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BOOK ONE


Chapter One

I was born on the 25th February 1578. Later in the year my father married Dorothy Monck, an heiress, of Potheridge in Devon, and by her had fourteen children—nine sons and five daughters—of whom only four died in infancy.

I did not know my mother. I was brought up in my father’s house, as his son, and bore his name of Killigrew, and was christened Maugan.

We came from St Erme, near Truro in the county of Cornwall where one Ralph Killigrew about 1240 was granted permission, by Henry III to bear arms. Ralph’s great-great-grandson was called Simon, and this Simon in 1385 married Joan, of Arwenack, which is at the mouth of the River Fal, and the family moved there and was enriched. Five generations later when the eighth Henry, at war with the French, thought to build a castle commanding the mouth of the River Fal, he chose as his site an old ruined fort on Killigrew land hard by Arwenack House; and the John Killigrew then living—my great-grandfather—was created first captain of the castle and knighted the same year.

This John Killigrew was a man then in middle life, stout and a little pock-marked; his portrait, which we had until it was burned, shows him to have the round face of the Killigrews, with the prominent eyes and cleft chin and fair hair that come to some of the men. He had married a rich woman, Elizabeth Trewinnard, and had gained much from the dissolution of the monasteries; so that his lands and properties extended from the River Fal to the Helford Passage, and he held the tithes of sixteen parishes and had an incoming of above £6,000 a year. No doubt it seemed to him that the house he lived in under the shadow of the castle was unworthy of his new wealth and status, for he decided to pull the old house down and to build in its place the biggest house in Cornwall.

So the new Arwenack in which I was born was built. It was not finished until 1567, and my great-grandfather lived only to see the last stone in place before he fell from his horse and died.

He was not a popular man, and there were not lacking people to whisper that this was an omen that overweening pride should bring no good in its wake. True the new Arwenack was seldom a happy house in my lifetime; but equally one can seek for a practical cause and see it in the simple fact that my great-grandfather overreached himself. Our family, for all its ancient lineage and good estate, lacked the solidity of great possessions such as could maintain without strain the extravagant way of life he set for it. From his time, therefore, there was a hint of the feverish and the insolvent in our lives. Each generation tried to re-establish itself; each generation failed in greater measure than the last. My grandfather and my father were much at court, spending heavily to gain royal favour and office. When they received office they could no longer afford to be scrupulous in their use of it.

But of all this I knew nothing when I was young.

The Fal river, which is navigable as far as Tregony, broadens three miles from the sea and forms a great natural anchorage, one of the finest in the world. A mile inland from the mouth a narrow tongue of land splits its west bank, and the creek thus formed runs another mile or more off the main river to the town of Penryn, which is the main port of the river.

But at the very mouth of the river there juts out, again on its west side, a promontory of land shaped like the head of a guinea-fowl. Imagine that in the head there is an eye: this is the Pendennis Castle of which my great-grandfather, my grandfather and my father were captains; and like an eye it commands all ways of approach. Just below the neck of the guinea-fowl is the house of Arwenack, and all the huge body of the bird was Killigrew land.

So Arwenack House, facing south, looks on the blue smile of the river mouth. But behind the house, behind a narrow hump of land, is the sea again, all the width of Falmouth Bay and the Channel.

I never knew if the house was built to any design. It was like a little town containing within its palisades all that was needed for life and sustenance. When I was born, there were upwards of fifty people living there. Additional to the evergrowing family and near relatives there were thirty-five servants and retainers and a half-dozen hangers-on, people with some claim on my father’s generosity or forbearance who lived and fed with us.

The buildings of the house enclosed a quadrangle on three sides, the fourth facing the harbour being open except for a castellated tower with low walls flanking it and a big gate under the tower. By this gate the house was approached by anyone landing from the sea, and over the gate, supported by cantilevers, was the Killigrew coat of arms, an eagle with two heads and spread wings. At the north corner of the house was another tower pierced with loop-holes for bows or muskets, and tall enough to command the landward approaches. On all sides the house was protected by stockades and earthworks, for, situated as it was in so exposed and isolated a position, not even the castle nearby could give it complete immunity from invasion by sea.

My own bedroom—which I shared with my half-brother John, who was by eighteen months the younger—was in the left wing of the house and looked over towards the harbour. It was eight feet broad by eleven feet long and it had a tall narrow window at one end with the bed beside the door at the other, and a second door leading into the bedrooms beyond. When the south-easterly gales blew, the wind would whistle into the room however tightly latched the window and suck its way out with such vehemence that our straw would float and quiver as if a snake were under it. The room was plainly but comfortably furnished, for besides the bedstead we had two stools, a window cushion of needlework, canvas to cover the window at night, a box of shelves, and on the wall an old map of the French Brittany coast drawn by Baptista Boazio.

All my childhood memories are of a dark room looking out on a bright scene, because the window for all its tallness seemed not so much to admit light as to stress the brightness without. The first memory ever I had was of John my half-brother being fed by his wet-nurse—he was breast fed until he was three—and myself tiring of the entertainment and trotting to the window and looking out of the darkness of the room and seeing a great blueness of still water like a blue dish, with a ship whose chocolate sails were just crumpling as she came to anchor, and behind that the green wooded hills of the east bank of the river.

All my early memories are of water, of sea and river and rain and wind and sky. Either I was looking down on it or was abroad on it with some older member of the family, or I was down at the lake where we bred our swans or I was climbing among the rocks below the castle while the waves showered me with spray. Before I was old enough to reason I came to love the sea, to know it as an element as natural as earth. As soon as I was old enough to reason I came to fear it—not as an element but for what it could bring.

For always we lived under the threat of Spain. There had been no peace as long as I could remember, and we never knew when the enemy galleons might appear off our coast. When the first Armada came and passed us by I was ten; and I remember on the 30th July of that year, which was a Saturday, standing with my father and John and my great-uncle Peter and my uncle Thomas on the highest turret of the castle and scanning the uncertain horizon.

We got a sight of the ships in the late afternoon as the wind freshened and the haze over the sea cleared. The great fleet, of which we could see only a part, looked elevated above the sea like castles, like our Pendenis Castle, built on the horizon, the sun glinting on them and gilding them. As dusk fell Walter Powell of Penryn put in and told us that he had passed close by and that he had counted many more than a hundred ships and that they all had their flags and pennants streaming and that the bands on board were playing martial music. My great-uncle Peter, though by then above sixty years of age, had already put to sea in a coaster to follow the enemy up channel.

But even after the first danger was past, and even after the great rejoicings when it became known that the Armada was sunk and dispersed, we knew well that this was not the end of the war for us.

Nor was it only Spaniards that the sea brought. We suffered no menace from English pirates; but in the Channel there were other ships of foreign marque, from Turkey and Algiers and Tunis. When I was five John Michell of Truro lost two ships in the river, six miles up river from the mouth, boarded and seized; and the coast towns of St Ives and Penzance and Market Jew were seldom free from risk of raid and fire and abduction. Before I was born, before we were at war with Spain, French ships one day, being pursued by Spanish ships of war, took refuge in the River Fal. The Spaniards sailed past our castle, following the French ships in, which themselves retreated, farther and farther up the river in a battle lasting three hours. At length the French ships were driven aground at Malpas near Truro, and then Sir John Arundell, our kinsman from Trerice, sent messages to the Spanish Admiral to try to stop the fighting; but the Spaniards refused and bombarded the French for another two hours before being forced to withdraw by the falling tide.

All this my grandmother told me, for it had happened when she came to Arwenack as a young widow to marry my grandfather.

This was before my grandmother took against me.

I have many memories of youth. But over all there is the first memory, of being within four walls like in a dark cell, pressed down, and looking out on a world of vivid brightness, of being held down in darkness like a prisoner and wanting to get out, of a sense of confinement and constriction. And there is the second memory, the longer memory, of there being no peace in the world, of fear and danger outside and a limited safety within.

We were always in those days at the mercy of rumour, of the false alarm, the whisper behind the hand, of a change of atmosphere, of a growing tension without cause, of suspicion of treachery and betrayal. A calf would die for no reason, or the horses would be restless in their stables, or a cloud would form at sunset red-tipped and shaped like the Judgment Seat. Or Meg Levant, one of the serving maids, would come in with a story she had had of Harold Tregwin of Gluvias, who had heard that a Papist priest had been found in a secret cupboard in the house of the Roscarrocks at Pentire and they were all arrested.

When I was four I was put to study with horn-book and primer under Parson Merther, the chaplain of the house, and the following year my brother John joined me. Every year, almost, another came: Thomas, then Odelia, then Henry. Then there were no more for a while because Grace died at three months. With our group often was my cousin Paul Knyvett, a sulky boy older than I by a year, and another more distant cousin Belemus Roscarrock who was a year older still but very lazy and mutinous.

By the time I was eleven I had been introduced to Lily’s Grammar and Record’s Arithmetic and the Colloquies of Erasmus, and had got by heart some Ovid and Juvenai. I had learned the first twenty propositions of Euclid and knew something of history and the stars.

Each morning the whole house would rise at sun-up for prayers, then we children would have to read a chapter of the Bible aloud before we broke our fast: we would have meal bread with porridge and sometimes a slice of cold mutton or a piece of Holland cheese. Parson Merther would watch over us, fussy as an old woman, his long yellow fingers picking at his doublet, his small, sword-point eyes ever on the move to find cause for reproof in our manners or our dress. John was caught blowing on his porridge to cool it, Odelia had forgotten to wipe her nose, Paul had left off his garters, we all bent too close over our food.

This was a special care of Parson Merther’s: even at lessons we were made to work with head upright lest humours should fall into the forehead and cause injury to the eyes.

After dinner at noon we would have three hours of the afternoon free, when we could practise fencing with rapier or sword, or go hawking with one of the grooms, or take a boat and play on the river, or sit telling each other frightening stories in the dark aromatic shed in the herb garden where the herbs were dried. Or we would play with the dogs or help feed the horses or even ride a nag if Thomas Rosewarae, the steward, was in a good mood. Or we would climb the elm trees or play in the thick wood going down to the swan pool.

But we had to be in and dressed and properly clean to be at board for supper at six. Having supped we had an hour with Parson Merther again and would have to repeat some paragraphs out of Cicero’s Epistles or some other good author we had studied in the morning; and if we got them wrong we were beaten before going to bed.

I remember especially my fourteenth birthday. My father’s sixth legitimate child, Walter, had been ill for three weeks of a quartan ague and had had many fits. My father’s wife, Dorothy, was great again but there was to be a banquet that evening. Two ships were in the Bay, and there were to be a dozen guests at table. So the day had flown, with hurryings and scurryings of servants and preparations of food.

With my stepmother so industrious in child-bearing, my grandmother often held the reins of the household—or perhaps, being how she was, she would have retained them in any case. When there were guests she always took charge, and I think although my grandfather had been dead seven years she had never really given way either to her son or her daughter-in-law. Certainly she was the only person in the house who did not stir uneasily at my father’s footstep.

I had spent the afternoon with Belemus Roscarrock. We had played with a tennis ball on the archery lawn until driven off.

Then we had tried stalking the crows which milled around the newly turned earth of the turnip field. When we tired of this, having killed only one, we mooched back in the fading light to the house and stood a few moments looking at the two vessels, both shallops, which lay close in to the shelter of the land.

“Neptune and Dolphin,” said Belemus scratching his black hair. “It’s more than six months since they were here before.”

“I don’t remember ’em,” I said.

“No, they were over at Helford. Did not show their faces here. The Crane was on the prowl. We’d best be going on. Old Ink-horn will be chewing on his gums with rage.”

Although I did not always get on with Belemus, I found his company challenging and a stimulus. A heavy boy, already at sixteen a full man’s size, with black eyes set deep in his face like cave dwellings overhung by rock, he talked cynically out of a wide full mouth. He seemed to have so much more knowledge of affairs than I had.

“You at least,” I said, “should hardly fear Ink-horn, for although you’ll not work you are his favourite.”

“Ah, and do you know why I am his favourite? It’s because I don’t fear him, see?”

He turned to go in, but I stared a few minutes longer at the two low dark ships, their masts swaying slowly with the swell. Behind them, on the other side of the river’s mouth, there was a light in St Mawes Castle, built at the same time and for the same purpose as Pendennis but indifferently sited. I had often wondered why Parson Merther treated Belemus with greater respect than the rest of us. Was I being incited to rebellion so that my cousin could sit back and be entertained by the result?

The evening was cold, and I remember the sense of warmth I felt as I came into the quadrangle under the tower and through the central gate and saw the lights of the house beginning to glimmer. In the south corner the lights were brightest where my grandmother’s room was and where she would now be dressing. As I moved to go in a girl came hurrying across the grass, taking a short cut from one wing to the other; it was something the maids did not dare to do in the daylight. I drew back intending to jump out and frighten her but she had already seen me, and instead of darting away she came towards me.

“Walter is mortal sick, Master Maugan. He has just been taken with another tedious fit. Go quietly if you enter his room.”

I said: “Meg, Meg, thin as a peg,” but only from habit, and really thinking of what she had told me. Last night there had been comings and goings all the dark hours through our bedroom. I had never been ill in my life and the idea of illness interested me. We had been taken in to see Grace last year, and I had kissed her chubby dead little face and had found it soft and cold and smelling.

When I got in I rubbed my hands and face hurriedly and dressed before Parson Merther could come in and provoke that trial of strength that Belemus was inciting me to; but in fact Ink-horn was busy next door and saw me not at all that evening.

The banqueting hall held not above its normal fifty persons that night, for some ten of our servants who usually supped at the same time were needed extra in the kitchen and to wait at table. The hall took up most of the middle part of the house and was served by kitchens behind and separate from the rest of the house. A handsome room in the summer, it grew very damp in winter; the plaster walls would run with moisture and a chill spread over it that no arras could keep out. Tonight a big fire had been lighted early, and since there was little wind it was cosy enough.

The top table was full, and six of the lesser guests had been put on the end of our smaller table which was at the side of the hall. The trestle table and benches for the servants ran crosswise at the bottom. The beech-wood fire made dancing reflections on the oriel window opposite, and the latten candlesticks held twenty-four candles of fine wax, not the stinking tallow of ordinary evenings.

New rushes had been strewn on the floor and most of the dogs had been banished. My father had a weakness for dogs and would seldom bring himself to order one destroyed, so they bred and multiplied into all sizes and shapes of mongrel. There was seldom a time without puppies and seldom a time—except when guests were expected—when there were not pools on the floor and sometimes even on the chairs. Most rooms in the house had a smell of dog about them, but in the hall it was always strongest.

A child accepts its environment unthinking, unseeing for many years. Then comes a day when the mind unlinks itself and stands apart for the first time, looking around with a new eye. For the first time that night I wondered at the strange variety and quality of the guests who sat at my father’s table.

One day it would be our cousins the Arundells or the Godolphins, or the Bassets, distinguished and wealthier than ourselves; another it would be the captain of a naval pinnace sent to watch the coasts for pirates, together with Hannibal Vyvyan across from St Mawes Castle to complain about his ordnance. Then there were banquets given to people in small authority about the county, and all this did not take into account the occasional visits of the really great. Seldom a week passed without entertaining of some sort. But the strangest of all were these noisy feasts given to the captains and crews of the ships which quietly from time to time dropped anchor in our bay.

Captain Elliot of Dolphin was a man of sickly complexion, dark-bearded, raw-boned and thin. He had a nose which whistled when he breathed through it, and he spoke scarcely ever above a voice used for confidences. All his orders afloat, one felt, must go through his mate, William Love, who came from Weymouth, a red-faced jolly man with strange greedy eyes. They were both dressed for the banquet, but the others with them were all sixes and sevens, most in ill-fitting clothes which might have been made for someone else, rough spoken, long-haired and unshaven, coarse of manner. Captain Burley from Neptune was a big pale-haired shabby man who looked a rogue.

That my grandmother should choose to sit between him and Elliot I found hard to understand. For my grandmother was a great lady.

Others at this banquet were my father’s unmarried sister, Mary Killigrew, and Henry Knyvett and Bethia Wolverstone. My grandmother was the daughter of Philip Wolverstone of Suffolk, and Mistress Wolverstone was her sister, a gaunt ailing woman well on in years. Henry Knyvett was my grandmother’s son by her first marriage. This Henry Knyvett lived with his wife and four children at one of my father’s manor houses, Rosemerryn, but he more often than not ate at Arwenack, for he did not agree with his wife, and his second son Paul lived with us all the time.

In the corner by the stairs three men played tunes, but as supper went on their music rose and fell like a raft in rough weather, half submerged in the sea of voices.

My father was always at his best when entertaining, and in those days he was a handsome man, still in his early forties, a trifle short of stature but fresh complexioned, with a fine full head of blond hair, expressionless, rather prominent blue eyes, and a light-brown moustache, silky and pampered above a firm but cleft chin. He drank and gambled and wenched much of his time away in a feckless care-free fashion, though his temper was unstable and his determination could be great if his own welfare was concerned.

On this noisy, fire-flickering, greasy company came suddenly Parson Merther, blinking at the noise and light, sidling round against the walls of the room like a cockroach until he came behind my father’s chair, whence he ventured forward and whispered some words in my father’s ear. It so happened that the players had come to the end of their piece, and talk too hesitated as guests and servants stared.

“What is it, John?” Lady Killigrew, my grandmother said. “News of Walter?”

“Yes. Wat is dead.” He turned unemotionally to the others. “It is my son. At the tender age of five. My chaplain will say a prayer or two.”

Everyone stumbled to their feet while Parson Merther muttered a long prayer. He was about to start another but my father grunted and cut him short. After we had all settled in our chairs Captain Elliot asked some whispered question but my father said:

“No, God’s eyes. It will give him no aid to break up now. His mother is with him. He died a Christian. What more is there to it?”

Yet there was more to it, for talk in the room would not get going again. My father sounded callous but I was not sure he was as callous as he seemed. He kept wiping his moustaches with a stained napkin, and he ate no more but blinked stonily across the room over the rim of his glass.

In another silence I heard Captain Burley say to my grandmother: “We need the stuff bad, your ladyship. It is not to be found in every port, and we’ll pay well; you know that.”

“With what?” said Lady Killigrew, but I never heard the reply, for a servant went by with a clatter of dishes.

“With what?” whispered Belemus. “With frog’s kidneys and chicken’s eyes and the soft parts of a tortured dog. That’s all he has to pay with, for his mother is a witch.”

Ink-horn was leaving the hall again, and I realised thankfully that tonight we were to be left undisturbed instead of hurried away to bed.

“Six fits of a quartan ague,” my father said sulkily. “Many would have recovered from it, but Walter was of too fine a stock. The fine are taken up to God and the coarse are left here for the Devil’s work.”

“I think it was more than the ague,” said Lady Killigrew. “Like as not he was liver-grown. I lost two of your sisters that way and the second I suffered to be opened. The liver was rust-coloured and swollen, no pretty sight.”

My father thrust his platter violently away from him, but did not reply. No one wished to be the object of his attention now. In the uncomfortable silence Lady Killigrew motioned a footman and sent him with a message to the players to strike up another tune.

“You were saying, Captain Elliot?”

“I was saying, your ladyship? Oh, yes, I was saying that there is no ship of war in the Irish Sea, or but rarely, and there are valuable cargoes afloat every day. I wonder Mr Killigrew does not petition for one.”

Lady Killigrew adjusted a pin. “It is not in Mr Killigrew’s commission to command the Irish Sea, Captain Elliot. He is hard set because of the parsimony of the Privy Council to defend one castle and a strip of coast, and to keep down pirates.”

“Such parsimony,” said Burley, “I can hardly conceive’ll run to the lengths of depriving so important a post of common ordnance.”

“Indeed it does, Captain Burley,” said my grandmother. “You’d be surprised at the constant efforts Mr Killigrew makes, by letter and by personal appeal, for sufficiency of small armaments of all sorts. He does not get them. Even today, with the Spanish threat in no way abated, we are pared to the bone. Mr Killigrew receives 12d. a day as captain, which is the same sum as is paid to the master mason at Boscastle Pier. We have our deputy Captain—Foster here; a Master Gunner—Carminow there; two other gunners, and the musters of Budock to call on in need. To supply them we have not above twenty calivers, four barrels of powder and three culverin mounted. Mr Killigrew has spent a fortune out of his own pocket, as he has told you.”

“Your ladyship has my deepest sympathy,” said Captain Elliot. “It is a bitter reflection that those who serve our country most are the most often beggared by it.”

“There are some as find their labours not unrewarding,” said Captain Burley, swilling back another draught and wiping his mouth on his sleeve. Everything this man said he said with a sneer.

Soon afterwards the chief guests left the room, and servants began to clear away, picking their way among overturned chairs and spilt wine and a half-dozen sleeping sailors. In one corner three men were gambling and seemed likely to come to blows, among them an evil faced sailor called Aristotle Totle. Candles guttered and dripped on the tables. The beechwood had burned dead, and grey ash was scattered in the hearth. The musicians had given up the struggle, and Dick Stable, who was the harpist, was feeding scraps to my father’s spaniels.

“See,” said Belemus, nudging my elbow, “the captains have gone off for their private talks. You were asking me why these men came here. Now if you could listen you would know.”

“Well, I cannot, so I never shall.”

“Ah, that depends, doesn’t it.”

“On what?”

We left the great hall and walked slowly along the panelled passage to the south wing. We passed the door of the drawing-room chamber where our guests were likely to be. Light came from two cracks in the door. After we were past Belemus said in a low voice: “There you are, witless, you can see in.”

“But someone might come.”

“If you’re interested I’ll watch for you.”

I hesitated, breathing in sensations of doubt and conspiracy; then I went to the door. The top crack was about a foot below eye level. The wood had shrunk and split, and one could see through. I heard my grandmother’s harsh cough.

Captain Burley was talking. “. . . if to that we add five pounds of Levant silk dyed Watchet blue, and two cases of figs, that’s more’n the value of two paltry barrels of powder.”

“I cannot strip my poor defences any barer. If the Spaniards come . . .”

“Oh, if the Spaniards come, Mr Killigrew . . .” This was Captain Elliot, whispering, not quite audible. “Ten barrels of powder would not suffice. If they come . . . Armada double the size of the last . . . Come with whips specially made for the naked backs of English-women . . . but no attempt in the coming summer.”

“What information?”

“Private but authentic, your ladyship. Dolphin travels widely . . . Blavet last month, the Groyne in December . . . You could dispense with your last demi-culverin and suffer no hurt.”

One of the dogs, Christian, stirred and growled in his sleep. I could just see my father’s head as it rested on his hand, his fair moustache drooping over it. Somewhere behind him there was the clink and bubble of wine in a goblet.

“Make us a better proposition. One that we can entertain.”

“Well, Lady Killigrew, you know what it would entail as well as I do—”

“Nay,” my father cut in, “I do not know that I am in the mood for it tonight. My child lies upstairs, but just gone from us . . .”

Elliot whispered his sympathy.

“My position,” said my father, “is one of vast responsibility with scant, paltry, minimal resources. Every month I embase myself writing to Cecil . . . England’s safety, England’s very survival may depend on the quality of her few real commanders in the south-west. Grenville agreed with me—God rest his soul. Ralegh agrees and has promised . . .”

Something passed then that I could not catch, but Captain Burley must have made a remark which was instantly resented. My father broke into one of his sudden angers which were always nearer the surface than one suspected.

“. . . I’m not a lackey to be gibed at! We’ve served four monarchs in our time at the castle and lost half an inheritance in the process! To be so accused in my own home . . .”

“Well, your honour, it’s commonly so spoken, and that Lady Killigrew herself was involved and that two of her servants was hanged for it—”

A goblet of wine rolled on the floor. “If that is the sort of calumny to which I am to be subjected—”

“Begging your ladyship’s pardon,” came William Love’s voice. “Richard Burley meant no offence, I’ll wager. If so—”

“Let it be discussed as you will. I’ll no longer be a party to it.”

Conversation passed back and forth, cooling and calming and smoothing over. All the same I should have taken warning. I did not, until a shadow moved across the crack of the door. Then too late I stumbled back as someone opened it for my grandmother, and I stared into her cold grey eyes.

There had been little to see through the crack, but now all the room was there beyond her shoulder: the brace of candlesticks, flames bobbing, the heavy, pale-haired figure of Burley sneering angrily in the leather studded arm-chair, Love standing behind it; Elliot fingering the gold ring in his ear; my father pouring wine, face flushed, his quilted yellow doublet open and awry.

Yet all the time I was staring into my grandmother’s eyes. One of the dogs had come after her, its tail wagging unsteadily. She pushed it away with her foot and without speaking to me swept on.


Chapter Two

Elliot and Love and Burley and their friends stayed feasting all the following day, but they left at nine in the evening and caught the midnight tide. The day of Walter’s funeral they were gone and the waters of the river-mouth were so still and glassy that no ships might ever have been there to break the reflections of tree and hill and distant fort. To my surprise my grandmother never spoke to me about her discovery of me that night.

Spring came, and we children worked reluctantly through the long bright mornings longing for the afternoon hours of freedom and adventure. Usually we stayed within the palisades, but sometimes we ventured abroad in the keeping of a groom called Rose who not seldom risked a thrashing for allowing us to wander farther than we should. We had a tiny boat with a single sail and a pair of oars; in it we sometimes sailed well up the river.

Both river banks, except for enclaves where houses or villages stood, were covered with thick dark woods, cut through here and there with miry tracks. Squirrels, badgers, foxes and hares abounded, and sometimes underfoot the viper would lift his head. Venturing into this wild country was explicitly forbidden us by Parson Merther, but sometimes we penetrated a few hundred yards. Many strange stories were told of these woods, that they were old, old as the birth of the world, and that they had an influence on all people born or living in them. Strange sects flourished there; witches lived in the far reaches of some of the narrower creeks. These smaller creeks filled up, with glimmering oily water at high tide but twice daily sank away to silent yellow mud on which the only sound was the cry and flutter of birds. Many an unsuspecting child, we were told, had strayed up them never to return. Some of the bigger birds were like children, lost children crying, and who was to say they were not.

In the summer we proved the age and magic of the woods by diving and swimming under the water just at the edge of our enclosed land by the entrance to Penryn Creek. There you could see the trees that had grown there before ever the river was. Clusters of tree stumps still existed three fathoms under water, hazel and oak and beech and fir, and at low tide you could see the flag iris and the ferns.

On the promontory of land dividing Penryn Creek from the Fal River proper lived the Trefusis family, of Trefusis, but we seldom visited or spoke. I did not then know any reason why and as a matter of course took my father’s part, but the two families had quarrelled over the generations, and it was well known John Trefusis did not at all approve of Killigrew highhandedness. My father used to say that with the mouth of the Fal held between the pincers of Pendennis and St Mawes Castles, Trefusis Point felt the nip every time the pincers closed.

Farther up the Fal on the left bank, near the ferry across the river, was Tolverne, in which lived cousins of ours, a branch of the Arundell family. Jonathan, the elder boy, was in his twenties, but Thomas and Elizabeth were of our age. Sir Anthony Arundell of Tolverne, the father, had become an eccentric of late, living a recluse’s life, often not rising from his bed until five in the afternoon, sometimes not retiring until daybreak. My father said the woods had got him.

One day in early May we children were invited to spend the day there, so we sailed up the river in the company of Rose and another servant. Tolverne was a much smaller house than ours, but it was convenient of scope and less sprawling and would have been pleasant had it not been so dark and close. In front of the main windows was a shallow lawn, but surrounding that were the trees, crowding close, with a path cut through them to the river. Many of the trees near the house were conifers and even in the winter kept the light away. To me, brought up on the airy promontory of Arwenack, the house was always secretive and strange.

We found there today besides the three young Arundells, Gertrude and Hoblyn Carew, the children of Richard Carew of Antony near Plymouth, Gertrude being in her middle teens and Hoblyn two years younger; and also Sue Farnaby from Treworgan near Truro, a slim girl of about fourteen with a piquant tilted face and black hair; and Jack Arundell of Trerice, who at fifteen had been head of the Arundell Trerices ever since his father died when he was an infant.

Jonathan Arundell of Tolverne, though twenty-five, seemed to find as much pleasure in the afternoon as any of us, especially when it put him in the company of Gertrude Carew. Soon we began a game called ‘Who’s From Home?’ which ranged over the widest area of the garden and grounds, and to my slight alarm I found myself paired with Sue Farnaby. I had never been alone with a girl of my own age in quite this way before, for the essence of the game was that it should be stealthy and secretive, and that led to whispering close to ears and giggling and an air of conspiracy which put you on a familiar footing right off.

Sue had the advantage of having played this game at Tolverne before, so she knew all the best hiding places and all the paths through the woods. Soon we had lost the others and were on a narrow path by the river from which we could see our own little boat with Rose sitting fishing from it, a row-boat crossing at the ferry and a hoy of thirty or forty tons struggling down the river against the breeze.

“It’s best to sit here for a while,” she said. “The others will seek each other by the house. After we have given them time to scatter we can creep back and be first home.”

She settled on an outcrop of rock and smoothed the thin scarf tied over her ears. “My father is a farmer and merchant. We do not own Treworgan, we rent it from your father. My mother knew your mother in Devon.”

“My mother?” I said, and then realised she meant Mrs Killigrew.

“Yes. They grew up near each other.”

“That is my stepmother. My own mother is dead.”

“Oh, I’m sorry . . . My mother almost died when I was born; that’s why I’m an only child.”

“Are you lonely at home?”

She turned and gave me a wide glinting beautiful smile. “No . . . I have so many friends.”

The smile made her a new one for life. She shaded her eyes with her hand. “Do you know Sir Anthony Arundell? Isn’t that him coming across the ferry?”

There were two men in the boat. “The front one in the crimson cloak? Yes, you cannot mistake his white hair.”

Sue Farnaby said: “I have been friendly with Elizabeth Arundell for years. I come here often, and sometimes she comes to us, though our house is humble to hers. Why were you called Maugan? Is it Welsh?”

I laughed. “I don’t think so. Not this way of spelling it. There was a St Maugan, wasn’t there, who founded a church near Padstow? I have never thought about it. Why were you called Susan?”

“Susanna,” she said, “after my grandmother.”

I laughed again. There was nothing in the conversation, but at the time it seemed light and witty and suddenly joyous. We chatted on until she got up and gave me a hand. “We should be going: they’ll have tired of waiting by now.”

Giggling together, we began to creep back by another path towards the house. I wished I could wander through these woods all afternoon linked to this slim, pale, black-haired creature who led me on by one hand, while the other gathered her skirts together at the front so that they should not be caught by brambles. When she laughed her teeth gleamed like sudden sunshine; her skin was strangely fine; her eyes had twenty expressions from the darkest gravity to grey-green laughter. For me at that moment she was all mystery and enchantment: she was the first woman.

We found ourselves within sight of the house; and there ahead of us crouching behind a bush was Belemus with little Odelia Killigrew who had drawn him as her partner. I had no wish to speak to them, but Sue Farnaby said we must, so in three minutes we had ‘captured’ them and were concerting together how we might get back to our winning point on the other side of the house without being seen.

Sue said we could go through the house: there was an arched door ahead of us in a stone wall and beyond it steps to another narrower door which was open. We found ourselves in a dark room which had a strange look about it, there being ornaments and small pictures and a smell of burnt herbs. Before we could go on Sir Anthony came in followed by the man who had been with him in the rowing boat.

Sue said: “I beg your pardon, sir, we were playing a game and had lost our way.”

Sir Anthony had a flat plump face which my father said had once been handsome. The flesh was no longer healthy; it was as if some subtle corrosion of stress had touched it. He waved a dismissive hand, but the man with him said:

“These are your children, sir?”

He was a stout man, his stoutness being in all ways different from Sir Anthony’s, as a taut strong rope is different from a frayed slack one.

“No . . . Friends of my children. This is Susanna Farnaby of Treworgan. This is Maugan and Odelia Killigrew, and Belemus Roscarrock, who also lives at Arwenack.”

“Roscarrock,” said the man. “That is a famous Catholic name.”

“My father is a Catholic,” said Belemus.

We were about to move off when Lady Arundell came in. Sir Anthony said; “Oh, Anne, this is Mr Humphry Petersen, I don’t think you will have met him before. Though you’ll have heard our cousins speak of him.”

“You come from Chideock?” Lady Arundell said coldly.

“Not directly, my lady, though I know it. I have been abroad for some months.”

“You have news of war, then?”

“Nothing that makes good hearing. The English have suffered a heavy defeat in Brittany.”

“Ah?” said Sir Anthony. “I hadn’t heard it.”

“Well, sir, it’s serious enough to prejudice English hopes in France for a long time. We laid siege to Craon—1,000 English, some 600 Germans and some loyal French troops under the Prince of Dombe and the Prince of Condy. A large force of Spanish and League forces launched a surprise attack and cut us to pieces. The loyal French suffered much less but fled and found refuge in neighbouring towns, but we had no place of refuge, sir, and were hardly an army at all by dawn of the next day.”

Lady Arundell said: “Susanna, in the orchard under the vine bower you will find my lawn cap. Fetch it for me, will you?”

“Of course, ma’am.”

“Did I hear say you were a Killigrew, boy?” Mr Petersen said to me as I was going past him.

“Yes, sir.”

“The Killigrews of Arwenack, hard by the mouth of the Fal,” said Sir Anthony Arundell. “John Killigrew has a numerous brood.”

“Yes, I know of him well. He governs Pendennis Castle. And are you the eldest boy?”

“Yes, sir, leastwise . . .”

“Leastwise?”

“Maugan is a pack-saddle boy,” said Sir Anthony, peering at me as if I were not there. “John is his eldest, who’s twelve or so; you’ll see him in the garden. Thomas is a year younger, and Odelia, here, a year younger still.”

Just then Jack Arundell of Trerice and Thomas Arundell came in to see what had become of us, so we went off with them and rejoined the others. We lay for a time in the grass talking and laughing and planning what we should play next.

Suddenly Odelia dropped a little stone into her lap and said: “What is recusancy? I have not heard of it before.”

“Recusancy?” said Thomas. “Who used the word?”

“It was your visitor, Thomas, I did not mean it had been spoken out here. Is it some wrong word?”

“There is nothing wrong with the word,” said Jack Arundell of Trerice brusquely. “It is what it stands for that’s dislikable. Recusancy is being a Catholic and refusing to change, refusing to come to church, refusing to be a Protestant of the English Church.”

“Are you a recusancy, Belemus?” Odelia asked.

“Recusant,” said Belemus, sucking a piece of grass. “My father is.”

“Mean to say he would fight for the Spaniards?” Hoblyn Carew asked.

“Of course,” said Belemus. “I’m a Spaniard in disguise. Did you not know?”

Sarcasm was too much for some of the younger ones and they wriggled uncomfortably.

“They say there are spies and traitors everywhere,” said Hoblyn. “They say that if the Spaniards landed there would be traitors in every town. And they say another Armada is coming.”

You could hear the east wind stirring the top of the trees. Odelia picked up two stones and threw them into the air, trying to pick up the one in her lap before catching the two as they came down.

“And what,” she said, “is a pack-saddle boy?”

Two of the older ones laughed, and I thought Sue Farnaby was one of them. Belemus said: “When you are born the midwife puts you on a horse, and if you take a toss you are known as—”

Thomas interrupted: “Being a pack-saddle boy means you are a bastard.”

Thomas was the second of the Tolverne children; nine or ten years younger than his brother, but still older and bigger than I. The other two were gentle and rather frail and without guile, but he was a thruster, with tight curled hair, a white bland face like his father’s but without the sensitivity, a pampered body.

I said: “You are quite a know-all, aren’t you?”

“Well it’s the truth. It may taste poor, but then the truth often does. It’s a pill that has to be swallowed.”

“Other things too may have to be swallowed. Like this mud, for instance.”

“It means,” he said, “that your mother like as not was a Sight woman and that, for certain, you have no name. You bear the name of Killigrew for a kindness only. I doubt if you was ever baptised.”

He got up as I went for him, but I had the strength of anger. I put him down twice and broke two of his front teeth. Odelia and Elizabeth were screaming and soon the elders rushed out and there was much to do, with no one taking my side except Sue Farnaby and Jack Arundell of Trerice, and the elders were too angry to listen to either of them.

The party did not last long after that. Making the most of a need to catch the falling tide, we left in a subdued silence. I thought I would never be invited there again and probably would never see Susanna Farnaby again or be permitted to roam through the woods with her, with the sun shining and the trees budding and the river birds crying and a light breeze rustling the grasses. I felt as if I had destroyed some part of my youth.

In spite of the ebbing tide the head breeze was so fresh as we came out into Carrick Road that Rose and the other servant had to lower the sail and take to the oars. I only spoke once and that was to Belemus as we neared our landing jetty.

“I don’t understand it. Would you not have fought him if he had said as much to you? Then why did he say it? What had I done to offend him?”

Belemus smiled his cavernous old-man’s smile.

“Witless, don’t you know you had spent all the afternoon enamouring with the little girl he most fancies for himself?”

Rose was the bearer of an angry note written by Lady Arundell to my father complaining that I had attacked her son as if I were out of Bedlam and had done his looks permanent harm and perhaps his very health; she trusted I should be suitably dealt with.

I was. My father was out, but my grandmother ordered me to be well thrashed, not by Parson Merther, who had no muscle, but by Carminow the gunner, who knew how to draw blood. And then I was confined to my room for three days on bread and water.

The pain and the hunger were things quite light beside the sense of humiliation. Something budding for the first time in my heart had been burned away. I went over the scenes of the afternoon a hundred times, and all the pleasure of the first hours was poisoned by the disgrace of the last.

On the second day of the confinement came a new and unexpected frustration: we woke that morning, which was a Thursday, to find ten ships of war anchored in the roads.

The fleet was under the personal command of Walter Ralegh, with Sir John Burrough as second-in-command, and was being sent out to attack the Isthmus of Panama and to try to capture the treasure ships of the Plate. That night my father was to banquet Ralegh and Burrough and a picked company of officers and gentlemen. They were sailing on the morrow.

All I could see from my window was the passing to and fro of small boats ferrying people aboard and ashore. I paced up and down most of the time, biting the skin round my fingers, and when Rose brought me bread and water at five I kicked it over and ground the bread into the floorboards. When John and the others came to bed at eight he said the guests were still at table, so I pulled a shirt on and a pair of slops and went to see.

I stole across to a bedroom which was my uncle Simon Killigrew’s when he was home and stared out across the river mouth. It was a moonless night but starlit, and I could see the lights of the vessels and pick out their shapes. I wished I was going with them, to glory or to death. If I had no name I must make one.

I took a devious way towards the great hall, avoiding contact with the servants. I had seen Sir Walter Ralegh twice before and could guess which was Sir John Burrough; but I could not make out the others, though I knew one was a Grenville and another a Crosse and a third called Thynne, all west-country men.

Supper was near its end, and for this meal no servants had dined but only the twenty guests and their hosts. Ralegh seemed to take little part in the conversation, his face sombre and as if his mind were elsewhere. I was surprised that he looked so sour and preoccupied, with this splendid new venture just opening for him. Sir John Burrough looked a kinder, more tolerant man, and I wondered if I could run after him when he left tonight and ask to be taken. I thought of Grenville last year who had fought the whole Spanish fleet for fifteen hours alone, withstanding 800 rounds of shot before being overwhelmed. Ralegh was his cousin.

I wondered what it must be like to be the Queen’s favourite, perhaps the most powerful man in all England; and now leading a fleet against the enemy. I wished fervently that I might grow up. I felt that all opportunity was passing while I was still too young to play any part.

The following evening when they had all gone I went down into the big parlour to see my father and to receive from him what final admonition he deemed necessary before the incident was closed. To my surprise he seemed now to think lightly of it all.

“The Arundells were always touchy as to their looks—not that they ever had none anyway. But you’ll have a grief of a life if you fight everyone who calls you bastard, my boy.”

“No, father, it was not so much that; it was what he said—”

“Never forget that there have been others such as yourself who have left their mark. William the Conqueror was one, and people tumble over their own heels to claim him as their ancestor.”

I watched my grandmother, who was adding some accounts. It was due to her, though I did not realise it until years later, that there was little risk of my having to seek for my mother among the servants. It was a rule she had enforced with an iron hand even in her husband’s time. What her menfolk did outside the house was very much their own affair—but they did not, in peril almost of their lives, embroil themselves with the servants.

“Remember one word,” my father said, yawning and stretching his legs across a footstool. “Success. If you are a good success in your life people will forgive you far worse things than a little matter of your mother’s wedding. You may do murder, you may betray your country, you may savage women, you may steal from orphans, you may have pillaged and perjured and burned—only let the outcome be success and the world will fawn on you.”

“Yes, father.”

“But don’t consume your substance in your country’s service, or you’ll be brought near to beggary. To hold office in our age is to hold your purse over a hungry mouth that takes all and gives nothing in return. Even your great-uncles Henry and William who are as close to the Queen as a pair of father confessors—in and out of her bedchamber, running secret errands for her—even your uncles admit themselves to be deeper in debt with each year that passes. At least, one has a knighthood for it, which is more than I, though I am head of the family and my father was knighted and his father before him, and they living in less troublous times than this. By rights I should have had it ten years ago.”

“Leave the boy be, John,” said my grandmother, coughing harshly. “Leave him to learn his own lessons.”

My father drank deep from his mug. “We all learn, but some of us leave it a trifle late. If I had the last twenty years over again I should do one thing or the other: till my own soil and never budge from it and become a wealthy vegetable, like the Boscawens over across the river; or live all my life at court and reap the benefits the way Ralegh has done. Half and half gives you the sour edge of both worlds . . .”

“The best way to teach the boy,” said Lady Killigrew, “is not by book or precept but by sending him into the world to taste it for himself. The confines of Arwenack are too restrictive for him.”

“I don’t see it,” said my father.

“Others see it.”

My father took out his pocket mirror and began to turn up the ends of his moustache. “Presently. In good time.”

“Who is my mother, sir?” I asked.

“You see,” said Lady Killigrew.

“Your mother, boy, has gone to make one of the blest above. She did so at your birth. Who she was is neither here nor there. Be content that I am your father.”

Lady Killigrew said: “Many a lad has fended for himself before he was Maugan’s age. You have a young multiplying family of your own, John. Saplings grow frail if they are overshadowed by taller trees.”

Later that night I heard them talking about Ralegh. Henry Knyvett said he was over-proud and contemptuous sitting so silent over supper as if no one here were good enough to mix with him.

“I am not so sure it was that,” said my father. “He was angry at having raised this expedition and commissioned its crews and part financed it, men to be deprived of the leadership and ordered to return to court so soon as he saw the expedition properly under way.”

“When did he tell you that?” asked Lady Killigrew sharply.

“Just as he was leaving. Frobisher is to follow and take over command in his stead. With Essex in some disgrace Walter is now supreme with the Queen, and she wants him home. But it is a tight-rope he walks with such a changeable woman.”

“I would have his tight-rope if it were offered to me,” said Henry Knyvett, picking his teeth.

My grandmother’s son by her first marriage was a ramshackle man of nearly fifty with a long nose and a receding profile. He walked as if there was water in his joints, and always wore a skull cap at meals to prevent his hair falling in his food. Things were never easy between him and Mr Killigrew.

“Oh, you are all for Ralegh,” Mr Knyvett said, “but we know he is the best hated man in London, and I could give more than several reasons why. He has pulled himself up from nothing by his own shoe-laces. He is a near-convicted atheist and a blasphemer. Now he lives richly in wine patents and cloth licences, domineers over the Queen as Captain of her Guard, and treats ordinary men as if they were dirt under his feet! D’you suppose he is disappointed to be deprived of a chance to fight the Spaniards? I do not. He gets all the Spanish adventures he wants in the Queen’s bedchamber.”

“Envious tongues will always twist the courses of a man’s rise,” said my father. “He has done much for the tinners of this country and none could be more popular with them. As for him domineering the Queen, if you’d seen so much of her as I have you’d know better man to suppose any man is her master. She pulls the strings and others dance. Believe me.”

All June was supreme, with no rain and gentle warm sea-breezes. It was the last fine summer for several years.

Half a mile from our gates, and on the river bank near the town of Penryn, was the old Collegiate Church of St Thomas of Glasney. In my great-grandfather’s time, when England was Catholic, this had been the centre of church life for all the far west. The establishment had been large and wealthy, with a refectory, a chapter house, dormitories for the canons, a hospital, many outbuildings. Now, except for the church, it was in ruins. Of the college chapel, dedicated to Thomas à Becket, only the tower stood. When you walked through the cloisters you could see how roofs had been robbed of their lead, stones carried away to make farmers’ walls, windows broken, coloured glass stolen, doors prised off their hangings.

Even many of the big paving stones had gone, and nettles and cow parsley and vipers bugloss grew rankly in their place.

We children did not often go there: it was too near Penryn, and the Killigrews were not popular in Penryn. But on the rising ground above the ruins was a windmill which had been used by the monks for grinding corn. This had been taken over first by one and then another of the millers of Penryn; but it was known to bring bad luck, and the last man to use it had hanged himself from the great beam. Now it had been allowed to fall into ruin like the college buildings, and a witch lived there called Katherine Footmarker. She was a woman who had been driven out of Penryn for having turned a neighbour’s pet into a toad, but here in this ruin she had been allowed to live, partly because of men’s fear of her, partly because she was known to be able to cure cattle and sheep of the murrain, and the evil she did was suffered for the good.

Although the Arwenack children were terrified of her, we were drawn sometimes towards the mill by the attraction of the forbidden and the dangerous, and twice we had seen her, a woman as tall and thin as my grandmother, walking with long strides through the bracken, once with a jackdaw on her shoulder, once followed by a black dog, which Belemus swore was no dog at all. We would have thrown stones at her if we had dared.

I had in the last year grown fond, perhaps over-fond, of Meg Levant the serving maid. Sometimes around eleven in the morning I would sidle into one of the smaller kitchens where I knew I would find her helping to get our dinner. She would be cleaning the trenchers or scouring the knives—often I would steal a piece or two of marchpane to keep my stomach quiet. She was a jolly girl of seventeen, soft and pretty and auburn haired, and it was good to be in her company after the solemnities of Parson Merther. In the evenings too in the summer after prayers there was a half-hour before we had to be abed, and I would help her get the candles and the snuffers ready.

One evening I said to her: “Who was my mother, Meg?”

She stared at me as if I had asked her the riddle of the Sphinx. “Your mother, Master Maugan? How should I know?”

“You’re older than I am. You’ve been here for years. Someone must have whispered it to you.”

“Why should they?”

“Servants talk. What do the other servants say?”

“Have a care for that candle: you know your grandmother won’t abide a crooked one . . . The servants say you was brought here as a mite a few months old. Your foster-nurse was old Sarah Amble who took the dropsy three years gone. You should’ve asked her while she was here to answer.”

“D’you swear you do not know?”

“If twas my way to swear, I’d swear, but since it isn’t I won’t. Now, out of my light, boy, or Rosewarne will be after us both.”

I barred her passage. “Who would know, Meg?”

She frowned and looked me over. “How you d’ grow. You’ll be more longer than me afore Christmas. Dare you not ask your father?”

“I asked him but he wouldn’t say.”

“Maybe tis a secret best kept.”

“Not from me. Who else would know?”

“I’ll think on it an’ tell you.”

“Think now.”

She tried to push me out of her way. I put my hands under her armpits. She squeaked petulantly. “Don’t touch me that way! If someone catches you you’ll be for a thrashing.”

“It would be worth it.”

She looked at me sidelong and picked up a large bracket sconce which held five tall tallow candles for the kitchen. “Saucy. If you’re so curious and so brave, why not go and ask Katherine Footmarker?”

I let her pass then. “She would know? Really? You truly think so?”

Meg looked back. “If she did not she would know who to ask.”

At the end of the month my father’s younger brother Simon and his wife and two children came to spend a long summer holiday with us, as they usually did when there was plague in the capital. Simon was a lively man, hearty and noisy, and when he was on a visit he and my father would spend endless hours dicing together, or, when they could persuade Henry Knyvett to join them, Gleek. He and my other uncle, Thomas, were in some way attached to the court. Unlike my father’s uncles, William and Sir Henry, they seemed not to have any precise appointments, but they lived well and kept their creditors at arm’s length.

Simon brought us news that Ralegh had secretly married one of the Queen’s Maids of Honour and in due time had confessed his error to the Queen. A week later he and his bride were in the Tower—in separate cells, Uncle Simon explained with a roar of laughter; quite inconvenient for lovebirds. Simon did not like Sir Walter.

With the arrival of two more children in the house, the pace of our learning slackened and we spent much time on the river and bathing from one of the sandy beaches of the bay. Life was pleasant and easy that warm August and early September. Talk of invasion had abated, and no enemy ship was reported all summer. Sometimes in our wanderings we would come within the sight of the old mill above Penryn, and I thought of what Meg Levant had said.

In mid-September Mrs Simon Killigrew and her two children left for Somerset, but Uncle Simon still stayed on. A few days after his family left he rode out with my father on one of my father’s expeditions, and they took Belemus with them. The other children were to spend the afternoon by the swan pool, but I had a slight fever and had been leeched and told to stay in my bed. I knew no one would seek me until supper-time.

I left the house by way of the bakery, the walled garden, and the stables, which lay between the main house and the approach. From there I followed the deep rutted track past our own windmill to a part of the palisade where a broken wall gave me a foot up and over.

It was very little more than a mile to the mill over the fields and through the woods. At first I saw no one; but at Three Farthings House Paul Gwyther was ploughing a field and his son Oliver was following behind sowing the seed of winter wheat and rye. Behind Oliver were the two younger boys armed with slings and stones to keep the birds away. Oliver recognised me and waved a hand.

The woods were thick around Glasney. I skirted the edge of them up the hill. The sails of the windmill were broken, but one of the arms rocked gently in the breeze. From behind a tree I stared across the brambles. I picked a blackberry and chewed it, got a seed in my teeth and felt for it with a forefinger. A dog barked once inside the mill.

Silence fell then. In the clearing there were two grey granite millstones the size of dairy cheeses, and propped against them was a broken wheel. Thistles and docks grew among the grass, and with them shoots of barley and oats. A trampled path led to the door of the mill, which leaned on one hinge.

“Who’s there?” said a voice. “Come forward if you have business. If not, leave us be.”

Just inside the door and well within the sunshine a woman of thirty-odd, in a faded blue kirtle, was sitting cross-legged on the floor. On a stool beside her a rabbit sat eating some lettuce leaves, and there were two or three cats lying in the shafts of the sun.

“Well, boy?”

I tried to speak but some spittle of fright formed on my tongue and I could only swallow
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