they don’t hesitate to point the finger, I might add) and, given Rebecca’s beauty and réclame, the story makes undeniably good ‘copy’, as someone said to me recently – it was Terence Grey, I think.

I inspected the cuttings carefully: the Hanbury-Smythe approach having failed me, maybe these professional wordsmiths could give me a few tips. They, along with our local gossips, have contrived to keep the story alive: speculation about Rebecca herself, and the manner of her death, has never died down, as I’d once naively expected it would. Quite the reverse: her disappearance and demise are still the subject of frequent articles; most of them – as Grey scornfully put it – are ‘cuttings jobs’, in which by dint of repetition the most dubious information has hardened into ‘truth’. There have been at least two books devoted to the subject, both purporting to contain new and sensational information – and both of them are works of romantic fiction (in my view, at least).

As a result, the ‘Manderley Mystery’, as it’s come to be called, has become one of the ‘Classic Conundrums of Crime’ – I’m quoting here from a man called Eric Evans, whom I was once foolish enough to allow to interview me. In those days – it was before the last war – there had been such a deluge of scandal and it had rained down on my head for so long, that I’d finally decided to break my silence. I would produce proof of Rebecca’s final illness, and set the record straight. I know now that this was an error of the first magnitude: no self-respecting newshound is interested in ‘setting the record straight’. What they’re after is dirt.

Mr Evans presented himself to me as an experienced crime reporter, a man with a nose for the truth. He wrote to me on paper with the Daily Telegraph heading (almost certainly pilfered – as I came to realise). I did notice that his letter was poorly typed, misspelt and ungrammatical, but I blamed some secretary girl. I believed him, fool that I was, when he spoke of a ‘Crusade for Truth’. I know I was at a low ebb – the gossip in Kerrith was by then so bad that I’d had to resign my seat on the Bench; even so, I should have known better. I realised Evans was a crank within two minutes of meeting him, and ejected him immediately – thus acquiring a brand-new enemy, of course.

The scene of our interview, here in my study at The Pines, went like this:



A November afternoon, 1936. Colonel Julyan, until recently magistrate for the district of Kerrith and Manderley, and an imposing figure, is seated at his desk. His wife, Elizabeth, whose health is now poor, opens the door, announces the visitor, and retreats. Enter Eric Evans, a man in his fifties, with thinning hair, a pale complexion, horn-rimmed spectacles, a Northern accent and a fanatical look. He is carrying a suitcase, which he immediately opens. It proves to be filled with newspaper cuttings, photographs of Rebecca de Winter torn from magazines, and the hand-written notes for the book which he now announces he is writing on the ‘Manderley Mystery’. He sits down and glares at Barker, the Colonel’s young dog, who is growling. Evans does not produce a notebook or a pen, but embarks on his questions at once.





	
EVANS:
	It was murder, wasn’t it?



	COL. J.:
	(after a pause) I think you’ll find the inquest verdict was ‘Suicide’.



	EVANS:
	The husband did it. Any fool can see that.



	COL. J.:
	(calm) Are you familiar with the libel laws in this country, Mr Evans?



	EVANS:
	Who was Rebecca’s lover? Did de Winter catch them in flagrante?



	COL. J.:
	(less calm) I thought you said you worked for the Telegraph?



	EVANS:
	There’s been a cover-up. You fixed things for your friend de Winter. I won’t be silenced! It’s a bloody disgrace! (Exit Evans, pursued by a dog.)








Well, no doubt I exaggerate (why shouldn’t I indulge in a few fictions? Everyone else has) but it went something like that. And Evans was indeed not silenced. He was indefatigable, if lunatic. Over the years he published no less than sixteen articles on the de Winter case; he wrote a book, The Lady Vanishes: A Solution to the Manderley Mystery, which became a huge bestseller. He became the bane of my life, and before finally dying in the war when his bedsit was hit by a doodle-bug (yes, there is a God) he created an industry. It was he, single-handed, who did the most enduring mischief. Sex and death are combustible components: Evans lit their fuse without hesitation. The result? Pyrotechnics. He turned Rebecca into a legend and her death into a myth.

In my file, I examined one of his earliest efforts. It originally appeared in 1937, a few months after our meeting: in the interim, someone – I suspect Jack Favell – had been bending Evans’ ear. Despite its blatant prejudice, its mind-bending vulgarity, its manipulations, unwarranted slurs, gross inaccuracies, and truly colossal stupidity, it had an enduring effect. This was the article that doomed Rebecca, Maxim and myself to a curious twilit afterlife in which characters that vaguely resemble us eternally perform gestures that vaguely reflect things we actually did or said. It’s a dumbshow; it’s a fairground mirror, and I – the last of us left alive – am still trapped in front of it, gesticulating away. I don’t recognise the people in the mirror, but who cares what I think?

If I were to tell the truth, what a Herculean task lay ahead of me, I thought, rereading Evans’ regrettable prose. The trouble was (and I had to admit this) some of Evans’ questions were pertinent; he was not without certain primitive skills, and at least his methods made the background a damn sight clearer than mine did. O tempora, O mores, I said to myself. My predicament can’t be understood without quoting Evans, so I shall: for better or worse, this was the article that launched the Rebecca industry; it has been much plagiarised since:



On the night of 12 April 1931, one of the most intriguing, unsolved mysteries of recent times took place. The events of that night, and the drama of the months that followed, present the investigator with one of the classic conundrums of crime: who was the lovely Rebecca de Winter, celebrated beauty and hostess, chatelaine of the legendary West Country mansion Manderley? What were the events that led up to her tragic disappearance that fine April evening, and who was responsible for her death?

At the time of her mysterious disappearance, Rebecca de Winter had been married for some five years. Her husband, Maximilian (known as Maxim), came from an ancient West Country family: he could trace his ancestors back to the eleventh century and beyond. Manderley, his legendary family home, overlooking a wild and remote stretch of coastline, had been given a new lease of life, thanks to the taste and energy of his young wife: there were constant parties, entertainments and fancy-dress balls. Invitations there were much sought-after, and the eclectic guest list included many famous – and some notorious – names.

Mrs de Winter, famous for her beauty, wit, charm and elegance, featured regularly in society periodicals. She sailed (winning many cups at local regattas); her knowledge of gardening was extensive, and the Manderley gardens, redesigned and replanted during her years there, became renowned. She was much loved locally, especially by the de Winter tenants, but some of the old-guard families in this conservative part of the world had reservations: they found her direct manner of speech regrettable, and disliked her often unconventional views. Some expressed surprise that Maxim de Winter (ten years her senior and a traditionalist, it’s claimed) had married her. They regarded her as an outsider – and it is true that her background was mysterious. Who were her parents? Where did she grow up? Virtually nothing is known.

Despite the differences between husband and wife in background, interests and age, the de Winters’ marriage appeared successful, although after her disappearance tongues began to wag. The seeds of tragedy, it was hinted, had been sown long ago. Rumour proliferated, but it was to be over a year before, in the wake of a series of shocking and terrible events, the truth began to emerge. Scandal ensued. Yet it is evident that further details remain to be discovered about the events of 12 April 1931, and the tangle of intrigue that led up to them: Manderley protects the secrets of the de Winter family … even now.

Let us examine the events of 12 April and the questions surrounding them. That night, Mrs de Winter returned from a brief visit to London, the purpose of which has never been adequately explained. Had she gone there to see a lover, as some claim? Why, when she had a flat in London where she frequently stayed overnight, did she make such an arduous journey – six hours there and six hours back by road – on the same day? Why, on her arrival home, in a state of turmoil and distress, as was noted by several of the maids, did she immediately set off for the beach below the house, leaving on foot at approximately 10 p.m.? Was she meeting someone at the boathouse cottage she kept there (there were rumours it was used for clandestine assignations) or did she simply intend, as her husband claimed at the subsequent inquest, to go sailing – at night and alone?

Whatever the answers to these questions, one fact is incontrovertible: beautiful Rebecca de Winter, then aged thirty, never returned from that final fatal sail, and it was to be fifteen months before her sailboat – a converted Breton fishing vessel with the prophetic name Je Reviens – was recovered. When it was brought up from the bay below Manderley, where it had lain hidden for over a year, two terrible discoveries were made. The boat had been deliberately scuttled … and trapped in its cabin was the body of a woman: it was hideously disfigured and heavily decomposed. The precise cause of death was never to be determined and, in the absence of firm evidence to the contrary, drowning was assumed. Astonishingly, when brought ashore, the body was at once identifiable. Everyone present on that macabre occasion knew immediately who this was: on her wedding finger, the dead woman was still wearing the two rings that, during her lifetime, had never left her hand …

Rebecca de Winter had been found at last. What followed was further tragedy – and a travesty of justice to boot. An inquest was hastily convened, and the jury – composed in the main of tenants of the de Winter estates only too willing to tug their forelocks to the deceased woman’s husband – brought in a verdict of suicide. Maximilian de Winter, forty-two, was let off lightly in the witness box by the elderly coroner. The then magistrate for the district, Colonel A. L. Julyan, a life-long friend of Rebecca’s husband, alleged by locals to be a ‘snob who liked to keep in with the big-wigs’, declined to pursue enquiries any further. As he insisted then, and still insists, the matter was resolved.

Yet consider the following seven facts, any one of which should surely have prompted further investigation, given the unusual nature of this ‘suicide’:



	1)
	Not long after his wife’s disappearance, Mr de Winter had identified the body of a woman washed ashore miles up-coast as that of Rebecca: he made this identification, which later proved to be ‘mistaken’, alone.



	2)
	Less than a year after his first wife’s death, Mr de Winter married again; his new wife, whom he met on a jaunt to Monte Carlo, being half his age.



	3)
	His movements on the night of his late wife’s death could not be accounted for in full. He dined with his estate manager, Mr Frank Crawley, who lived nearby, but he could be said to lack an alibi for the key hours – 10 p.m. on.



	4)
	There had been persistent rumours in neighbouring Kerrith and beyond, that his marriage to Rebecca, which was childless, had been a stormy one.



	5)
	The de Winters did not share a bed at Manderley, and Mrs de Winter frequently spent the night either at her flat in London, or at her boathouse cottage, a situation her husband appeared to condone.



	6)
	
On 12 April, Mrs de Winter’s devoted housekeeper, Mrs Danvers, who also acted as her personal maid, was enjoying a rare evening off-duty. Who in that household knew that Mrs Danvers – the person who first raised the alarm the next morning – would be absent from Manderley then? Does this absence explain why it was that particular night that Mrs de Winter disappeared?



	7)
	On the afternoon prior to her disappearance, Mrs de Winter saw a consultant gynaecologist, Dr Baker, at his Bloomsbury consulting rooms. It was her second appointment. What happened at the first? (Dr Baker, who diagnosed an inoperable cancer, has since ‘moved abroad’.)




These questions, and numerous others, remain unanswered to this day. And Rebecca de Winter did not rest in peace or so locals claim. After the inquest, she was buried in the de Winter crypt, next to her husband’s ancestors. Within hours of that hasty and secretive interment, Manderley was burnt to the ground … Accident? Or were more sinister forces at work? Had Rebecca, a victim of injustice, apparently unmourned by her husband, returned from the dead to take her revenge? Had she risen from the grave, as she’d risen from the sea? Remember that boat’s name … Je Reviens.

In pursuit of answers to these questions and others, I set off last month to Kerrith, the nearest small town to Manderley. In the public houses and humble cottages of that picturesque and remote place were many who had loved and respected Rebecca de Winter. Outraged by these events, they were all too ready to talk to me, I found.

Within a day, armed with new and sensational evidence, I was in no doubt that there had been a concerted conspiracy to cover up the truth about Rebecca de Winter’s death. Standing at last on the storm-swept headland by the ruins of Manderley, I looked out over the dark sea where she had met her end. And I knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Mrs de Winter had not died by her own hand. I knew the name of her murderer, and the method he’d used. Only one mystery remained: Why had Rebecca been killed? Might the answer to that question lie in the secrets of her past? Turning my back on the haunted ruins of Manderley, I embarked on a quest for the truth about her origins …





He never completed it, I’m glad to say. That doodle-bug got him first. By then the damage was done, of course.

I sank my head in my hands. In the fairground mirror in front of which I’m eternally trapped, two ghosts and one clown were gesturing away. That unreliable heart of mine was playing up again. I was feeling distinctly unwell.


CHAPTER 3

I closed the file of press cuttings and stared through the window at my mournful monkey-puzzle tree. Barker was twitching his legs as he dreamt, and my own dream of the night before had returned. Up it came, like a nasty gas from the marsh of my unconscious. Once again, I saw myself trapped at the wheel of that sinister black car, which seemed to steer and propel itself without my aid. Once again, I was travelling up that endless drive to Manderley; I was driving through a snow storm; when I applied the brakes, they failed to respond; beside me, incongruous on the passenger seat, that tiny coffin was beginning to move.

I rose from my chair, walked around my room a couple of times and inspected my books (the room is barricaded with books). I forced the dream out of my mind. I had sat down at my desk feeling energetic and purposeful; now, as had happened so often before, I felt old, seedy and inadequate, blinded by a blizzard of misinformation that went back twenty years and more.

Eric Evans might claim that he had discovered ‘new and sensational evidence’ but what did it amount to? Precious little. Like the newshounds who’d come after him, he’d raided the pungent rubbish heap of Kerrith gossip; former Manderley staff and suchlike had tossed him a few smelly old bones. But he and his successors had never unearthed any proof as to what happened to Rebecca on the last night of her life. They had discovered virtually nothing about her pre-Manderley past. Even Terence Grey, an historian not a journalist, but a sharp operator all the same, has got precisely nowhere with such enquiries – at least, not as far as I know. That didn’t surprise me. I was Rebecca’s friend: I knew, better than anyone, how well Rebecca had covered her tracks, how secretive she’d been.

Would I be embarking on this task of mine, I asked myself, returning to my desk, were it not for the influence of Terence Grey, that strange young man, recently arrived in Kerrith – a young man who, for reasons unexplained, has been taking such a persistent interest in the circumstances of Rebecca de Winter’s mysterious life and death?

Possibly not. My dreams had certainly taken a turn for the worse since he had arrived and launched his interrogations. I drew the telephone towards me: time to speak to the man and propose our afternoon visit to Manderley – a visit long postponed, which I was beginning to regard as a test. How would Grey respond when he finally saw the house that seems to obsess him? (And why does it obsess him, come to that?)

I picked up the receiver, then replaced it. It was still only ten o’clock (I rise early; Ellie and I breakfast early); the invitation could wait. Mr Grey is formidable. He’s young and energetic and aspects of the man worry me (not least his motivation, which remains opaque). I was beginning to admit that Grey could be useful to me, but before I spoke to him, I needed to think. I picked up the parcel that had arrived that morning, weighed it in my hand, decided it could wait until later, and turned my attention to the second of my appointed tasks – my ‘witness’ list.

Unlike the newshounds and Mr Grey, I told myself, I did not really need the testimony of others if I were to write the truth about Rebecca. I was her friend (possibly her closest friend, or so I flattered myself); I’d known Maxim for most of my life. I’d been familiar with Manderley from my early childhood, and the de Winter family had very few secrets from me. I am, as Mr Grey keeps telling me, a prime source – the prime source, since Maxim’s death. Even so, as my conversations with Grey had shown me, there were one or two gaps in my knowledge – nothing of any great significance, but irritating none the less. I’ve always had a taste for crime fiction, Sherlock, Hercule and the rest … a bit of digging around, a bit of sleuthing might not come amiss: so – my witnesses. Who might know something that I did not?

Concentrate, concentrate, I said to myself. The injunction was necessary. I am never dilatory, thanks to my self-discipline and my military training, as I said, but I have noticed recently a certain tendency to be distracted. I am seventy-two which may be a contributing factor. I’ve noticed the tendency worsens when, as then, I feel forlorn/irritable/uncertain/suspicious/upset – take your pick. Recovering instantly, and at lightning speed, I wrote the following list:





	1)
	Rebecca.



	2)
	Maxim de Winter.



	3)
	Beatrice (his sister).



	4)
	The elder Mrs de Winter (his grandmother, who brought him up).



	5)
	Mrs Danvers (housekeeper at Manderley in Rebecca’s time).



	6)
	Jack Favell (Rebecca’s ne’er-do-well cousin: her sole known relative).



	7)
	Former staff (Manderley maids, footmen etc.: many still living hereabouts).



	8)
	Frith (former butler at Manderley: ancient retainer from the year dot).








Not a long list. The fact that the first four candidates on it were all dead might have discouraged some people, but not me: I have letters from them, and I have my memories. In such ways, the dead can speak.

Even so, just to write their names distressed me. I’d known Beatrice, who died at the end of the last war, from her childhood. Maxim, who was some ten years younger than I was, I’d known from the day of his birth. That terror of a grandmother of his I could remember only too vividly from my boyhood: she had still been alive during his marriage to Rebecca, whom she’d adored. If anyone had been privy to Rebecca’s many secrets, it was she, I suspected – indeed, I’d often thought she knew more about Maxim’s wife than Maxim did. I could be wrong, of course.

There were ghosts in the corners of the room: writing their names had conjured them up. Barker lifted his great head; his hackles rose and fell. He gave me a soulful and comforting look. We both thought of my former friend Maxim, dead these five years, killed in a car accident he certainly willed which occurred at the Four Turnings entrance to the Manderley gates. Only months after his long years of exile abroad with that second wife of his had finally ended; only a very short time after he and she had returned to England to live.

I know something about being pursued by the Furies, and I’ve never doubted they pursued Maxim with their customary efficiency once he left Manderley, though he ceased communicating with me then, and never answered my letters, so I have no way of confirming this. I was not invited to his funeral; that slight hurt me at the time, and still does. I’ve been loyal to my old friend Maxim – too loyal, perhaps.

The second wife – ‘The sad little phantom’, as my friends the Briggs sisters refer to her – scattered his ashes in the bay below Manderley, I heard. Did she find the idea of his lying in the de Winter crypt alongside Rebecca unbearable? It wouldn’t surprise me: possessive women remain possessive after death. She has now spirited herself off to Canada, or so I’m told. I considered, then rejected, the idea of adding her name to my witness list.

On the few occasions I’d met her, I’d found her vapid; in fact, I didn’t take to her, though given my admiration for Rebecca I was biased, I expect. True, the second Mrs de Winter might know more about Rebecca’s death than anyone else; I’ve no doubt Maxim would have taken her into his confidence. But would she ever reveal her knowledge to me? Hell would freeze over first, I thought – and in any case, being practical, I had no way of locating her. According to my spinster cronies Elinor and Jocelyn Briggs, no one in this locality remains in touch with her. She’s said to have walled herself up in Toronto (or is it Montreal?) and no one has her address.

I ran my eye down my list again: not many names left. As Terence Grey has remarked, there’s a distinct paucity of informants in this case. Of the remaining candidates, several could be quickly eliminated. I had no intention of consulting antediluvian Frith, erstwhile Manderley butler, footman, bootboy etc. I’ll admit he was an exemplary butler, but he was also an exemplary busybody, and he had an inexplicably knowing way of looking at me that I still resent. He’s now in a local nursing home and virtually senile, in any case. Why had I added his name to my list in the first place? Probably because Terence Grey has taken an interest in him, I decided. More fool him. I drew a thick line through the noodle’s name. Who else?

In Rebecca’s day, in the Manderley glory days, when the house was filled every weekend with distinguished guests, there was a tribe of servants, most of them invisible – invisibility, dumbness and deafness being the mark of the well-trained servant then, of course. Many of them are still alive, and many of them still live in the Kerrith area. Unlike evil Evans and his disciples, who were not above interviewing former maids, asking zealous questions about bedroom arrangements and so forth, I drew the line at female staff: most were empty-headed gossipers, who knew nothing (not that this prevented them from inventing reams of stuff for the newshounds, rattling on about sheets, shouts, rows and rapprochements, et cetera). Some of the menservants, however, Robert Lane for instance, might have a morsel of knowledge to contribute.

I bump into Robert from time to time, as one does in a small place, and he’s always struck me as a nice enough chap. Once a young footman at Manderley (Footman! How antique that sounds), he survived the last war, and – according to the Briggs sisters, my invaluable local informers – is now married with four children. He has brilliantined hair and works behind the bar in an unprepossessing hotel at Tregarron, a souvenir-ridden, plaster-piskie-infested tourist-trap some three miles from here.

Robert, once notorious in Kerrith for his weakness for redheads, was rumoured to be loquacious. Could this be true? My confidence sagged: Robert might be talkative, but he’s never struck me as in the least observant, and I didn’t relish the prospect of pumping questions at him across a bar. There was something unspeakably seedy about it: interrogate a man who used to bring me a whisky and soda? Unthinkable! Who else, who else? My list of informants was shrinking by the second. Only two names were left. With a certain reluctance, I considered my next candidate: Mrs Danvers. A peculiar woman, Mrs Danvers.

She was an obvious candidate, it’s true, in that she was housekeeper at Manderley throughout the Rebecca years, and always claimed to be closer to Rebecca than anyone else. I placed little credence in that claim (whoever Rebecca was close to, truly close, it wasn’t her). Certainly she knew Rebecca as a child: but as neither she nor Rebecca ever explained where, when or under what circumstances, this nugget of information had never seemed of any great use. The Danvers woman was an hysteric, as I spotted the first time I laid eyes on her (one picks up useful psychological insights of this kind in the Army); besides, fantasist though she was and therefore of limited use as a ‘witness’, she was unavailable too. She left the area on the night of the great Manderley fire, and not one person to my knowledge has laid eyes on her, or heard word of her, since. She might be in the land of the living (that’s certainly Terence Grey’s opinion) but more probably she too has turned up her toes.

That left just one other obvious candidate, Jack Favell, Rebecca’s black sheep of a cousin and a singularly odious man. Favell was a cad and a wastrel: he was kicked out of the Royal Navy (how he got into it in the first place is a mystery to me) and by the time he began turning up at the odd Manderley party (self-invited, I feel sure) had embarked on a rather more successful career as a sponger. I met too many men of Favell’s type during my Army years not to see him for what he was at once. I first met him shortly after he began gate-crashing Manderley events – in about 1928, some two and a half years into Rebecca’s marriage – and I loathed him the instant we shook hands. I was shaking hands with my nemesis as it happens, but I wasn’t to know that then, alas.

I always suspected Favell had some hold over Rebecca that went back to their early years. Apart from Mrs Danvers, who kept her mouth buttoned, he was the only person, the only person, I ever met who had known Rebecca as a girl … Not that he ever discussed that with me. Our dislike was mutual; our exchanges were curt; I doubt we ever exchanged more than three sentences until after Rebecca’s death. Nor was I alone in my dislike. Rebecca never seemed to me to be too fond of her cousin (although certain news hounds have suggested otherwise). Maxim loathed him from the first, and didn’t trouble to disguise it. He and Favell were chalk and Cheddar, of course. Maxim, like myself, had standards: Favell, loose-mouthed, a heavy drinker, given to swearing, over-familiar to women, was never going to be welcome at Manderley – though I always suspected the problems went deeper than that.

Was Maxim jealous of Favell? My wife certainly thought so; perhaps women are quicker than men to sense such feelings; I am not a jealous man myself. My own instinct was that Favell, who liked to cause trouble, told Maxim tales about Rebecca’s past that put the marriage under strain – this would have been towards the end, in the year that led up to Rebecca’s death. During that period, the atmosphere at Manderley was certainly uneasy: even Rebecca’s considerable acting abilities could not always disguise the marital tension. The whiff of marital tension, in my experience, can always be detected from a long way off.

I know Maxim banned Favell from the house after one disgraceful drunken episode, yet he continued to worm his way in there. I may have mentioned the matter to Rebecca once or twice: I suspected she’d been talked into lending Favell money, and if this were the case I thought someone should warn her off. When I remonstrated with her (anything to do with Favell made me hot under the collar, so I may have expressed myself strongly) Rebecca smiled: my ‘protective’ instincts always amused her, I suspect. She said she knew perfectly well what kind of man her cousin was, and then added in her enigmatic way (Rebecca could be both a sphinx and a minx) that for all his faults Favell was ‘accurate’. Accuracy? I saw damn little sign of it, although I should admit that I began to see what she might have meant, after her death.

Just thinking about Favell was making me agitated: this happens now only too swiftly, and since my pessimist of a doctor tells me it’s inadvisable, I again rose and walked about the room. Those ghostly presences that have taken to dogging my footsteps were back: they were settling themselves in the corners, settling in for the duration, I expect. Barker growled at them. I tried to ignore them, and failed. I returned to my desk. My hands were unsteady. I re-examined my witness list.

I thought of the last time I’d seen Favell. It was the day that was to prove crucial to the entire case; it was the day after the inquest into Rebecca’s death. Favell was not satisfied with that suicide verdict and, in truth, neither was I. I thought it nonsensical: there was no indication of a motive, she had left no note, and I simply could not believe that the Rebecca I knew would ever take her own life. I therefore suggested we do something that was actually very obvious: we should look into Rebecca’s movements on the last day of her life; you’d have thought the coroner at the inquest might have had the nous to do that, but he had not.

We examined Rebecca’s appointments book (which, fortunately, Mrs Danvers had kept) and that was how we discovered that, in secret, telling no one, Rebecca had consulted a London doctor – a specialist in women’s ailments – at 2 p.m. on the last day of her life. Rebecca had recorded this appointment in a curious semi-coded way that made me suspicious. This man would have been one of the last people to see Rebecca alive: why had she consulted him, and not her usual local doctor? What had he told her that last afternoon?

The following day, I drove to London to interview him. I was accompanied by Maxim and his new wife, and Jack Favell – he insisted on being present, and I suppose, as Rebecca’s cousin, he had the right. In fact, Favell was claiming to be rather more than a cousin to Rebecca at that point: he was making the most sordid and reprehensible claims about their relationship. Favell was an habitual liar, so I did not necessarily believe him, but I could see that his allegations, if true, gave Maxim a motive for murder. That concerned me. I already had profound misgivings as to Maxim’s possible involvement in Rebecca’s death.

We spoke to Dr Baker at his home, not his consulting rooms. It was an ordinary, pleasant house, I remember, somewhere in north London. When the interview was over, we came out into a leafy suburban street. Some poor relic from the first war was playing ‘Roses in Picardy’ on a barrel-organ, a tune I can never hear now without experiencing distress. I was in a state of profound shock. Dr Baker, we’d learnt, had seen Rebecca twice: at the first appointment, a week before her death, X-rays were taken and various tests performed; at the second, he gave her the results. He had had to tell her that she had a cancer of the womb, and that it was inoperable; she faced a period of incapacity and worsening pain. She had, at best, three or four months to live.

This was not the information I had been expecting Baker to give us. Standing outside his house, I was struggling not to betray the shock and pity I felt: I was brought up to believe that it isn’t manly to show emotion and I have an abhorrence of tears as a result.

Had Rebecca suspected she was ill? Or had Baker’s diagnosis come as a complete surprise to her? It pained me to think of her concealing this knowledge, and at first I was too numb to think beyond that. Then I realised: the implications of this information were considerable. Now there was a clear motive for suicide; now that inquest verdict would never be overturned and the police could have no possible grounds for reopening their investigations – no matter what accusations Favell, or anyone else, chose to make. Maxim de Winter was in the clear, off the hook. I turned to look at my old friend; his sweet little wife had just sweetly clasped his hand. To my horror and disgust, I saw relief flood his face.

I knew then for sure, I think – but I’m recording the truth now, so I’ll admit: I had had doubts as to Maxim’s innocence before, on two occasions. First, when Rebecca’s poor body was recovered, and I’d watched his face as he bent over it to make a formal identification. Second, at that travesty of a funeral Maxim arranged for Rebecca, when he and I, the sole mourners, stood side by side in the de Winter crypt.

I’ve never discussed that funeral with anyone, not even Ellie, not even my late wife. Yet it will not let me forget it, and winds its way into my dreams at night. Funeral is not even the correct word; it was an interment, arranged at indecent speed immediately after the inquest. It was hasty and it was secretive – in this respect everything that man Evans wrote about it was correct. It was evening and raining heavily. The crypt, a series of low vaulted chambers with iron gates, is even older than the Manderley church itself, and that is ancient. Once underground, the proximity of the river, of the graveyard nearby and in places directly above, can be felt; the glimpses one gets of dead de Winters in lead-lined coffins laid to rest on either side, the recent coffins still intact, the older ones not – well, it is not a place in which anyone would ever want to linger. And on that occasion I – but it doesn’t matter what I felt. I’ll say only that I’d had the very deepest affection for Rebecca and I was close to breaking point.

The crypt was bitterly cold and the walls ran with damp; the electric cables, fed through underground in heavily corroded metal tubing, kept shorting, so as we stood there, listening to the words of the burial service, the lights flared then failed, then flared again. The vicar, as uneasy as I was, was gabbling the prayers: I had been standing with my head bent, but at one point, sensing movement from Maxim, who was next to me, I looked up. For a brief moment, as the power surged and the lights flickered, I met Maxim’s gaze – or at first thought I did. He was white-faced and visibly sweating despite the chill; he was not looking at me, I realised, but slightly over my shoulder, at air, and whatever it was that he saw in the air, it left him transfixed. I shall never forget his expression, and the agony I then saw in his eyes. When I say that I felt I was looking directly at damnation, I do not exaggerate. I fought in the first war; I fought in the trenches – so I can speak with some authority. I recognised that expression because, God help me, I’d seen it before on the faces of other men, now long dead.

I looked at him, appalled, for what can only have been an instant, though it felt hours long; then, with a hissing, crackling sound, the lights flickered and dimmed again. Before the prayers were over, while the words May she rest in peace were still being spoken, Maxim tried to leave. He attempted to push past me. I put my hand on his arm to restrain him, and found he was shaking. He could not meet my eyes then – and he could not meet them now.

Standing in that suburban street, I knew with every instinct I possessed that Rebecca had not killed herself. I knew Maxim had been involved in some way in her death. I think I was bewildered, still in shock, my mind not operating well. As I looked at him, I was already imagining some mitigating circumstances – a violent quarrel, perhaps. Could he have struck Rebecca, could she have fallen, and fatally injured herself? Could it have been manslaughter? I couldn’t believe Maxim capable of premeditated murder: he was my friend, an honourable man … I still believed in honour then, of course.

To this day, I believe that if I’d drawn Maxim to one side at that exact moment and asked him for the truth, he might have told me: he was in a desperate state, very close to the edge. There were a few minutes of silence. I looked along that leafy road. We had reached what I can now see was the definitive moral turning point of my life. I was about to make a decision that has haunted me ever since. If Favell had kept his mouth shut at that crucial point, perhaps everything would have turned out differently. Who can know? I certainly don’t.

Favell didn’t hold his tongue – he was incapable of it. To be fair to him, I believe he was genuinely shocked too – he wasn’t without feelings for Rebecca. He’d been walking back and forth in a dazed way, saying he couldn’t believe it, that he needed a stiff drink. Then, in a tone that sickened me, he asked whether Rebecca’s cancer was ‘contagious’ – a suggestion typical of the man, and typical of the foul way in which he thought. Having failed to get a rise with that remark, he rounded on Maxim and on me. Was that the first time the words cover-up were used? I know Favell, in his sneering way, congratulated Maxim on being off the hook. I know he was quick to suggest that the doctor’s information must have delighted me too, since my old friend was in the clear now. I know he insinuated that I’d hush things up, that the old boy network would take care of its own. I was a snob who valued my invitations to Manderley; I could be relied on to protect a de Winter, he said.

I was deeply angered. Loathing Favell, detesting him, his code and everything he represented, I made my decision there and then in that street. There was a clear motive for suicide; there was no evidence of murder, let alone proof. You cannot put a man on trial for a facial expression; you can’t condemn a man because you believe you’ve seen guilt in his eyes – not when the crime of murder carries the death penalty. So I decided: let that be an end of it. I would make sure Dr Baker’s information was circulated. Beyond that, I would take no further action. All over. Draw a line under it. Let the matter be laid to rest.

It wasn’t, of course, as I should have foreseen. But all those news hounds, all the Kerrith gossips who found other reasons for my actions were very wrong. To them I was at worst a toady to the de Winters, and at best too loyal to my friend. They were all so sure that it was Maxim’s interests I sought to defend, that they never saw the truth – yet it was obvious enough: it was Rebecca, not her husband, that I hoped to protect.

I always knew what would happen if there were any further investigation into her death. I knew her reputation would be thrown to the wolves. I knew it would all come out: all the sordid allegations of love affairs, duplicity and intrigue that Jack Favell was only too eager to boast about. I knew that if people began to suspect Maxim had killed his wife, they’d look for a motive – and they wouldn’t have to look very far: what motive could he possibly have had other than infidelity on her part? Secretly, of course, I believed in that infidelity myself: I told myself it had to be true, that Maxim would never have harmed his wife unless given very strong cause. What a betrayal of Rebecca that was.

At that point, when I made my decision, the floodgates of gossip were still closed. Whatever the claims of journalists, there were as yet no rumours of ‘lovers’ or ‘clandestine assignations’ – at least none I’d heard. I wanted that state of affairs to continue now Rebecca was gone. I wanted that more than anything else. That was why I tried to persuade everyone that, rather than die a slow painful death, Rebecca had killed herself. I wanted people to remember her as I’d always imagined her: as a beautiful, virtuous and courageous woman. I wanted my image of her to be the one that prevailed.

How Rebecca would have laughed. Her notions of virtue weren’t mine, and she was always more realistic than I was. She’d have known that the more you try to silence them the more tongues wag. Jack Favell was on the telephone to his drinking cronies in Kerrith before I even returned from London. There was never the least hope that I’d stem the gossip, malice and sheer propensity for making things up that are so deeply embedded in human nature. Silence the rumours? I was a Canute, telling the advancing waves to turn back.

There is no law against libelling the dead; there was never a trial, so no advocate ever spoke for Rebecca. She’s been condemned to silence for twenty years. She can’t defend herself, or correct the lies, or explain; she has never been able to tell her story, or say: No, it wasn’t like that. That’s the terrible thing about being dead, as I realise now I’m old: people can jump up and down on your grave, and you can’t do a thing about it. You’re gagged. You can’t answer back … Not unless someone comes to your assistance; not unless some good, wise, indefatigable person ferrets around and comes up with the truth on your behalf.

Could I perform that service for Rebecca? Last night, by moonlight, I’d believed I could. I’d thought I could make amends for my past failures, but now I felt very unsure. A seventy-two-year-old bungler with a dicky heart? A moral fumbler who couldn’t even write a truthful account of Rebecca’s death, let alone her life? I wasn’t exactly Sir Lancelot, was I? Much help to her I’d be, I thought.

By this time – I may as well admit it – I was in a bad way. Introspection is invariably painful, and examining my crimes and misdemeanours in hideous close-up was not how I’d meant to start the day. My eyes were watering, my heart was thumping and bumping in the way it does now – no doubt my blood pressure was soaring as well. Barker gave a low whine, rose, and rubbed his grey muzzle against my leg. Trying to calm myself, and failing, I re-examined my foolish ‘witness’ list, then tore it up. So much for my potential informants. The dead, the damnable and the downright unreliable. If I were to find Rebecca, it would not be by this route.

My vision had blurred. Forgetting my call to Terence Grey, forgetting the parcel whose contents would later prove to be so extraordinary, I rose unsteadily to my feet. I blundered my way past my desk to the french windows. Outside, it was a cloudless April day on this, the anniversary of Rebecca’s death.

I pushed the glass doors back, fumbled my way down the steps into the garden, and set off along the path. Barker, my loyal shadow, immediately followed me. I made my way between the dog-eared palm tree and the mournful monkey-puzzle, past my viciously pruned roses to the crazy-paving terrace at the far end. From there the ground drops away sharply to that inhospitable cove, some eighty feet below; I have shored up this boundary of mine with a low, now crumbling wall, and on this wall I sat down. I looked at the sea, azure at its edges, inky further out by the Manderley headland, then looked back at The Pines, a folly of a house, my childhood home.

Dry your tears, Arthur, I heard my grandfather say, in his gentle voice – and it didn’t surprise me greatly to hear that voice, though he’s been dead for fifty years: the dead often talk to me now; it’s one of age’s side-effects. Before I was aware of what was happening, I’d surrendered to his tone and I was allowing my past back, letting its currents take me where they wanted – and they took me, as they often do, to the Manderley I knew as a boy.

There, some of the dead witnesses on my list were waiting to speak to me: not Rebecca herself, of course, not yet – the Manderley I was watching existed long before she arrived on the scene, but even so, I knew I’d discover something if I watched these de Winters closely enough. I’ve always believed that you cannot understand Rebecca and what she became unless you understand the family she married into. I’ve always felt that if I were searching for clues to Rebecca, Manderley was the first place to look.


CHAPTER 4

I first came to The Pines when I was seven years old, accompanied by my mother, and my new nurse Tilly. It was the mid-1880s (that’s how ancient I am). We were to stay with my grandfather, a widower, in his house by the sea in what was then, and still is to an extent, a remote part of England – a country about which I had many fantastical notions, but in which I had never set foot. I wasn’t clear at the time why we had left India or why my father had remained there, except that he could not obtain leave from his regiment for another few months, and meanwhile my mother needed respite from the Indian climate. As I now know, but didn’t then (such matters were not mentioned, especially in front of a child), she was expecting her second baby, my sister Rose.

At first I missed India; I missed my pet mongoose and my ayah, whose lilting bedtime songs drift back to me out of the past, even now. The Pines seemed strange after the bungalows in which we had previously lived. I was cold all the time; I’d shiver when I woke to the raucous cry of gulls, and looked out of my bedroom window to the Manderley headland opposite.

I’d soon feel I belonged here, my grandfather said, in his comforting way, for my own father had grown up here and there had been Julyans for generations in this part of the world. There were many ancient families in this region, he explained; because it was remote, tucked away down at the foot of England, families and their houses endured. There were the Grenvilles, for instance, and the Raleghs, but the oldest of all was the de Winter family who could boast direct descent from father to son for eight hundred years. ‘Can’t all families do that, Grandpapa?’ I asked. No, he said. For that you needed sons; without sons, families died out.

Seeing I didn’t understand, he gave me my first lesson in genealogy. We came from a junior branch of the Julyan family, he explained, but I should be proud of my ancestors, whose blood ran in my veins. He fetched out the family tree he had drawn up, and showed me a bewildering forest of connections: the marriage to a Grenville heiress in 1642; an alliance to a de Winter sister in 1820; the Julyan men who had served their church, their country or the laws of their country – and there, right at the end of all those forking branches of landowners, judges, soldiers and clergymen, was a tiny twig – and that, he said, was me.

My grandfather, Henry Lucas Julyan, was rector of the parishes of Kerrith and Manderley; he became my friend from the day I arrived, and he was one of the very few truly good men I’ve ever known, kind-hearted, learned and astute. Before taking Holy Orders, he had been a distinguished classical scholar at Cambridge, where he first met Darwin, who became his friend. He lived a simple life, dining on plain food, taking long walks, reading, writing and abhorring any form of show or ostentation: he was an unworldly man – and it may be due in part to his influence that I am unworldly, antique and unrealistic, too.

He was an amateur botanist of some distinction, and it was he who introduced me to the pleasures of collecting and cataloguing. Before my first summer at The Pines was out, I was already learning about fossils and wild flowers; I began my study of butterflies and moths, and my grandfather taught me how to kill them painlessly and quickly with chloroform. Red Admirals, Swallow-tails, Painted Ladies … I still have our collection; it is in my study, packed away in specimen drawers. I find I can’t bear to look at it now.

My grandfather took me on expeditions along the coast; we explored the beaches, the dark little creeks, the moors inland, and the woods which were often the best butterfly hunting ground, especially the woods surrounding Manderley. The de Winters had lived at Manderley since the time of the Conquest, my grandfather explained, though the house itself had been altered and rebuilt many times since then; their unusual name was a corruption from Norman-French, and was possibly derived from the word ‘ventre’, meaning stomach, or womb. Lionel de Winter, the present head of the family, was my own father’s exact contemporary. They had been friends and school-fellows, although the friendship, he added vaguely, had lapsed in recent years – probably because my father had been away in India so long.

I was taken to Manderley that first summer in England. There I met Lionel de Winter and his wife Virginia; she was one of three famously beautiful Grenville sisters known as ‘The Three Graces’, my grandfather explained. The eldest, Evangeline, had recently married a shipping magnate, Sir Joshua Briggs; the youngest, Isolda, was still unmarried – she was very pretty and charming and I would meet her some time. The middle sister, Virginia, now married to Lionel, was my grandfather’s favourite. I would like her, he told me; her health was not strong, but she was sweet-natured and kind.

Virginia – always referred to by my mother as ‘poor Virginia’ – was a gentle, softly spoken semi-invalid; she seemed to spend even more time lying down than my mother did, and no one explained why. Poor Virginia always seemed to me like a guest at Manderley; each time I went there, I half expected to hear that she’d packed her bags and gone away. She seemed to have nothing to do with the running of her home; all the decisions were taken by her mother-in-law, Mrs de Winter the elder, who had been born a Ralegh, and was a terrifying personage: the first time I was introduced to her, she inspected my hair keenly and announced it was too long – I looked like a girl. I must have passed muster, however, or been judged useful at any rate, for she summoned me to Manderley again. I was to play with Lionel and Virginia’s only child, their daughter Beatrice, a plump bossy little girl whose chief interest in life was horses; I grew to like Beatrice well enough, but she and I had nothing in common at all.

As time went on, I was summoned more frequently, but I was never sure how much I liked going to Manderley. I enjoyed those woodland expeditions with my grand father, but I found the house oppressive and strange. It was very large, very dark and very old, crouching along its high-ground position, hidden away by its encircling trees. Inside, the huge, dark, panelled rooms seemed perilous: they were crowded with furniture, so much of it you could scarcely move; I lived in mortal terror of backing away into some little table and sending its many fiddly ornaments crashing to the ground. Everywhere you looked there were dangers of this kind: staring portraits that spied on your every mistake, tapestries that might conceal some hidden watcher, and – according to Beatrice – at least one ghost, a beautiful ancestress of hers, who crept up behind you in corridors, and who, if you so much as glimpsed her, struck you instantly blind.

I thought it very ugly and I thought it very airless; in fact, the question of the air at Manderley obsessed me. My years in India had made me a connoisseur of air: my mother and the other officers’ wives never ceased discussing it; there was bad air and good air, as I knew, and every summer we would retreat north to the hill-stations to escape the ‘bad air’ that brought with it all kinds of ailments and hidden disease.

So when Tilly informed me, with a wink, that the de Winters needed an heir, I thought I understood her. The need for air at Manderley was all too obvious to me: despite the size of the windows, despite the proximity of the sea, I’d never been in a house that felt so stifling. No wonder poor Virginia was an invalid: the air in the house, clammy, thick, reverberant, as if weighted down with centuries of secrets, was enough to make anyone ill. It was a bad, disease-ridden, poxy sort of atmosphere; whenever I was there I’d try to persuade Beatrice to go down to the sea, down to the bay where, all those years later, Rebecca died.

Indeed the house needed an ‘air’ as Tilly said – and a good air, a special air too, beautiful as the zephyrs my grandfather had shown me pictures of in his books. I used to imagine a zephyr like that whenever I was trapped and hemmed in in that awful drawing-room, being teased by the boisterous bullying Lionel, who would ruffle my hair, or – worse – being interrogated by that mother of his, the ‘Termagant’ as Tilly had nicknamed her.

Lionel de Winter, fortunately, was often away. He was given to moods, and sulks, and when I did encounter him, would often complain of how boring his life was here. ‘Backward, stick-in-the-mud sort of place,’ he’d say. ‘Don’t you find that? Nothing to do, rains all the time. I’m off to London next week – lots of plays, parties, good food and wine. Get away from the old girl’s apron strings, if you follow my meaning … I expect you know how that feels, eh, boy?’

And here he might wink, or slap me on the shoulder man to man, and I would say, ‘Yes, sir,’ but I didn’t follow his meaning at all. Who was the ‘old girl’? His mother, or poor Virginia? Neither of them wore aprons. I thought Lionel, with his flushed face, his sulks and silk waistcoats, was an idiot and a popinjay. I didn’t like the tone he used when addressing his wife – it was very domineering and rude; my own father would never have dreamt of speaking to my mother in that way. And I was first hurt, then angered, that he never once asked after my father, his former friend: he was obviously not in the least interested in his welfare – but then he showed no interest in anyone’s welfare except his own.

The Termagant was another matter. She was a great deal more intelligent than her son – I think I realised that by instinct, and very quickly, as children do. She ruled the roost, and had no intention of taking herself off to the dower house, Tilly maintained. She felt for poor Mrs Lionel, she really did, Tilly said; stuck with a husband and a mother-in-law like that – she wouldn’t be in her shoes, not for all the tea in China, Tilly declared.

The Termagant was very tall, and her voice was very loud: everyone, including her son, was terrified of her. She seemed to me to know only two forms of conversation: either she was barking orders, or firing questions at you: How old are you? Why doesn’t that mother of yours have your hair cut? Do you ride? You read? A boy your age? Lionel never bothered with books – what’s the matter with you? You should run around more. Tell me about India – do you miss India? Why? When’s that father of yours coming back? Is he ill? Everyone in India gets ill sooner or later. He isn’t? Then he’s a lucky man …

And there would follow a diatribe, for she seemed to hate the very idea of India – for no very good reason, I think, beyond the fact that it was outside her circle of influence. She was fiercely dismissive of what she called, with a wave of the hand, ‘abroad’. One memorable day, when Virginia’s sisters came to tea in the Manderley gardens, and Evangeline spoke of her recent honeymoon in France, and pretty, charming Isolda sighed, and said wistfully that she would love to travel, Lionel’s mother called them fools. ‘What fools you are,’ she said, gesturing across the lawns towards the sea. ‘You’ll see nothing lovelier than this, however far you travel. Much better stay here.’

Evangeline gave her a cool look and raised her eyebrows; poor Virginia sighed; pretty Isolda made a face the instant her back was turned. When the elder Mrs de Winter was called back to the house shortly afterwards, the three sisters laughed.

‘What an old beast she is – how can you put up with her, Virginia?’ Isolda said, tossing back her curls.

‘You should make a stand, darling – she’s a monster,’ said Evangeline crossly.

‘Hush,’ said poor Virginia, glancing at me and Beatrice. ‘Pas devant les enfants. Little pitchers have ears …’

I agreed with Isolda: Mrs de Winter was an old beast – and that first summer, how she harped on the subject of India! I think she knew I resented it and that drove her on: dirt, disease, dishonesty (she was especially fierce on disease, looking at me as if I might be carrying half a continent’s germs on my clothes). I would slowly inch away from her height, and her cold blue eyes, while all my precious memories of India shattered one by one under her terrible fusillade. That’s when I would long for my zephyr, pray for my zephyr; that’s when I would hang my head and screw up my eyes and conjure her out of the air. My zephyr (I can see now) bore more than a passing resemblance to Virginia’s sister Isolda, with whom I was fiercely in love from the age of seven to nine. She was a glorious creature with long flowing hair. She swept into the stuffy room, shaking the heavy curtains with their fringing and frogging, fluttering the tapestries, rattling the doors: this was a zephyr powerful enough, and merciless enough, to topple the Termagant, and silence her for ever more.

My grandfather used to say that I shouldn’t mind, that Mrs de Winter meant well, that her bark was worse than her bite and so on – but my grandfather was a saintly man, and one of the limitations of saintliness is a tendency to excuse or underestimate such people. I thought Tilly was much nearer the mark when she declared the woman was a Tyrant and a Tartar; when she added that the Tartar’s son, apple of her eye, wasn’t no better than a Tomcat, I found it very interesting indeed. I had noticed the tomcat sniffing around.

‘I’ve heard tales about him,’ Tilly would say, rolling her eyes at our housekeeper, Mrs Trevelyan (the source of quite a few of those tales, I suspect, Tilly’s being from London and Mrs Trevelyan’s being local). I longed to hear those tales, needless to say, and that longing increased as time passed, but no one ever enlightened me. All I ever gleaned (and this was much later, when, desperate for information on this and any other adult subject, I took up a brief and unsuccessful career as an eavesdropper) was that blankets were mysteriously involved – especially the wrong side of them. What did tomcats have to do with blankets? Did a blanket have a wrong side?

As to the Termagant’s interrogations, I believed that my stammered answers were of little account: no matter my reply, the same questions would be asked again on my next visit. I now think that I was being assessed, and that Mrs de Winter the elder wanted to get the measure of me, even then. She pushed simply to see how far she could push before I rebelled.

I never did – politeness and a fear of being rude to any adult were so deeply ingrained in me, so soaked into my very soul, that even when she made me cry, I did so in secret. I think she did this partly from habit – she spoke to everyone in this way – and partly because she gained knowledge by it which she then stored up until such a time as it might be useful to her. And in my case, many years later, it was – but that particular episode (it was during the first war, in 1915, and it still shames me) I will return to another time.

Meanwhile, she was better informed than I had realised and accurate in some of her suggestions, as I learnt. My father was indeed ill, though that knowledge was carefully concealed from me. He contracted an enteric fever in Kashmir, recovered in a military hospital in Delhi, relapsed a few weeks later, and died one month before my sister Rose was born.

For a week, no one told me. I knew something was wrong: something happened to the air at The Pines that reminded me of Manderley. It was full of whispers, and conversations broken off; doors slammed, feet ran back and forth along the corridors, Tilly’s eyes were red, my grandfather’s face was grave, and I wasn’t allowed to see my mother – I could hear her weeping, but they said she was ill, and locked her away.

Finally, my grandfather took me by the hand, led me down here to this terrace above the sea, and explained. He had lost his only son; then, in the childish egotism of my grief, it didn’t occur to me that he too had lost someone irreplaceable. Now that I’m nearly as old as he was then and have had tribulations of my own, I know how much it must have cost him to remain so quiet and so calm. When his explanation was over, and my tears were done, he took my hand in his, and asked me very gently if I thought I should like to live here now, with my mother and the little brother or sister who would be shortly arriving, and whether I would let him look after me now that my dear father was gone.

I said yes, which brought on another storm of tears – and that is how I came to live here; that is how my bond with this part of the world was forged. I knew the place both before Rebecca, and after her advent. I knew Maxim from birth; I remember seeing him as a baby, being pushed in his pram by poor doting proud Virginia. I remember the disbelief that greeted the announcement of his name – Maximilian! – and Tilly’s prediction: ‘That old Termagant named him,’ she cried, ‘and she means to get her hands on him. Poor Mrs Lionel won’t get a look-in, you mark my words!’

Tilly’s prophecy proved correct. Poor Virginia had had innumerable miscarriages, as I know now, but having produced an heir at last, she did not survive him long. She seemed to wither away, growing sadder and quieter day by day, her thin face lighting up only when her beloved son was brought to her. She died when Maxim was three, and I think (my sister Rose confirms) that Maxim clung tenaciously to the few sad half-memories he had of her.

He resembled his mother to a striking degree. Beatrice might have the de Winter looks, but in Maxim’s narrow face and dark, intelligent, watchful eyes, Virginia and his Grenville ancestors lived on. He inherited aspects of her character too; as a small child, he was quiet, dreamy and shy, clearly fearful of his father, and in awe of his formidable grandmother. I remember him well as a boy, when my grandfather helped to tutor him in the summer holidays. Despite his obvious intelligence, he was backward at his lessons, perhaps because his grandmother held education in utter contempt, and was forever telling him that books were a waste of time. At Manderley, there was a splendid library, well stocked by some of Maxim’s more enlightened ancestors, but the only books she ever consulted were those that detailed bloodstock – human and equine.

The elder Mrs de Winter liked to imply that books, universities and so on, were all very well for the likes of me: I had no land or estates, and would have to earn my living in some way. But Maxim would have all this, she would say, gesturing around that terrible drawing-room of hers: this house, these fields, these farms, that sea, were his destiny. All that mattered meanwhile was to get him into the same school every male de Winter had attended since time immemorial; once that small matter was out of the way, Maxim would return home and learn the only lesson that mattered: how to run Manderley.

Maxim was brainwashed in this way, day in day out. I think that, thanks to my grandfather’s influence – and to a much lesser extent, mine – he did see that there was another world, a world elsewhere. But I always felt he looked at that world somewhat wistfully, as if he might like to investigate it, even yearned to investigate it, but had already accepted that it was beyond his Manderley palisade.

One summer, when I was at home for the university vacation, I took pity on him. He emerged white-faced from my grandfather’s study and his struggles with Latin verbs, and when I asked him where he was off to he replied he supposed he was going home. He looked lost and dejected, so I took him out in my dinghy, and taught him to sail – and that was the first of the many trips we made across the bay to Manderley.

We’d always known each other, but it was that summer that we overcame the disparity in our ages and became friends. Maxim would then have been about ten or eleven; I suppose that in some ways he looked up to me, and I grew attached to him, recommending books and generally taking him under my wing. My grandfather encouraged the friendship, believing that Maxim was lonely. I think that was true, certainly by the time he reached his mid-teens.

His father’s illness first began to manifest itself then; it took an unpredictable – and unpleasant – form. Until Lionel de Winter was finally persuaded to confine himself to his sick-room, visitors to Manderley were not encouraged, and when Maxim returned from school in the holidays, he spent long periods alone. By then I had left the area, and was in the Army; my sister Rose, nearer to Maxim in age than I was, became his confidante in my stead, and for a brief period just before the first war became his dearest friend. Rose used to say – and still maintains – that Maxim was always lonelier than we knew.

How very close those years seem to me now! The lives of the de Winters have always overlapped and interlocked with my own; my study is filled with the evidence of that closeness, with letters, with photographs, invitation cards, all the flotsam and jetsam that, assembled, might tell their story. Thinking of that, sitting on my boundary wall this morning, I told myself that if there were gaps in that story, they could be filled, so long as my memory did not let me down.

Somewhere there, if I could find her, was Rebecca. If she was to be understood, it was in the context of that family and that house. ‘Who are you?’ I said to her once, not that long before her death, as it happens; ‘Who are you, Rebecca?’
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