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Prologue


Scarlett Penrose is set at a time when strangers in Looe were viewed with suspicion and mistrust. Wary Cornish locals treat newcomers as outsiders. And even though Scarlett has lived in West Looe for some while and attends Miss Clementine’s academy she is still an outsider. An outsider with a secret. At the academy Scarlett has made one good friend Ruth Jago, and as she approaches the time to leave this establishment and look for employment Scarlett finds herself attracted to Ruth’s older brother Jack and he with her. Will she be able to keep the past away from spoiling the future.



Introduction


In the eighteenth century Looe was a typical Cornish fishing village. With both East and West Looe reliant on smuggling to help them survive. A time when revenue officers and their informers, were hated throughout the County. And even now when you walk through the narrow streets at the dead of night, or stand looking out to sea, with rays of moonlight shining down upon Looe Island and the coast and coves nearby. You feel the past and present become one and set free your imagination. I have had this feeling and it sowed the seeds of my writing Scarlett Penrose.



Chapter 1


Fourteen young ladies from Miss Clementine’s small academy in West Looe set off in pairs following the said lady down Horse Lane and onto the quay. Briskly they made their way towards the tiny church of St Nicholas, here to say their weekly prayers for the school’s benefactor Sir Geoffrey Polgrove.


The last two girls, Scarlett Penrose and Ruth Jago, straggled behind arm in arm giggling as they watched Miss Clementine’s straight back descending the hill. They passed Ruth’s humble cottage at the bottom of the lane, and both girls gave her youngest sister a wave as she sat barefoot on the cobbles outside. To Scarlett’s disappointment there was no sign of Ruth’s handsome brother Jack.


Ruth was only able to attend the school because her father, Tom Jago, had saved Sir Geoffrey’s life when the schooner Tamar floundered off Black Rock. Unfortunately, most of the men aboard had drowned. Sir Geoffrey was one of the lucky ones. Tom Jago had hauled him out of the sea and into his boat, there to lie in an undignified heap, thankful for his life.


Sir Geoffrey was a great believer in education, so the two eldest Jago children, Jack and his sister Ruth, had been schooled at Sir Geoffrey’s expense as a measure of gratitude. Not that Ruth’s brother had made any use of his learning, brilliant scholar though he was. Jack had left the nearby boys academy and joined the crew of a Looe lugger as soon as he was old enough, and indeed brave enough to face Sir Geoffrey’s anger. Scarlett Penrose attended Miss Clementine’s by annual subscription paid for by her father.


Once down on the quay it was busy, the tide was up and as many as three boats deep were tied in together alongside one another. The stone cobbled harbour was crowded. Seagulls screeched overhead as lobster pots and baskets of fish were passed hand to hand and brought ashore, there to be stacked onto all manner of carts, or carried away to the fish cellars, some to be smoked in the cluster of huts nearby. The smell of the river mingled with that of the freshly caught fish. As was usual, a group of ragtag sailors lolled about on benches outside the Jolly Sailor drinking ale, they nudged each other and watched the approaching young ladies with much appreciation.


Miss Clementine stood impatiently waiting at the bottom of the church steps, hurrying her girls along, displeased by the admiring whistles and other sounds of approval aimed at her older girls, maybe even herself. Her face flushed crimson with embarrassment at the thought. It was always a relief when she ushered the last of her young ladies into the tiny church, today was no exception.


After the service the girls were dismissed and went their separate ways, some had chaperones to meet them, but Scarlett left with Ruth and walked a short while before saying farewell in Princes Square. Reluctantly, Scarlett set off up West Looe Hill heading for the near top and ‘Tamarisk’ a dwelling larger than the humble cottage where Ruth lived. But not a happy place.


Today the steep hill seemed never-ending, and as Scarlett trudged on, she wished she had a home like Ruth’s. The Jagos may be poor, but Ruth had a warm family, and surely no secret that lay in her heart like lead as she herself did. A secret so terrible it could never be revealed.


Scarlett wasn’t sure her parents knew just how much she could remember of what happened back then; it was never ever spoken about. But she did remember, still had nightmares about the jeering crowd of villagers that had surrounded their cottage in Sennen Cove. The loud shouting and hate-filled accusations spat from their mouths was vicious and frightening. She’d stood holding onto her mother, who desperately tried to comfort her frightened child. Even friends she’d played with the day before joined in. Polly Carbis, her very best friend, had aimed rotten fruit at their windows until at last customs officers and soldiers had come to their rescue. How they knew the peril they were in she didn’t know, only that they dispersed the angry mob and escorted her mother and herself on horseback away from Sennen Cove.


Her father had escaped all of that and was waiting stony-faced to greet them when the revenue cutter they were on arrived in Plymouth. Her father offered no help as they ascended the steep granite steps and were hurried along the harbour arm. Scarlett had chanced to look back, upset to see the look of loathing on the faces of men watching, an old vagrant seated on a wooden box spat in their direction, a great lump of phlegm glinted in the morning sun. Back then, she was too young to fully understand why she sensed such hatred.


Afterwards, in an isolated cottage beside the Tamar, Scarlett had lived a solitary life with her mother, her father’s long absences from home a relief to both mother and daughter. Scarlett’s mother had tutored her well, for she was not without learning. For a long while their lives had been untouched by further drama. But all that had ended now. Her father had been posted here to West Looe and had ordered her mother accompany him along with their daughter. No amount of protest on her mother’s part would change this demand. Before they left, Scarlett had been firmly instructed day upon day that no word of what had happened at Sennen must she speak, no one must know their past beyond that they’d lived beside the Tamar.


They had settled here in West Looe, her mother a near broken woman since Elijah her father was more often home, constantly berating her with harsh words and worse. Her poor mother tried hard to hide the bruises he inflicted. Scarlett was older now, she knew the cruelty her mother suffered and would have spoken out to her father about it, but her mother would hear of no such thing, worried for her precious daughter’s safety.


As Scarlett lifted the latch of Tamarisk Cottage and entered, her heart sank; her father was home. The heated conversation her parents were having abruptly stopped, and closing the door with downcast eyes Scarlett walked over and sat on the settle beside the range. Elijah gave her no manner of greeting but beckoned to his wife, they withdrew to the small room to one side of the parlour and continued to argue.


In that room set out on a large oak desk lay all the equipment for map-making but none of it was ever used. Scarlett knew her father’s occupation told to all who enquired was a falsehood, a lie. Why this deceit was necessary chilled her to the bone as she remembered the hatred in the eyes of the good folks of Sennen. He was a spy for the revenue.


‘There’s something I don’t like about them new people up the hill,’ Mary Jago said to her daughter Ruth that night. ‘That maid’s mother keeps to herself and hardly passes the time of day with Annie Bishop she shares the well with, just a nod of the head that’s all she gives old Annie and off back indoors she hurries. Buys nought from old Billy Barnes and im heaving that barrow of his up the hill an all, just for Annie and a few others further up. Walks down the hill and buys in the Harms’s and them much more expensive than old Billy. I seen the husband riding off this morning with a lot of stuff strapped to his horse, map making Scarlett said he did, for I questioned her the other week, seems he works for thems that own mines. But queer folk they be so be careful, our Ruthie, keep what you says guarded till we know more about them.’


‘But Scarlett seems really nice, Ma.’


‘Just remember what I’ve told you. Be sure to mind your words.’ Mary wagged her finger to add meaning to her words.


It was then Jack came in followed by his younger brother Luke, Mary told both sons the same, and went on stirring the fish stew in a black pot over the open fire.


‘Don’t go on, Ma, the Keeper said the same yesterday, he’s watching the goings-on up at Tamarisk, he’ll miss nothing,’ Jack replied, rubbing the flagstone floor with his boot making sure it was level.


‘Thinking she’s right comely does our Jack,’ Luke jested, but their mother was not amused.


‘Best not be so friendly with the girl once you leave Miss Clementine’s at the end of the month, Ruthie, you’ll be in service and no doubt you’ll not see much of her.’


Ruth remained sullenly silent. She liked Scarlett.


The next day when Scarlett walked down West Looe Hill to school, she once again felt the scrutiny of an old man who sat on a rickety wooden bench outside his cottage mending nets. There was something rather frightening about the way he watched her. He wore a battered old hat and had a long grey beard with a sunken mouth that was never without his clay pipe, what Scarlett did notice though was how alert his eyes were, today they made her shudder as she hurried past.


‘Who’s the old man who sits outside his cottage opposite the Jolly Sailor, he frightens me staring like he does?’


‘Oh! That, that’s the...’ Ruth faltered remembering her mother’s words. ‘That’s just old Oggie, he’s harmless.’ She laughed, and waiting til Miss Clementine’s back was turned, threw an apple core across the room at Opal Tresco, sending her and Scarlett into fits of giggles.


Later that afternoon as the girls walked down Horse Lane, unbeknown to them a man sat astride his horse near the top of Bray Hill, both horse and rider were perfectly still, hidden behind dense trees. He watched the luggers with their accompanying chorus of gulls make their way into the mouth of the river and safety of the harbour. More interestingly, his eye fixed on the schooner Raven which having been turned was at present moored close to the mouth of the river. Here the quay narrowed and sloped downwards until it disappeared beneath the present high tide.


From his vantage point he could see the whole of West Looe quay, and for a moment his eyes fell upon the two girls, one girl in particular caught his eye as the sun glinted on her red hair, he’d seen her last year when visiting Elijah Penrose in his hideaway on the Tamar. Tonight, he’d see Elijah again, the daughter too he hoped, a malicious grin spread across his rugged face and he watched the girl more closely, a beauty indeed, her innocence ready for the taking.


On her way home that day, Scarlett had lingered in Princes Square with Ruth, they’d been larking about with Jack and Luke. Just being near Jack Jago brought a redness to her cheeks. Jack, with his twinkling eyes and roguish manner. He’d made them both laugh as he boasted, ‘Truth be told, I had to hide earlier to escape the attentions of Opal Tresco.’


‘I can’t believe Opal would be interested in the likes of you,’ Ruth had answered, and he’d gone off with a swanky walk, turning to grin at them from time to time, Luke striding along beside him.


Reluctantly Ruth had had to go home, she had chores to do for her mother, leaving Scarlett alone, that is until Jack reappeared.


‘If I’m not to be the love of Opal’s life, is some other maiden going to claim my heart?’ he said, softly with a mischievous grin. He took her hand and led her to the narrow lane at the back of the Jolly Sailor.


Scarlett felt her cheeks burning. He stood now, one arm on the wall so close to her she could feel his breath on her face, his eyes searched hers and Scarlett made no move to leave.


For a moment it seemed he would lean forward and kiss her, she found herself so hoping he would, and then the spell was broken. The pot boy came, noisily pushing a barrow out from the side door of the Jolly Sailor and Ruth came back and sought them out. She gave Jack a questioning look before babbling on about tangled ropes and a tear in the Alice’s sail. Scarlett knew Luke’s ketch was his pride and joy.


‘Luke sent me to fetch you, tis in a right state he is.’


Jack gave Scarlett a reluctant smile and immediately set off towards where the Alice was tied up further along the quay towards the bridge. Ruth gave Scarlett a wave before she ran off after her brother. Scarlett trudged up West Looe Hill feeling quite alone.


She arrived home still trying to calm her burning cheeks, unbelievably happy for Jack had so nearly kissed her! Though her happiness quickly disappeared when her mother scolded her for being late, overwrought she shouted at Scarlett, ‘Your father’s coming home and bringing an important guest.’


Scarlett took a deep breath. It was pitiful to watch as her mother scrubbed the table for all she was worth, fussed over the mutton stew and stirred the vegetables cooking in pots over the fire, fussing and rechecking that all was in order, and all for a cruel man who treated her as a skivvy, not a wife.


She ignored Scarlett’s pleas to help her. Terrified as usual there’d be something not to her husband’s liking. Something he could scold her for.


‘He came home earlier, strict instructions I’ve got, you must eat now then go straight to your room and to stay there. And no telling anyone nothing about this, not a soul, it’s none of their business and I wish it wasn’t ours.’


A short while later, with little enthusiasm Scarlett ate in silence as her mother, age-worn with work, scuttled here and there tidying the sparse contents within the cottage, terrified of her overbearing husband.


Scarlett finished eating; all thought of what had gone on previously that day gone. Except for the time alone with Jack.


‘I’ll fetch you in more water from the well before I go up,’ she told her mother and picked up the wooden pail, lifted the latch and stepped out through the narrow doorway to the side of the cottage. As usual, she noticed Annie Bishop peeking out from between the thread-like curtains of her upstairs room. She was tempted to wave but instead felt sorry for the woman who had nothing better to do. She lowered the pail down the well and hauled it back up. Suddenly cold, she shivered and hurried inside.


Indeed, it was much to Annie’s annoyance that Tamarisk Cottage stood back from the lane on an angle, which meant that she could only see the front of it and the well they shared to the side. From the back of Tamarisk ran a rough track that wound uphill from the stable to emerge further up the hill. Annie could see none of this, which being nosy she thought a great pity.


The tallow candle beside Scarlett’s bed had long gone out before she heard voices in the room below. The creaking floorboards in her room meant it was impossible to go to the far corner to listen beside her door. Soon she heard her mother run upstairs and sobs coming from the room across the stairs. She felt it such a pity so gentle a soul had become the wife of such a cruel man. Scarlett recognised the voice of her father’s guest, remembered the brutally hard-faced man who’d visited them before, she hadn’t liked him. Suddenly from the room below came the sound of a fist banging down on that scrubbed table, and the man whose name she couldn’t remember raising his voice until he bellowed out at her father in rage, ‘Mark my words, Elijah, you will work hereabouts, bugger the twenty-one-mile rule. And believe me I’ll have the skipper and crew of the Raven hanged if it’s the last thing I do. Rules are made to be broken.’


‘But Jeanette will worry the local folk will find out I’m a traitor as they did before,’ her father shouted back. ‘I don’t want to put her or my daughter through what happened at Sennen again.’


‘Not frightened of your wife are you, never took you for a skirt hugger. I’ve had word, Elijah, the Black Diamond another notorious smuggling ship has been spotted off Fowey. I’m counting on your help to catch these villains as they bring ashore their contraband. You will obey me on this, Elijah.’ The table was thumped once more. ‘You will.’


Scarlett sat up in bed scarcely breathing; the man’s temper frightened her. Already she felt sympathy for the free traders; instinctively she felt the grip of fear, knew the terror of the past could be repeated. The disgrace and shame would be too much to bear. Thoughts of the terrifying vengeance the villagers may have carried out if they hadn’t been rescued remained with her. Would they have become tired of just throwing fruit and calling them vile names? She remembered cowering in a corner as her mother frantically barricaded them in their cottage. She wished the man downstairs had never come here. It seemed a long time before she heard the door bang behind the beastly man when, finally, he left. But even then, she couldn’t sleep and saw the dawn light appearing before she did.


By morning most of the fishing boats and the schooners had sailed on the early high tide. She heard from Ruth as they walked up Horse Lane that her father and Jack had signed up as crew on the Raven.


Scarlett knew better than to ask were the Raven was destined.


‘Tis better money and the Lucy’s skipper, old Will, he’ll take um back once they’re home.’


‘When will they be back?’ Scarlett asked, she tried not to sound overly interested, knowing all too well there were secrets this tight community kept to themselves, had seen Jack easing a flagstone back into place when she’d come calling for Ruth one morning. Now the knowledge of what she’d overheard the night before lay heavy on her heart, she felt afraid for her friends. Twas the Raven’s crew her father’s visitor sought to have hanged. Scarlett fell silent.


On waking that morning, she’d remembered the visitor’s name, it was Robert Reader and he was a riding officer. She’d been a good eavesdropper long before they’d come to West Looe, had heard his name and what he was. He may be seeking the Raven and the Black Diamond, but Scarlett realised other customs officers alongside him would be ready to snare those unaware, these coastal waters were being so intently spied upon.


Ruth noticed how quiet she’d gone and laughed. ‘What’s your interest in our Jack, you smitten like Opal? Can’t you wait for him to be back? Best not tell Opal, she’ll be fighting with you over him.’


‘No, silly, I was just wondering.’ Scarlet blushed.


At the top of the lane they’d caught up with Opal and some of the others dawdling along before starting the day’s schooling. Opal turned around and looked at Ruth.


‘Your Jack’s gone then so’s me brother.’ She smiled at Ruth, then pulled a face at Scarlett having overheard snippets of their conversation, for she herself had more than a little liking for Jack Jago.


‘Wonder if it’ll be like last time, mother’s hoping so, me too.’


Ruth stared open eyed at Opal and sensing she’d said too much the girl turned back round, her cheeks flaming red. Scarlett felt uncomfortable, an outsider which in truth she still was, she’d didn’t blame Ruth for shutting Opal up.


Annie Bishop made her way slowly down the West Looe Hill, she bought nothing from the market, but joined Oggie seated on his bench. Oggie touched his battered hat as a greeting. ‘What’s up, Annie, summat must have brought you all the way down ere?’


‘Something and nothing really, truth be told. You knows I’m keeping me eye on them new folks. Well last night in Tamarisk there was candles lit downstairs best part of the night, funny that. Ever so quiet it was, and well around midnight I’m sure I heard the pounding of horse’s hooves galloping up the back lane. Funny time for them to have visitors.’


‘Keep watching, Annie.’ Oggie drew on his pipe. ‘I’ll send young Mark up next week to have a word with you, tell im if you sees any more funny goings-on.’


With Oggie’s help, Annie slowly rose to her feet.


‘You want me to walk you back up?’ he asked, but Annie firmly shook her head, her independent spirit not allowing her to give in, she’d been dependant on no man thus far in life and wasn’t about to start now.


Oggie watched her slowly making her way home, stopping here and there to speak to them who knew her. When she was gone from sight, he pondered on what she’d said. Word had come that dragoons had been spotted in Polruan, which only meant one thing, probably not connect to the folks up the hill, newcomers though they were. In the past, before his replacement, Robert Reader always had dragoons ready and waiting for his orders, oft times in Polruan. Was the hated riding officer back?


Across the road in the Jolly Sailor, two men were seated in a secluded alcove where a small lattice window looked across to where Oggie sat. They were also talking of Robert Reader. Five years ago, he’d been posted between Saltash and Fowey, then by the grace of God he’d been posted further down the coast and even spotted lying low in a remote inn on the road to Port Isaac on the north coast. His replacement was lazy and not averse to bribery.


‘Why’s the bastard back in these parts, if word he is be true? That’s what bothers me,’ Seb queried. For now, we’m best call off all landings til we know for sure what’s happening. Send Luke round to Polperro to tell Ginger, though I reckons they’d ave had word already.’


‘Best warn the Raven when she’s spotted off the coast on her return later this month,’ Nathan whispered. Giving a furtive look as Ben the new pot boy walked past. Nathan’s uncle and at least six other Looe men were abroad the Raven.


Seb drained his tankard dry. ‘The Raven will be well laden and easy prey for Reader’s cutters if he is back. The ruthless bastard has men killed just for killing’s sake, he takes few prisoners and those he does are hanged. Not on Cornish soil but across the border.’


‘I know,’ Ben replied. ‘One of them was my cousin.’



Chapter 2


In the days following the visitor to Tamarisk nothing dramatic happened, other than it was with a sad heart Scarlett neared her last week at Miss Clementine’s Academy. Her mother had been sent for and discussions held as to what Scarlett would do once she left. Something Scarlett had begun to wonder about.


The Miss Catts who lived in Prospect House, which was not quite as grand as the name suggested, had requested Miss Clementine pay them a visit as they had a position one of her girls may be suitable for.


In truth, Miss Clementine, even after she’d met with the sisters, was unable to quite fathom out the exact duties required. The Miss Catts had a niece Hester, it seemed she visited them infrequently, but now she was older when staying at Prospect House she needed a companion who could also teach the basic subjects. When the girl wasn’t there the employee would help their cook conduct general duties and deal with any guests in the manner of housekeeper. It was an odd position being offered and Miss Clementine was worried that whoever she placed there would be poorly used. She had thought of Opal, but Scarlett had a much more refined manner and more likely to be able to carry off the facade of housekeeper even though she was barely sixteen. The remuneration offered by the sisters was good. And what other employment was there for a girl not brought up like most around these parts to help with the gutting or smoking of fish. Scarlett’s fees had been paid by her father without need of any support. Alas coming late to her academy, the girl had no languages, so a governess’s position was out of the question.


Jeanette Penrose, Scarlett’s mother, seemed a meek little woman who on talking to Miss Clementine had accepted the position on her daughter’s behalf straight away. Almost too quickly Miss Clementine thought. But Jeanette Penrose knew Elijah her husband was away, she could for once make a decision about this herself. His involvement with Robert Reader bothered her greatly, the twenty-one-mile rule had given her comfort here in this county with its perilous roads and jagged shoreline, beyond that what her husband did seemed a long way away. But she was sure with Robert Reader’s influence, Elijah could be persuaded to ignore this rule and work closer to home inside of the twenty-one-mile rule stated by law.


The position being offered by the Catt sisters meant Scarlett would remain living at home but live in when required and this she felt would suit both herself and Scarlett. For indeed, how empty her life would be without her. Jeanette Penrose prayed Scarlett would agree with what had been settled though nothing was certain, for Scarlett had to undergo an interview with the Miss Catts before the appointment would be confirmed.


Scarlett was not too keen when told by her mother what had been discussed. Ruth was going into service with Sir Geoffrey, not as a lowly kitchen maid where most girls started, but as a junior housemaid, she was to live in at Polgrove House and accepted her lot in life without complaint.


She on the other hand had misgivings about the Miss Catts. She often walked past Prospect House and it looked dark and rather scary, she was dreading the interview and only went because Miss Clementine had reassured her the sisters seemed good people and her mother had insisted she go.


A steep path followed by steps led down from the top of Horse Lane to the harbour. Scarlett turned left when she reached the quay and walked along beside the river. Her appointment was for three o’clock. Today was a particularly dismal day with a fine drizzle of rain, the dark clouds overhead made the house seem even more drab than usual. She raised the heavy iron door knocker and paused for a few seconds before letting it drop, she waited nervously biting her lip until the door was opened by the cook herself, her apron covered in flour.


‘Thems ready for you, miss, come in out of the rain.’


She led Scarlett into a gloomy room with candles already lit. In two chairs placed one each side of the mantelpiece sat the Catt sisters both dressed in black, their grey hair plaited and twirled on top of their heads in a rather odd fashion, but their faces held welcoming smiles.


The sister sitting to the left of the mantelpiece motioned Scarlett to be seated on a chair positioned directly facing both sisters. This was all very formal and nothing like Scarlett had somehow expected. Having sat down she almost jumped with fright when the same sister spoke.


‘Miss Clementine has told us you are of good character, and I think my sister Emilia will agree when I say you look the kind of girl we desire to employ. Our niece will be here shortly and there are preparations to be made. She will need a companion of sorts. Her lessons too must not be neglected. You will teach her daily in all the subjects you are capable of, it’s a great pity you have no languages, and alas I feel I must warn you she can be wilful, spoilt you see by her father after the death of her mother. She—’


‘You make her sound a somewhat terrible creature,’ the other sister snapped breaking into her sister’s rhetoric, I pray, Matilda, stop it now.’


Miss Matilda stopped in a huff looking most put out by the interruption then carried on talking. ‘If we offered you the position as I described it to Miss Clementine who no doubt made clear to you what we expect, are you prepared to accept it?’


Scarlett swallowed hard; she had a great many questions she dare not ask. It seemed she had to make a decision here and now. ‘I would be pleased to accept,’ she answered boldly, and the sisters turned to each other and nodded their approval.


Miss Matilda stood up. The interview was at an end.


‘Emilia, pull the bell for Bessie,’ she instructed her sister, and almost immediately cook opened the door wearing a clean apron and Scarlett rose to leave not quite knowing whether she should curtsey or what exactly to do in this strange household.


‘Show Penrose out will you, Bessie.’


Scarlett thanked the Miss Catts and followed Bessie out into the hall.


‘I’ll be glad when you’re here,’ Bessie exclaimed with genuine warmth, ‘that little Missy runs rings round her doting aunts but she’s a little madam, and it’ll be good for me to have someone to talk to apart from Millie, not all there sometimes that girl is. I’ll have her make up one of the bigger rooms in the attic for when you’re living in. With the early morning rising you may want to. I overheard them talking you’re to wear grey in the mornings and navy at all other times, they’ve a good eye, no doubt they’ll place an order with Lyles’s over in East Looe. All you need will be waiting for you when you start.’


Just then the sound of what surely was organ music came from somewhere in the house. Cook stifled a giggle. ‘You should see your face, maid, tis a picture.’ Singing now accompanied the music, it was very slightly off-key, but the hymn was sung with such vigour you could but smile.


You’ll get used to it,’ Cook said, opening the front door. ‘Out you goes this way, just the once.’ And Scarlett couldn’t help but giggle as she made her way home along the harbour. It had been a most odd afternoon.


The river was running high almost level with the cobbles on the quay; a great many boats were homeward bound to unload the day’s catch. Both sides of the harbour were a maze of masts. She waved to Luke in his little boat Alice with the one sail and set of odd oars, so small amongst the fishing boats she feared he would be crushed.


Scarlett had long guessed that Oggie was the person referred to as the Keeper, odd bits of conversation she’d overheard here and there had convinced her it had to be him. She raised her hand in greeting as she passed him sitting as usual watching all that went on, and began the walk up West Looe Hill.


Her mother stood in the doorway of Tamarisk, arms crossed, anxiously waiting. As Scarlett walked down the path, she hugged her daughter to her in a rare show of affection.


‘Did you accept the position?’ Jeanette asked, eager to have the matter settled in case Elijah should suddenly return.


‘Yes, Mother, the Catt sisters seemed nice but rather a strange.’


‘I’m sure Miss Clementine wouldn’t place you somewhere she didn’t think suitable,’ Jeanette said trying to brighten her daughter’s rather negative response, ‘your friend Ruth will have it a lot harder than you, that I can promise.’


‘Don’t worry, Mother, I said I’ll go there, and I will.’


‘Tis for the best and I’m sure your father will approve,’ Jeanette encouraged not knowing if he would or not. What she did know was that Robert Reader, who Elijah seemed to hold in such high esteem, had a bad reputation when it came to women, and she hadn’t liked his manner, or the nasty smirk he’d given, when enquiring after her daughter the last time he was there.


The following day when they had a chance, Ruth and Scarlett sat on the granite wall opposite Miss Clementine’s. Each had a tale to tell as Ruth had been up to Polgrove House earlier that morning. Ruth was giving Scarlett a detailed description of the vast kitchen at Polgrove and of the other servants she’d met that morning when suddenly she stood up, staring towards the mouth of the river.


‘I’ve got to go,’ she spluttered, and began running down Horse Lane towards home.


Scarlett followed her gaze and knew what had caused Ruth’s hasty departure, a revenue boat with six oarsmen was at the river’s mouth and entering the harbour. She held her breath wondering which side of the river, East or West, it was headed, saw everyone stop and watch as she did. Just before the bridge of seven arches, the revenue boat slowed, tying up on the East Looe side of the river. Scarlett felt an almost tangible sigh of relief descend upon West Looe. Felt at one with her fellow watchers.


Ruth came back up the lane holding her side with a stitch. ‘Had to warn me folks, Ma already knew, Oggie too. Tommy Banks had seen the sods rowing up the coast past Hannafore Point.’


The two girls watched in silence as three vessels moored over at East Looe were searched, so too a cottage adjacent to the ramshackle smoking yards. They were too far away to properly hear the insults shouted between the revenue and gathering crowd. An old man sitting on a fish cart shook his fist at one of the revenue men who angrily raised his musket.


An order was shouted by the man who’d been seated at the helm of the revenue boat, his men quickly returned to their boat, then rowing with perfectly timed strokes, turned the boat around and made their way to the mouth of the river making south towards Plaidy.


‘Good riddance,’ Ruth spat, making no attempt to hide her hatred.


‘I agree,’ Scarlett rejoined, eager to show her support.


‘Well they’re not as smart as they think they are, I bet they’re having a laugh at their expense now, them across the river.’


Later as the girls walked home, Ruth suddenly asked, ‘We’ll keep friends, won’t we, Scarlett?’ For Ruth realised times like these would soon be in the past.


‘Of course we will.’ Scarlett linked her arm through Ruth’s. ‘You up on the hill in Sir Geoffrey’s grand house and me down with the Miss Catts, we’ll surely have lots to talk about.’


When the final day came, it was with regret and sadness that Scarlett and Ruth left Miss Clementine’s Academy. Each pupil leaving was presented with a blue leather-covered prayer book in a white box, with an inscription written in the finest of hand, bearing their name and marking their date of leaving. Opal’s red chapped hands tightly clutched her prayer book to her ample bosom, and behind Miss Clementine’s back, she poked her tongue out at Scarlett. Then as Miss Clementine stood in the entrance vestibule saying her final farewells, in a triumphant voice, Opal announced she’d been asked to come back next term and help with the little ones.


Scarlett’s face reddened and Opal looked triumphant knowing Scarlett would wish she’d been offered such an opportunity. Miss Clementine watched saddened as she saw Scarlett’s reaction. She sighed as Opal sniffed and wiped her nose on her sleeve, regretting her offer of employment, dismayed as Opal walked down the steps to the quay with an exaggerated swagger. Scarlett turned and smiled at Miss Clementine, she’d accepted she’d being working for the Miss Catts and that she and Opal were always to be at odds with each other. One reason being they both liked Ruth’s brother Jack.


‘It’s all I could offer her, and I doubt she’ll remain long,’ Miss Clementine explained, when Opal was lost from sight. Then just as Scarlett and Ruth began to walk home, she called Scarlett back. ‘If it really doesn’t work out with the Miss Catts come back and see me.’


‘Thank you.’ Scarlett was so relieved she felt like kissing Miss Clementine’s thin cheek, but shook her hand instead, then ran to catch up Ruth, at least she wasn’t stuck forever at Prospect House if she truly hated it.


Luke came striding up the hill to meet them, a big grin on his face. ‘There’s been word the Raven’s been spotted making her way past Portnaire Rock, Father and Jack’ll be home come tomorrow.’


Scarlett hid her excitement as the three of them walked down to the quay. The prospect of seeing Jack Jago made her heartbeat quicken. But together with the excitement came the ever-present worry that the Raven would be intercepted by the revenue, this dulled her excitement and filled her full of dread. She could but hope the Raven would sail home safe to harbour. She’d never sleep tonight however hard she prayed all would be well.


Oblivious to what his sister’s friend was thinking, Luke waved them goodbye and went to help old Will unload the day’s catch. Will nodded a greeting to the girls as they passed, and Charlie Tom chased them along the quay with his handcart, making them squeal with laughter.


Where the quay narrowed and wound its way round past the side of St Nicholas Church, the girls sat down on the steep granite steps leading down to the river, wide enough for them to sit side by side, and far away enough for the smell of the newly landed fish to become just a little less strong.


More boats were making their way in and Scarlett noticed Ruth waving at a young fisherman on board the Starfish. He blew her a kiss and Ruth giggled, blowing one back and waving till the Starfish’s masts disappeared in amongst the other vessels further up river. But before it did so, he’d shouted something to Ruth.


Scarlett had been paying little attention to what was happening between her friend and the young lad on the boat, her thoughts solely on the fact that Jack would be home tomorrow. She jumped when Ruth spoke to her.


‘You’ve been lost in thought since we saw Luke, thinking of our Jack are you? Maybe Opal is right, you do like him.’ Ruth nudged her friend, and smiled.


‘Don’t be silly. Of course, I don’t,’ Scarlett replied, pulling a face, and Ruth said no more about her brother. The young man Ruth had been waving at now stood across the river on the opposite quay. Ruth stood up and cast an anxious look down the quay before giving him a quick wave which he returned before walking off.


Afterwards Ruth was strangely quiet.


‘What’s the matter? Who’s that young man who’s brought a blush to your cheeks?’ Scarlett asked.


‘That’s Sam, the love of my life; and promise me, Scarlett, you won’t tell a living soul.’


‘Of course not, silly.’


‘I could be in deep trouble. You know the other week the housekeeper up at Polgrove sent for me cause Lyles’s had got the order wrong for my morning uniform and I can’t start work till I get it. Well, I met Sam Trembright, knew him from when his family lived up from our place. Well, I’ve met up with him whenever I can since. Nice he is, but now he lives over the other side of the river. I know Father and Jack will say I’m to have nothing to do with him. Sam just shouted to me; he’ll row across tomorrow afternoon. Never thought Jack ud be home nor me old man. The tide’ll start creeping in in the early afternoon, deep enough for a rowing boat to cross, but too shallow for the likes of the Raven. Best hope the Raven don’t come in on the early morning high tide, if it does then I’ll have to be careful. We’ve a secret place where I wait for Sam. I so want to see him, think I love him, Scarlett, really love him.’


‘Neither Jack nor your father would be that angry, would they?’ Scarlett asked in all innocence.


‘They would, you’ve not been here long enough to know how it is here between East and West.’


The two girls sat in silence, oblivious to the noise and activity further down the quay or the rising tide creeping slowly up the steps on which they sat. Scarlett worried Ruth’s meeting with Sam Trembright wouldn’t go unnoticed. She would have liked to have helped her, perhaps keep a lookout for her friend. But there was no way she could for although it was to be at the beginning of the next week she started work for the Catt sisters, Millie – the only other servant she knew of employed by them apart from the cook – had been sent up to Tamarisk with a note to say she was to go to Prospect House the next afternoon. Miss Hester, the Miss Catts niece who she’d be tutoring, was paying her aunts a visit and would like to meet her. Scarlett felt intimidated by the 14-year-old already and felt the Miss Catts had organised this meeting so young Miss Hester could scrutinise her.


The rising tide and wet toes finally forced the girls to move and when they said goodbye at the bottom of Horse Lane, each had their own thoughts on tomorrow.


Scarlett woke early a little after dawn and slipped out of the cottage before her mother was awake. She felt full of excitement at the prospect of seeing Jack. Quickly she made her way down to the quay. The tide was high, the quay already bustling with noise, busy with fishermen preparing to set sail, some had already left and soon few luggers remained. There was no sign of the Raven so a disappointed Scarlett returned home. Did this mean her friend’s meeting with her Sam would be without discovery?


Once there she helped her mother mending linen from the big house at Lanreath. Jeanette was a good seamstress, and whilst Scarlett could do some of the easier work, her mother did more intricate tasks, carefully repairing fine lace-edged bed linen and other delicate items, which the housekeeper at Lanreath gave only to her. Amos Cuddy would come down each week and collect the repaired linen and deliver more. Scarlett thought her mother looked forward to his visits for she often poured him a tankard of ale and the two would talk together. Scarlett would see her mother looking happy, laughing even, which was never the case when her father was home. Of course, if Elijah was home Amos was never invited in. Annie Bishop missed none of this for Scarlett had seen the curtain twitch more than once on the days that Amos called.


Present yourself at the kitchen door of Prospect House at 2.00 sharp the note Millie had brought up to Tamarisk had said be sure to enter by the back gate, with today’s date written beneath. Thus having eaten no lunch for she was too nervous and with her mother’s reassurance that all would be well, Scarlett set off in good time and was soon walking along Market Lane which ran behind the houses that fronted onto the quay. A few of the houses had stables, Prospect House had the largest stables, they’d been built a good while ago for the timber looked old and leaned a little to one side. It seemed the living quarters were above with one of the windows so misshapen it was boarded up. An adjacent gate had a notice which read ‘Prospect House Tradespersons Entrance’, Scarlett turned the handle and saw an uneven path ran down to the right of the stables. Scarlett made her way down it and knocked on the back door as instructed. Millie ushered her in.


‘The young madam and her father have come early, not rung down for you yet. Bessie insists she’ll take you up and show you your room herself. Why I’m not good enough to do that I don’t know.’


Just then Bessie appeared. ‘Good timekeeping, that’s what I like. I’ll take you up, show you your room. Millie, tell us quick sharp if she’s summoned, follow me.’ So, Scarlett followed Bessie’s well-rounded figure as she struggled up the stairs until finally when they were at the top of the house, Bessie led Scarlett into what would be her attic bedroom when living in.


‘Mistress’s wants you dressed in your full afternoon or housekeeper’s uniform, as them calls it, just for Miss Hester to see you. Why in heavens name I don’t know! Uniform’s laid out on the bed as you can see. Get changed and come down straight away, then I’ll tell the Miss Catts you’re ready for them if they haven’t summoned you already, best be quick.’


Once she’d gone, Scarlett gazed about her room. It was smaller than her room at Tamarisk but not the tiny attic room Ruth had described she’d be sharing up at Polgrove. The iron bed looked sturdy and the small chest of drawers more than ample for her belongings. A bowl and water jug were set up on a washstand in the corner. Going over she peered out of the small uncurtained window, glad she could see the river with its quays each side.


She hastened to change into the new stiff uniform laid out on the bed, a knock came on the door. ‘Cook says you’re to hurry up.’ Millie opened the door and came in, and seeing Scarlett struggling with the buttons on her dress, hurried over.


‘Here let me help; don’t want Bessie getting in a flap.’ The younger girl finished the last of the buttons, slipped on the starched cuffs and handed Scarlett her cap. Scarlett had thought to bring a couple of her mother’s hair pins just in case, and managed to gather her hair up, pinning it beneath the lacy cap with ease. Millie ran into the adjoining room and brought in a small piece of broken mirror.


Scarlett had a quick look in it and Millie clutched it to her like a precious treasure as she ran back to another attic room where she slept. Quickly both girls went downstairs to where cook was waiting.


Bessie looked her up and down. ‘You’ll do,’ she said, then told Millie to fetch a cloth, telling Scarlett to hold her skirts high, and had Millie wipe Scarlett’s rather dusty boots, which made Scarlett feel dreadful.


‘Wait there,’ Bessie ordered as Scarlett thanked Millie more than once for what she’d done.


‘Get back to your work, Millie,’ Bessie grumbled as she started up the stairs. ‘Them carrots wont peel themselves.’ Millie grimaced and went back to the bowl on the kitchen table and half-heartedly began to peel the carrots.


‘You’re to go up when they ring,’ Bessie declared, huffing and puffing as she came back down again. ‘Typical that is, they’ve had me up and down stairs asking me if you’re here and so on, only to make you wait now I said you’re ready. Come and sit at the table, maid, tis always a different house when that Miss Hester’s here.’


Scarlett offered to help Millie, but Bessie would have none of it.


‘You’m not employed here yet, just be glad to sit and do nowt.’


More than forty minutes passed before the bell summoning her rang.


‘Off upstairs with you, same room as you was interviewed in, be sure to knock and wait to be told enter.’ The bell jangled again with an impatience that sent Scarlett running up the stairs.


Two voices called out ‘enter’ when she knocked, and very nervously Scarlett did so.


The sisters were seated as before and in with them a young girl sat beside the table by the window, a tall gentleman Scarlett presumed must be her father standing at her side.


‘This is Miss Marshall our niece,’ Miss Matilda Catt said, and Scarlett not knowing exactly what to do nervously bobbed a curtsey at the young lady.


‘Miss Hester has some questions she’d like to ask you, Penrose.’


‘I quite understand.’ She turned to face Hester Marshall.


‘Let me see your hands, come here I want to make sure you’re clean.’


Scarlett walked across the carpet towards the girl her face devoid of expression, but seething inside. More questions followed; could she dress hair, could she handle a pony and trap? She was scrutinised from head to toe by a girl who she thought to be most ill-mannered. The Catt sisters and her father stayed silent.


At the end of this distressing ordeal, she was dismissed with a snooty turn of the head by Miss Hester and a nod from her father. Scarlett felt like running downstairs and out the back door never to return. Instead, ashamedly she burst into tears and was comforted by Bessie.


‘Horrid little thing she is, that Miss Hester. You ought to hear some of the things she says about my cooking. Soul destroying, she is, more than once she’s had me weeping and her but a slip of girl. Tis a good thing she only visits here, don’t live here.’ Scarlett felt better hearing this but feared exactly what her future would be like, working here with that little tyrant.


‘I’ll go upstairs and take my uniform off, get my own clothes on,’ she told Bessie.


‘Then take yourself off home and we’ll see you on Monday 6.30 sharp,’ Bessie replied.


‘The spoilt little madam won’t be here then,’ Millie chimed in.


The bell jangled on its spring once again. ‘They’ll be wanting afternoon tea now, off you go, maid. Millie, you help lay me the tray for upstairs.’


Once back in the attic room, Scarlett snatched the cap from her head, and was grateful to rid herself of the navy-blue dress, cuffs and apron, glad to be back in her own if rather shabby clothes. She neatly folded her uniform and lay it on the bed. Going over to the window she looked down the quay towards the entrance of the harbour, a ship was moored, her masts taller than other vessels; the Raven must have returned to West Looe earlier. Scarlett sped downstairs.


‘See you Monday morning,’ Bessie said, brushing flour off her hands as Scarlett wished her and Millie a hasty goodbye before running out through the back door, her mind spinning with the thought of only one person.



Chapter 3


As Scarlett approached the end of Market Lane, she could see there was a commotion on the quay. Even Oggie had left his bench and was standing by the Jolly Sailor watching. Scarlett ran to the edge of the crowd trying to peer over the jostling throng to see what was going on. It was noisy with hollering and shouting, she pushed through to the front and choked back a cry of dismay as she saw two men holding Ruth’s father back as he yelled abuse at them and struggled to get to the young man lying battered and bleeding on the ground.


There was a disturbance in the crowd and casting aside anyone in their way, two burly men arrived and quickly helped the young man to his feet. They half carried half dragged him to where the quay narrowed and where a rowing boat was tied up. Foul insults were shouted as they helped the injured young man into the boat and began to row across the river, a woman possibly his mother began to descend the steps on the opposite quay waiting for the boat to arrive. Sam Trembright the young man Ruth had waved to was carried up onto East Looe Quay, and as Scarlett watched she began to cry.


‘Don’t shed no tears over that blighter from East Looe,’ Oggie spat, making her jump.


‘No of course I won’t. Twas just a shock seeing what was happening.’


Oggie walked away and the crowd began to disperse. It was then she saw Jack. He was holding Ruth by the arm and marching her towards their cottage. Tom Jago followed, red in the face and holding his hand which obviously hurt.


Scarlett stayed where she was, then suddenly Jack looked over in her direction.


Keeping hold of his sobbing sister, he thrust her forward towards the cottage doorway and walked over. Jack was obviously as furious as his father.


‘And being her friend, I suppose you knew all about just who my sister was meeting up with this afternoon?’


Scarlett stood open-mouthed not knowing what to say.


‘No, she didn’t,’ Ruth cried, as Tom Jago bundled her through the door. ‘Leave Scarlett alone.’


Scarlett stared into Jack’s handsome face, he’d been gone an age and she’d waited so long to see him again, but not like this.


‘I don’t believe you.’ His eyes searched Scarlett’s face for the truth and her heart thumped under his scrutiny.


‘Don’t think to help her, Scarlett, she knows the rules here even if you don’t.’ With that, he walked away.


Scarlett stared after him, shocked to see through the open door of their cottage, Tom Jago slowly taking off his belt before slamming the door shut. She lingered on the quay feeling wretched, scared to think what punishment Ruth’s father was about to inflict on her friend.


From a vantage point near Island Cottage she watched and waited but the usually open door of the Jago’s cottage remained firmly shut. In the end she had no option other than to go home, her mother would be waiting. Slowly she walked past Oggie who raised his battered hat to her as she passed.


‘The maid ull know she done wrong, she’ll take her punishment and twill be over with.’ He coughed and spluttered, taking the clay pipe from his mouth, examining the end of it as thought it was the cause of his coughing.


‘Yes, I know,’ Scarlett told him, but as she climbed the hill she worried about her friend. What was happening to her now? Tears welled in her eyes together with a mixture of emotions.


At the door of Tamarisk she was dismayed to hear her father’s voice, and saw through the window him pacing up and down. She lifted the latch and a warning glance from her mother told Scarlett he was in an ill mood.


Ignoring her entry into the cottage, with his voice raised so surely Annie Bishop would be able to hear him, Elijah demanded to know of his wife, ‘What manner of people are these Catt sisters, Jeanette? You should have consulted me before sending Scarlett into servitude.’


Jeanette raised her head and looked him steady in the eye. ‘It’s a good placement, she’s a companion to the Catt sisters’ niece and taking on great responsibilities, isn’t that right Scarlett?’
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