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Prologue

The house was in darkness as the youth crept along the panelled corridor. He was careful to avoid stepping on any floorboard that would creak and betray his presence. Through the lattice window at the end of the upstairs passage the pale moonlight gave little illumination to his progress. Tonight, for the first time in his twelve years, his heart raced with a deep dark fear as he ventured through the familiar rooms of the home where he had been born. A home that had become a prison and a place of terror.

With every sense straining for any sound of danger, he kept looking back over his shoulder. The landing was deserted, but he was unable to shake the feeling that he was being watched or followed. His skin prickled like the time he had fallen into a nettle patch. To bolster his courage, he bit his lip so hard that he tasted blood, and every step aggravated the pain of bruised muscles and lacerated flesh. He pushed on through the discomfort, which had become an all too familiar companion at the end of every school term.

The sound of weeping was louder now. It had disturbed his sleep for nights, but locked within his bedchamber he had been powerless to investigate.

Tonight his gaoler had been careless, the smell of brandy heavy on his breath. Although the bamboo cane had cut more viciously into the boy’s tender flesh, his punishment had been shorter, his attacker struggling for breath after his exertions. Yet his spent energy did not diminish the man’s anger. He had continued to rage, the words barely coherent, and demonic in their frustrated fury.

‘Curse you. Curse you all. You lie, but I shall break you. I shall break you both. One of you will talk soon. The treasure exists. It will be mine.’ With a final vicious swipe at the boy, his stepfather  stumbled out of the room and slammed the door, making the linen-fold panelling on the walls shudder.

Alexander had crawled to his bed, burying his face in his pillow to muffle the sounds of his sobbing. That was when the distant weeping had penetrated his misery. There were also sounds of a door somewhere above him being hammered upon by angry fists, and screams demanding release.

He had hobbled stiffly to the door of his own room, wrenching its latch in frustration, expecting to find it locked. To his surprise, it had clicked open. In his rage, his stepfather had not locked it properly. On the landing Alexander hesitated, hearing the irate voice of Eugene Carforth bellowing orders downstairs. His hatred for his stepfather scoured his tortured body. One day that monster would pay for his evil. Then the outer door was slammed. Moments later a horse whinnied in pain, its hooves pounding as it was whipped to a gallop.

With the fear of discovery diminished, his courage became stronger. Carforth had ridden out. There was not a moment to lose. If Alexander’s escape was discovered, his punishment would be even more severe the next day. He did not care. This was the first time he’d had a chance to visit his mother since his return from boarding school last week.

On the floor above him, the door was no longer being beaten, but the hysterical cries of a woman continued.‘Let me out! You can’t make me do this.’

He recognised the voice of his stepfather’s sister Arabella. He had not realised that she had returned from her visit to Spanish relatives. What had she done to displease the fiend who had brought terror to a once loving home? If he remained undiscovered he would try and speak to her later. For now his fears were all for his mother.

When he entered her bedchamber, he was greeted by soft weeping. He called softly to her, then held his breath, terrified at what he might find. The last time he had seen his mother, she had been lying unconscious at the foot of the stairs, his stepfather at the top, staring down at her, his hand still outstretched. The next day Alexander had been sent away to school.

A single candle on the bedside table lit the room. Even this dim light could not hide the shocking change in the woman on the bed. At least she was still alive. Every day of the last months he had feared  to learn that she was dead. He thanked God that she had survived. But it appeared only just. The face on the lace-edged pillow was pale as the first fall of winter snow. The fair hair woven into a single plait draped across her breast had lost its thickness and lustre. At her side, leaning forward from a high-backed wooden chair, an olive-skinned maid was crying.

‘Mama,’ whispered Alexander.

The weeping stopped abruptly. The maid raised her head.‘Master Alexander!’ She wiped her eyes and sniffed.

From the bed, a fragile hand was held towards him, and a weak voice crackled, ‘My son. My beloved boy.’ Then, as he turned from closing the door, his mother’s stare travelled beyond him. Her lips trembled. ‘It is not safe. He will come.’

‘He is drunk and has ridden out,’ Alexander replied, unable to keep the disgust from his voice.

The maid sneered. Josephina had served them devotedly for years, joining their household shortly after his mother was widowed. ‘He will have gone to his whore. May they both be consumed by the flames of hell.’

His mother ignored the outburst. She beckoned her son closer and his hand was gripped and drawn to touch her sunken cheeks. The delicate beauty was gone, reduced to a skull mask. The trembling lips attempted a weak smile; only the orbs within the darkly hollowed eyes showed any of the animation he remembered: they burned with a love no suffering could erase. Her voice, although frail, was urgent. ‘You must escape. Get away before it is too late.’

‘I will not leave you, Mama.’

‘I am not long for this earth.’ The words trailed into a groan, and she drew up her knees as a pain ripped through her stomach, her face stippled with sweat. ‘I am poisoned.’

Dread choked his voice.‘Josephina must summon a physician. Tell me where that monster has hidden Papa’s sword. I will defend you, Mama. I will not let him near you. You shall not die.’ He tossed a defiant stare at the portly maid. ‘Go, Josephina.’

A fresh bout of weeping destroyed the maid’s composure.‘It is too late. Do you think I have not tried?’ She held up a bandaged hand. ‘He thrust this into the fire when he found me trying to leave the house last month.’

‘You know his evil, dear Alexander.’ His mother entreated him  with her eyes. ‘I thought I would not see you again. You must flee. He must not kill you as he murdered your brother.’

He thought her illness had made her delirious. ‘Howard died when his pony threw him, Mama. He broke his neck.’

‘That is what he would have us believe. As he tried to kill me . . . and make it look like an accident . . . when he pushed me on the stairs. I survived . . . but my injuries put me at his mercy.’ Her words were slow, the effort to speak making her gasp for breath.

Josephina explained. ‘Honey was the sweetest and gentlest of mares. Why would she bolt? It was not in her nature. Thorns had been put under her saddle. Peters, the groom, told me. He went missing the next day and was found hanging from a tree in the woods. It was no suicide. He had a wife and child he loved. They were turned out of their cottage into the workhouse.’

Shock widened Alexander’s eyes and fear ripped through him. ‘I knew nothing of this.’

His mother held his hand tighter. ‘I wanted to spare you. Your return from school must have been frightening for you. Has he harmed you?’

He hesitated. If his mother was sick unto death, he did not want to worry her. He loved her so much. A beating or two was nothing to endure if he could save her from unnecessary concern. She needed her strength to get well. She could not die. Must not die. She was still a young woman, only a few years more than one score and ten.

‘I have been locked in my room for some misdemeanour,’ he replied. ‘Mr Carforth will not let me see you or talk with the servants. He was too enraged to lock the door properly after giving me a lecture tonight. I heard him go out.’

‘You are a good and brave boy.’ Mama stroked his cheek, her touch soft as a butterfly. ‘I cannot rest knowing that you are in danger.’ The effort to talk clearly tired her, and she closed her eyes. A tear seeped from beneath her lashes to trail across her ashen cheek, and then her hand fell to her side.

‘How can I leave you when you are so ill?’ he protested, reaching to take her hand in his. He willed his strength to flow into her body. ‘I will fetch the doctor myself. I will tell him what you have told me. Carforth will be arrested.’

Mama shook her head weakly, and Josephina’s voice trembled as  she answered in her stead. ‘He will not allow the doctor into the house. He will say you are a wilful, naughty boy who tells lies. It will be your word against his.’

Alexander held back from saying that the whip marks and bruises on his body would prove he was not lying. He would fetch the physician.

The pressure of his mother’s fingers increased upon his hand. ‘It is too late to save me.’ Every word was laboured. ‘Save yourself. Free Arabella from her room. She will take you away.’ Her eyes closed and she struggled for breath.

Josephina cut in. ‘Your mama must rest. You must do as she says, young master.’

‘The doctor will make Mama well again,’ he protested.

‘You must go.’ His mother opened her eyes, summoning the last of her strength in her desperation to convince him. ‘I will die in peace if you are safe. Go far away. Kiss me and go. You must survive . . . Avenge your brother’s death. This estate is yours.’

He threw his arms around her and kissed her cheek. ‘I will first get the doctor. Mama . . . Carforth spoke of a hidden treasure.’

‘He will not find it.’ Her voice was so low he could barely hear the words. ‘Your papa died before he could reclaim it.’ Her speech had exhausted her and her face twisted in pain.

‘What treasure is this, Mama?’

She did not answer. Josephina was fussing over her, pressing a glass of liquid to her lips, her voice harsh with insistence. ‘If you know, you must tell him, madam. Is it not his right? Lean forward, boy, to catch her words.’

Alexander strained towards the prone figure, and tears flooded his cheeks. What did he care about any treasure? Mama’s life was all that mattered. ‘Do not die, Mama.’

Even as he pleaded, he felt her body grow still, her eyes staring sightlessly with their final entreaty.

Josephina remained turned away from him as she closed her mistress’s eyes. ‘Go now. It is your only chance. With your brother and mama dead, you are your father’s heir. That fiend wants the estate and your wealth for himself. Do not let her death be in vain.’

He struggled in his grief to make sense of his mother’s revelations. He stared at Josephina. ‘What is this treasure?’

The maid shrugged as she straightened the bedclothes. ‘A family myth, no more. Too many have died because of it. Go. Do as your mama says.’

An enraged scream from the upper bedrooms penetrated the grief cloying his mind. He demanded,‘Why is Arabella locked away? I thought she was in Spain living with an aunt.’

‘He ordered her return. Like you, she has been locked in her room, in the north tower.’

‘Why?’

Josephina dabbed at her red-rimmed eyes. ‘She refuses to marry the man chosen for her by that devil. She loves another. A handsome man but without title or fortune. Your stepfather would starve her into submission.’ The maid scurried around the bed and grabbed his arms, propelling him towards the door. ‘Go now. There is little time. That harlot will keep your stepfather occupied until morning. Free Miss Arabella. I have packed the chests for just such an eventuality. Harte will drive you. I’ll tell him to hitch up the horses.’

Alexander pulled back from the servant and stared disconsolately at his mother’s corpse. He could not take in that she was dead.

Josephina shoved him roughly, hissing, ‘It was her wish. Go. And in the future make sure that that devil pays for all the suffering he has caused that saintly woman.’

‘What of you?’ He paused long enough to ask. ‘He will be furious. You will suffer.’

‘I cannot leave your mama until she has been laid to rest. If he kills me, I shall die happy to be with her.’

‘No, Josephina. Mama would not—’

She cut across his protest. ‘I must stay to give you and Miss Arabella time to get far away. Tell Harte the baggage and chests are behind a screen in your mama’s morning room. I smuggled a note to Arabella telling her to keep a travelling case packed with clothes and her jewellery, and to be prepared should the opportunity come to escape. There is a pouch of money in the baggage. It will pay for your passage abroad.’

Alexander sped towards the north tower, still too shocked to question the preparations Josephina had made. He assumed that his mother must have known for weeks that she was dying and had provided for his needs to escape the clutches of her husband. He  could do nothing to help her now, but he could save Arabella, who had always been like an elder sister to him, until she had been sent to finishing school and then to her aunt in Spain, where she was supposed to attract a wealthy grandee and marry. They must escape, and when he was a man he would exact his revenge on the tyrant who had tricked his beautiful mother into marriage and murdered his brother.

He reached Arabella’s room. After a cry of surprise and an excited embrace, which he endured whilst he explained Josephina’s plan, he was relieved when Arabella dragged a valise from inside a large wooden coffer.

‘I am packed.’ She was frantic in her haste. ‘He will kill me if I do not obey him. I regret not being able to pay my proper respects to your mama. She was very kind and dear to me, but we must hurry. I do not trust Eugene. I will not be his pawn to riches. We go now.’

Alexander remembered little of their wild flight to the coast over the next four days. He was feverish from the brutality of his beating and the shock of his mother’s death. Vaguely he recalled that they stopped only briefly when it was necessary to change horses and procure food. Arabella refused to get out of the coach, certain that her brother would pay an army of brigands to have them followed and captured.

The bumping and jolting was relentless as they avoided the main toll roads. Pain and fever blurred the journey. Even night did not stop their progress. Then, without warning, there was a violent collision. The coach swayed precariously, the door flew open. Arabella screamed and Alexander was pitched into nothingness.

When his senses returned, it was daylight. Strangers hovered over him. Every part of him felt as if he had been tortured. The pain was relentless. Terror gripped him. He did not know why.

Voices demanded his name. Where was he from? The fear was all-consuming. There was nothing but that swamping sense of horror. The certainty that death was stalking him. He welcomed the black tunnel that gave him peace.

Yet the voices did not stop their demands. The tunnel receded. He was dimly aware that he was in a room, in a soft bed, with a woman bending over him.

‘Who are you? You have nothing to fear.’

But terror ravaged his feverish brain. Names eluded him. Places had no images or memories. His past was a blank. Only the shadowy world of pain, fear and unknown atrocities filtered into his mind.




Chapter One

May Day Eve 1805


Dearest Papa,

Why did you leave me? Was my love not enough? Was I too like Mama and you could not look at me and not see her betrayal? What could I have done to stop you taking your life? I, who loved you, thought you infallible; but others, older and wiser than myself should have seen your pain. They betrayed you and I cannot forgive them.

Oh, Papa, I need you so much. Everyone is against me. They do not look at me and see Rowena; they see Meriel. I am cursed with my mother’s looks but it is not her blood that burns through my veins. It is yours, which drives me to prove that I am a Loveday – that my wildness is the heritage of men who would be conquerors, who rule their lives as they ruled the sea as buccaneers. Why will others not see beneath the image of my mother to the heart of Rowena?

I was so angry when you died, Papa. I hated everyone. What had they done to save you? They sent me away to school so that they did not have to trouble themselves over me. Only you would have understood. Only you truly loved me. Why did you forsake me, Papa?

When will this pain of missing you end? How can I show you that I am a worthy child of your blood?


Your devoted daughter, 
Rowena




The handwriting with its extravagant flourishes and twirls ran together where Rowena’s tears had fallen on the paper. This was the only way she could release her pain. The only way she could try and find an answer. The only way she could pretend that her father was  still close to her and be proud that she could redeem the honour of their name.

She closed her eyes, willing answers to come to her. She had found a rare moment when she was alone and her stepmama and the children were visiting Aunt Cecily at the village rectory. She had declined to join them and had been accused of sulking when she had locked herself in the room she shared with her younger stepsister Charlotte, refusing anyone admittance.

The paper crinkled in her hand as tension ripped through her and the silence lengthened. No answers whispered in her ear. She was again forsaken. Following the ritual she always performed at these times, she touched the corner of the paper to the candle flame and watched it devour the words wrenched from her heart. At the last moment before her fingers were burned, she dropped the paper into a bronze bowl and stared at it until the flames died down and only ashes remained. She ground these to a fine dust with a wooden pestle, and then, opening the window, allowed them to drift on the breeze. With them went her simple prayer that they would travel through the ether to the afterlife, the words conveyed to her father. It was important that he should understand and not judge her.

No one else would witness the depths of her turmoil. Her pride would not allow her torment to be known. The words were the essence of her soul, her conscience, her way to make sense of all she had lost and to prove that she was not her mother’s spawn; she was her father’s daughter.

The next morning the shrill piping of whistles growing louder awoke Rowena with a start. She threw back the bed covers and cursed herself for oversleeping. The seeding had been completed in the fields and a day of merriment lay ahead. She had not intended to miss a moment of the May Day celebrations, which heralded the beginning of summer.

She ran to the window of Reskelly Cottage, threw it open and leaned out, the better to view the men and boys parading along the central street of Trewenna village. They were blowing cow horns or the pipes they had whittled from sycamore twigs. The sun was nestling in the treetops, where young leaves were covering the branches. Rowena squinted her eyes against the brightness of a  cloudless morning, the growing heat rapidly dispersing the diamond droplets of dew as the shadows receded.

The village maids had joined the men. Earlier they had foraged in the wood for rowan and birch branches and hung them over the doors of their cottages to ward off evil. They had also woven mayflowers into garlands around their hair, and their laughter carried on the breeze.

At the head of the procession was a man dressed in a flowing cloak and robes. He wore a grotesque mask in the shape of a horse’s head, his antics enticing the villagers to play louder and dance more wildly. Later the jack-in-the-green would join them and the real merriment of the day would begin, with wrestling and the men showing off their strength in a tug-of-war.

Rowena breathed in the scents of the dew on the grass and bread baking for the first meal of the day. She hugged herself to contain her excitement. May Day was her favourite time of year, and her pulses raced to be part of the revelry.

In the centre of the village green on the far side of the duck pond a maypole had been erected. The tree had been cut down yesterday from her Uncle Adam’s land at Boscabel and decorated with a wreath of flowers at its top and coloured ribbons given by his wife Senara. Later there would be dancing, and with that thought, Rowena’s lovely face twisted into a scowl. Not that she would be allowed to join in such common revelry, for her family considered her too old at seventeen for such unladylike antics. Her frustration burned more fiercely. Womanhood brought too many restrictions, when the music throbbed through her veins and set her feet tapping to its rhythm. At least in the afternoon there would be country dances, and no decree of convention would stop her enjoying herself then.

Rebellion deepened her scowl. She suspected that Adam’s daughters would be permitted to dance around the maypole. Rowena hated the restraints now placed upon her, but she was wise enough to acknowledge the importance of safeguarding her reputation if she was to marry well. Her mother had been the daughter of Reuben Sawle, innkeeper and smuggler of Penruan. She may have married St John Loveday, but the scandal surrounding her later life, when she eloped with a wealthy lover, was still the butt of gossip in the county. Rowena had no intention of being tarred with the same  brush. She had enjoyed the luxuries that had been provided by her father, and as a Loveday she was accepted among the polite society of Cornwall. She was determined to win the heart of a man of wealth and high social standing, but above all she would demand that her husband adored her. She did not want a life devoid of love.

Sharing a house with her stepmother and her half-brothers and sisters curbed the independence she craved; worse, women with no sense of adventure ruled it. After her father’s gambling had lost the ancestral home at Trevowan, Grandmama Amelia had purchased Reskelly Cottage. Although Adam had ensured that the family wanted for little, Rowena resented the loss of Trevowan. And with a vengeance she hated the new cousin who had usurped them from the family estate. He was the one most to blame for her father’s death. Tristan Loveday had plotted St John’s downfall.

At least for the present Rowena was spared Amelia Loveday’s censure and recriminations. She was in Bodmin visiting her daughter-in-law and two grandchildren. With mutiny still churning her mind, Rowena continued to watch the procession through the village. Behind her she was aware that Charlotte had stirred and risen sleepily from her bed, rubbing her eyes as she joined Rowena at the window.

The whining voice grated. ‘Come inside, Rowena. Mama will be furious if she catches you hanging out of the window, and you still in your nightgown.’

‘She may have locked the doors so that I could not join the village girls, but she cannot stop me observing their merrymaking.’ Rowena continued to lean out of the window, the light breeze blowing her unbound blond curls around her face.

The window was at the side of the house, and she had a clear view of the double row of cottages, the church, rectory and village green. Her attention was drawn to a young man from the village, who had turned away from his companions and disappeared between two cottages. He emerged in the back lane that led down to the stone clapper bridge that forded the stream running past the garden of Reskelly Cottage. Rowena saw him from the corner of her eye and deliberately ignored his presence.

Jory Wibbley, one of the many Wibbleys inhabiting the local hamlets and villages, thought too much of himself. He was handsome enough for a labourer, and had an eye for the prettiest  milkmaids and serving wenches. A year or so ago Rowena would have practised her wiles on him, but no longer. It was time he learned to pay due respect to his betters.

Jory had abandoned his sycamore flute and with his thumbs hooked over the waistband of his breeches was sauntering in her direction. When he began to whistle, imitating a skylark, Rowena giggled contemptuously.

‘Listen to that coxcomb. He thinks he can summon any woman that way. I for one will not be skylarking in the hay with the likes of him.’

‘Is that Jory?’ Charlotte peered short-sightedly and dug Rowena in the ribs to press her face up against the windowpane. ‘He is so handsome. He was exceedingly smitten with you not so long ago, and you were not so hoity-toity then with your company. I saw you walking back from the meadow with him last summer.’

Rowena had a fragile tolerance towards her thirteen-year-old stepsister, who was a timid, annoying sneak in her opinion. ‘Little snoop, always prying. You saw nothing. He waylaid me, nothing more. Nothing happened, and if you tell lies to your mama, you’ll regret it.’ Charlotte’s tattle-tales had earned Rowena more lectures and punishments than she cared to remember.

Tears glittered on Charlotte’s cheeks. ‘I would not tell Mama. You know I would not. You are mean and horrid.’ She backed away from her stepsister, who often frightened her. Rowena was everything Charlotte dreamed of being but would never achieve.

As the sound of Jory’s whistling became louder, Rowena flounced from the window and picked up a hairbrush to draw it through her tangled locks. ‘Shut the window, Lottie. And you would do well to remember that I pay back with interest any who act against me. I am half Sawle as well as Loveday. And the Sawles ruled these parts with terror for decades, tossing their enemies’ bodies into the sea.’

At the younger girl’s horrified expression, she laughed. Charlotte was such an easy target to tease; there was very little pleasure in it. ‘I am joking. You are such a goose, Lottie,’she placated.‘Your silly tears have made your cheeks and eyes puffy and quite ruined your looks. Hurry and dress. We will go down to the meadow and bathe our faces in the May dew, which will clear any blemishes from our complexions. Felicity cannot find fault with so simple a tradition, and we will remain in sight of the cottage.’

‘You want to see Jory. I am not falling for your old ways and tricks.’ Charlotte poked out her tongue.

‘Charlotte, that is most unbecoming of a gentlewoman.’ Felicity paused in the doorway, her expression stormy. She was in her nightgown and robe and her pale hair was in a single plait.‘Why can you two not be more forbearing of each other? Rowena, you have been back from the ladies’seminary less than a week and already you are encouraging Charlotte to act the hoyden. I despair that you learned nothing of the ways of refinement and ladylike deportment.’

‘Your pardon, Mama,’ Charlotte simpered.

Rowena remained silent, absorbed in untangling her hair.

Felicity regarded the older of the girls. Rowena posed, a picture of sweet innocence. Only there was little blamelessness in that young madam. Why must she be so provoking and lead dear Charlotte astray? ‘And you would do well to remember all you have been taught whilst away, Rowena. Or you will be locked in your room until after the festivities.’

Rowena paused in her brushing and stood up to perform an insolent curtsey. ‘I am no longer a child.’

Felicity sucked in her lips. ‘No, clearly you are an ill-mannered young woman. And what are you doing up at this ungodly hour? Your loud voices have woken Thea and George.’ To confirm this, George could be heard grizzling in the nursery.‘Since you are both awake, you will take charge of your sister and brother and keep them amused.’

‘But it is May Day. The villagers are celebrating.’ Rowena’s eyes flashed with defiance. She resented being treated as an unpaid nurserymaid to her half-brother and sister.

Whilst Felicity continued her lecture, detailing all the disappointments Rowena had heaped upon her, the young woman blanked out her complaining voice. Thea at six was a snivelling crybaby and the image of her stepmother. At least at four George’s tantrums showed a spark of spirit. He was constantly tripping over the long skirts Felicity still insisted that he was dressed in. He loved nothing better than to escape the nursery and explore, and was angered at being hampered by his clothing. During the heat of the day yesterday Rowena had removed them and he had laughed as he played on the edge of the stream at the bottom of the garden, slipping and sliding over the rocks. Felicity had been hysterical when she discovered  them, screaming that he could have drowned. As if Rowena would have allowed harm to come to the mischievous lad. He had the spirit of a Loveday and Felicity wanted to crush it out of him. It was time George was in breeches and allowed to be a proper boy. Rowena did not want a milksop for a brother.

Felicity droned on, her words as irritating as a dripping water pump.‘And you may watch the dancing at an appropriate time when your chores and family responsibilities are done.’

‘Cousins Abigail and Florence are coming into the village early,’ Rowena announced. ‘I arranged to meet them.’

‘Then you can take Thea and Charlotte with you.’ Felicity held up her hand when Rowena would have protested. ‘Another word of insubordination and you will not be joining any dancing or feasting today. Now I suggest you get dressed and honour your duties.’ She returned to her bedchamber.

Rowena dressed swiftly and twisted her hair into a chignon, leaving a long curling tress hanging to her shoulders on each side of her face. Charlotte dressed in a petulant silence.

‘The least Felicity could permit is to allow us to bathe our faces in the morning dew.’ Rowena snatched up the hazel circlet she had woven the previous evening. She would pick wild flowers to adorn it. As she flounced out of the room, she called over her shoulder to her sister. ‘Are you coming, or playing the martyr here?’

‘I do not wish to upset Mama,’ Charlotte replied. ‘We did wake George. I will tend to him.’

‘No, the revellers woke him. Do as you wish.’ Rowena ran lightly down the stairs and out of the back door before Felicity could see her.

Jory was leaning against a rowan tree by the stream. Angered at Felicity’s demands, Rowena dismissed her earlier plan to ignore him. As she walked purposefully towards the stream, there was a sharp rapping behind her on an upstairs window. She did not bother to heed it. The fresh scents of the dew on the sun-dappled grass and the abundance of wild flowers in the meadows and hedgerows summoned the sensual and wild side of her nature.

Under the shade of the rowan Jory was grinning, his expression too assured, a lock of hair flopping attractively over his brow. With hair the colour of ripened corn, dark brows and piercing blue eyes, he was the most handsome young man in the five local villages.  When they had first moved to the cottage from Trevowan, it had excited Rowena to flirt with the older boy. By winning his attention she had shown the village girls that she was more beautiful than any of them. Her world may have been torn apart by her father’s death, but her beauty and spirit had its own special power that made her feel less vulnerable.

When she noticed the mud on the knees of Jory’s breeches and the careless way his shirt had been tucked into his waistband, she was less assured. How many maids had he stolen kisses from already this day? And more than kissing went on among the villagers revelling in the wood on May eve.

The transient pleasure of flirting with Jory was not worth the risk of banishment from the May Day celebrations. Rowena veered away from him towards the bank of the stream and stooped to run her hands through the dew and press her palms to her hot cheeks. A low interwoven fence marked the boundary of the cottage garden and the common land down to the river.

‘A woman like you needs no aid to her beauty,’ Jory said, and with a confident laugh leapt the barrier between them with an assurance that annoyed her.

Rowena kept her back to him and sauntered to where May blossom covered the hedgerow. She broke off three sprigs of flowers and spying some early bluebells also gathered these. As she rose, she felt his hand upon her waist.

She turned abruptly, her eyes dangerously narrowed. ‘Take your hands from me.’ She glared coldly at the grime ingrained beneath his nails. There was stubble on his jaw, and his movements were ungainly and his speech and manners uncouth. However had she once thought him attractive?

‘Sweetheart, you know I am mad with adoration for you.’

‘And every other foolish maid who falls for your false words.’ She twisted away from him. ‘You are trespassing.’

‘High and mighty, bain’t you, for a tavern-keeper’s granddaughter,’ he sneered. ‘Your ma were no better than she should be. Like mother like daughter, they say.’

She spun on the ball of her foot and slapped him so hard on the cheek that her palm stung. When he grabbed her wrist and would have jerked her towards him, she warned, ‘I may be the granddaughter of an innkeeper, but I am also the granddaughter of  Edward Loveday, and you work as a labourer for his son. Captain Adam Loveday will have your hide and throw your family out of their home if you lay a hand on me. Release me at once.’

He dropped her wrist, his handsome face darkening with a scowl. It increased her anger. ‘You may have forgotten your place,’she said in the clipped, cultured voice of authority that her years at the finishing school had instilled in her. ‘I do not. I am a Loveday, and since you so crudely sought to remind me, my mother bequeathed me her Sawle blood. Neither family is known for forgiving those who act against them.’

She swept her skirts aside so that they would not be soiled by his touch and with her head tipped high walked regally back to Reskelly Cottage. Anger burned through her at Jory’s assumption that she was no better than her mother. It was a bitter reminder how she was still viewed by those outside her family. It was also a timely warning. This morning she had discarded the years of etiquette and training to savour the wild calling of her blood. Such unruliness must be controlled. She had no intention of making the same mistakes as her mother. Meriel Sawle had been a scheming fortune-huntress who had seduced St John Loveday into marriage, but even then she had not been content. She had cuckolded him seeking higher riches, and would have died in the gutter if Adam Loveday had not shown compassion when she returned to Cornwall close to death.

Rowena had inherited her mother’s beauty and St John’s recklessness but had learned from her parents’downfall the destructive power of self-interest. The keen wit, pride and judgement of Edward Loveday also dominated her blood. She might not wish to bow to convention, but she had a healthy regard for respectability and the need to protect her reputation. She had the ambition to rise high and the determination to curb the spirited nature that could stop her achieving her dreams.

‘I forbade you to leave the cottage.’ Felicity confronted her as soon as she entered their home.

‘I went only as far as the stream to pick wild flowers so that Charlotte and I can make garlands for our hair. I am now yours to command, dear Mama.’

‘As ever, you have to do things your way and in your time,’ Felicity fretted. ‘Who was that you were talking to? It looked like Jory Wibbley. Have you no care for your reputation?’

‘I have more regard for my good name than you give me credit for.’ The retort was out before she could stop it, and she chewed her lip in mortification. ‘Your pardon, why does no one have any faith in me? I have no intention of bringing shame to our name.’ She walked away, calling to Charlotte, ‘Once we have tended to George and Thea, I have the flowers for our hair.’

Felicity gasped at such an astonishing capitulation. Then her eyes narrowed. Rowena was a calculating minx, and too quick-witted for her own good. How could she trust this young force of nature? There had been too many wilful incidents in the past when a thwarted desire had revealed the wanton abandon that could make Rowena an outcast amongst society.




Chapter Two

Later that morning Rowena was holding court. It was how she liked to occupy herself most. Her years at the ladies’seminary had taught her deportment and social graces; her pale gold hair, hourglass curves and classical beauty effortlessly drew the attention she craved. A natural wit and vivid imagination ensured she kept her doting acolytes enslaved with stories and dramas of her own devising.

She was seated on the wooden seat in the centre of Trewenna village. Charlotte and a dozen village maidens and youths were spread around her. There was a blast of horns and pipes and a haywain decorated with hawthorn flowers and pulled by the two shire horses from the Loveday shipyard came into view. It was filled with the wives and families of the shipwrights. The men sang a shanty as they walked behind. Many carried stone flagons of ale and from their weaving step were already merry from their celebrations. The maids and youths shouted in excitement as they leapt from the wain and ran to gather around the maypole. A fiddler struck up a tune and they jostled in friendly rivalry with the villagers to claim a ribbon of their own as the dance began.

Behind the shipyard workers rode Captain Adam Loveday and his wife Senara. Their two daughters Rhianne and Sara also rode their ponies, but their sons were at boarding school and would not be home for some weeks. Not far behind them was a farm cart holding the servants and their families from Uncle Adam’s estate at Boscabel. In their procession two men carried a cooked suckling pig impaled upon its spit. A small fire pit had been lit on the green, which would keep the hog warm until the feast was served.

As Adam and his family rode towards the rectory to join his uncle and cousins, Charlotte leapt to her feet to run after Rhianne. Senara  waved to Rowena, who left her admirers, their adoration having served its purpose. Her stories had kept them enthralled and made it obvious that she had no interest in Jory, who since she had joined the revellers had been flirting with Willa Keppel, the crowned May Queen.

Now on her best behaviour, Rowena curtseyed to her aunt and uncle as they dismounted. Their servants were alighting, the men carrying two barrels of small ale to be stacked in the shade and broached later when the feasting began. Their cook Winnie Fraddon was instructing the maids to mount the suckling pig on its spit over the glowing fire pit. The smell of its roasted skin was a delicious appetiser for the meal later that day.

A shouted greeting from the other end of the village announced the arrival of Rowena’s cousins Abigail and Florence as they swerved around the revellers and trotted briskly towards her. They had all been at the same seminary together, and Rowena preferred their company to the too-good-to-be-true Charlotte. In their wake rode their older brother Davey, their four-year-old half-sister Melody on her Shetland pony, and their mother, Rowena’s favourite aunt, Hannah. Their ten-year-old brother Luke and Hannah’s husband’s ward Charlie were away at school.

Davey Rabson was now eighteen and had been eager to take on his responsibilities as heir to his father’s farm. When Aunt Hannah was widowed, she ran the farm herself for several years until she married Sam Deighton, who was the guardian of his nephew Lord Eastley. With her new husband in charge of Lord Eastley’s large estate in Devon, Hannah had made the difficult compromise of putting the farm in the care of a manager for most of the year while she and her family took up residence in Devon. They had returned to Cornwall as often as possible in the intervening years. Now she would stay here until Davey settled into his new life.

As Florence jumped from her mare, she could barely contain her excitement. ‘I have been looking forward to this day for weeks. I love May Day. It is such a shame that the younger boys have to miss it.’

‘Enjoy the peace while you can,’ Rowena laughed. ‘For the most part they are noisy, unholy terrors.’ She smiled indulgently at her cousin, two years younger than herself. With her dark Loveday looks inherited from Hannah, Florence was the prettier of the sisters.  Abigail had the same dark colouring but the fuller features and heavy-lidded eyes of her father.

Aunt Hannah alighted gracefully. Rowena cast an envious eye over the mare she had ridden. The proud Arabian blood showed in the high carriage of her head and sleek muscles of her body. This was one of the mares raised by Hannah’s older brother, Japhet Loveday, on his stud farm.

‘Have Japhet and Gwen arrived yet, Rowena?’ Hannah lifted Melody from her mount and set her on the ground. Immediately her daughter ran into the rectory calling for her grandmama.

‘Uncle Japhet and Aunt Gwen are with your parents.’ She dipped a respectful curtsey.

As Hannah impatiently peeled off her riding gloves, she added, ‘How beautiful you look, my dear. That sprig muslin gown suits you. Make sure you do not break any hearts today.’ She winked.

That was why Rowena adored Hannah. She had the irrepressible Loveday spirit, refusing to be bound by convention. During her widowhood she had confronted smugglers who had dared to use her land to hide their contraband. Despite now having borne five children, she was far from matronly, remaining an established beauty, with a sharp wit, charm and courage. And she was still as slim as she had been when she had been crowned Queen of the May before her first marriage.

Rowena asked, ‘Aunt Hannah, may Abigail and Florence stay and watch the maypole dancing with me?’

‘Give them a few minutes to greet their grandfather and grandmother and they will join you.’ Hannah raised a dark brow and there was a glint of warning in her expressive eyes. ‘I trust you have no intention of joining the villagers. That would be unseemly. There will be dancing enough for you and my daughters later.’

‘Yes, Aunt Hannah,’ Rowena replied with a demure smile, which broadened as Hannah entered the rectory. Florence was the first to reappear.

‘I thought we would never get here,’she announced. ‘Davey would not leave the farm until the morning chores were done and Mama insisted that we help him.’

‘I would have thought Aunt Hannah would have higher hopes for you than learning farming ways to catch a husband,’ Rowena taunted.

‘She was happy as a farmer’s wife,’ Florence defended. ‘She married my papa for love. After his death we would have lost the farm if she had not ensured the servants ran it smoothly. You cannot supervise that which you are ignorant of.’

‘I meant no ridicule upon Aunt Hannah,’ Rowena corrected but could not resist further teasing. ‘Your mother is no shrinking violet. She would meet life head on in any circumstances. She even took on the smuggler Harry Sawle and won. Few men crossed my brutal uncle with impunity. Aunt Hannah is like no woman I have ever met.’ Her admiration was sincere. ‘Whether a parson’s daughter, a farmer’s wife or now the custodian mistress of Lord Eastley’s estate until Sam’s nephew comes of age, she is the personification of grace, dignity and pride. She is a true Loveday. She came to love Sam and would have married him even had he been no more than her overseer and not the grandson of a lord. We should all be so fortunate to find such love and wealth.’

‘With your beauty, you will have no trouble marrying the man of your choice, Rowena,’ Florence praised.

‘Then she had better choose with discrimination,’ Abigail taunted as she approached them.

The laughing figures of Rhianne and Sara ran to join in the start of a new dance and were each handed a ribbon. The three older cousins affected expressions of mild interest as they watched them weaving through their companions around the maypole. Yet beneath their elegant muslin skirts their feet tapped the rhythm of the steps.

‘Look, the men are preparing for the tug-of-war between Trewenna and Trevowan Hard,’ Abigail observed. ‘After that there will be the wrestling. Will it be considered immodest of us to watch, or should we join our family?’

‘Our uncles are coming out of the rectory. I shall stay until they tell us otherwise,’ Rowena announced, daring the others to defy her. ‘As in the days of jousting, we should support the workers of the shipyard against their rivals. It would have been more entertaining if it was still the fashion for a lady to give her champion a favour to wear in her honour, would it not?’

Abigail shifted uncomfortably but Florence giggled in alliance. ‘And who would you choose as your champion, Rowena?’she mocked. ‘Jory Wibbley?’

‘Indeed not,’ Rowena responded tartly. Another group of revellers  had arrived and she was surprised to recognise several of the tenants from the estate at Trevowan. With them rode Tristan Loveday and his wife Lady Alys.

‘What are they doing here? They must know that they are not welcome,’she bristled.

She stared across to where her two uncles were walking from the rectory and saw both their faces darken. Her eyes narrowed, glinting with venom.‘I hope they send that intruder off with his tail between his legs. The man is not fit for decent company.’

‘Cousin Tristan is master of Trevowan, Rowena,’ Abigail said with sad reasoning. ‘Nothing can change that.’

‘He is a thief and a murderer.’ Rowena’s hands clenched into fists. ‘He stole our home and ruined Papa. My father would still be alive if not for him.’

Abigail put her hand over her cousin’s fingers. ‘What you cannot change you must accept. Tristan is still our kin.’

Rowena angrily shook off her touch. Her face was ashen and her body was trembling with hatred. ‘If you side with him then you are no longer my friend. I hate him.’

‘This is not about you, Rowena,’ Abigail rebuked. ‘It is about family loyalty. Mama says that whatever you feel in private is not for public gossip. If Uncle Adam and Uncle Japhet can be civil to him, then so must you.’

‘My first loyalty is to Papa’s memory,’ Rowena defended fiercely. She glared across at the newcomers and was disconcerted to see that Tristan Loveday and Lady Alys had not come alone. Mr Bruce Trevanion and his younger brother, Wilbur, accompanied them. Wilbur bowed to Rowena and smiled broadly.

‘I thought you would be pleased to see the doting Wilbur Trevanion.’ Florence grinned.

A flush tinted Rowena’s cheeks but her chin tilted in defiance. ‘Not at the expense of suffering the presence of that viper Tristan. Uncle Adam should have run him through and had done with it.’

‘That is not his way,’ Abigail cautioned. Her own cheeks stained to poppy as her stare fastened upon the younger of the Trevanion brothers. ‘Tristan broke no laws.’

Rowena continued to glare at her uncles, who had acknowledged Tristan with a terse bow of their heads but made no attempt to approach him. They also nodded to the servants and workers in the  tied cottages of Trevowan who had served them during Adam’s father’s day. They would not place those who made their living at Trevowan in a position where they felt uneasy. A fragile truce existed between the cousins. They did not mix socially, but to the world they presented a united front, no matter the enmity that lay just below the surface.

There was another exception to their censure. The Lady Alys walked sedately to her husband’s kin and there was reverence in both Japhet’s and Adam’s bow and greeting.

‘It is a pleasant day for the festivities.’ Lady Alys allowed her voice to carry to the curious villagers awaiting a reaction from the Lovedays. ‘How much more entertaining for us all that the men of Trewenna, Trevowan and the shipyard now pit their strengths in contest than when just Trewenna and Trevowan joined in sport.’

‘Lady Alys, as ever your presence brightens even the sunshine on this occasion,’ Adam returned, and with cavalier aplomb raised her hand to brush it with his lips.

From a discreet distance, in a mocking rejoinder,Tristan swept his hat from his head and bowed to Rowena and her cousins. Florence giggled but Rowena deliberately turned her back.

Abigail mocked, ‘Your histrionics are lost on him, Rowena. Tristan is too engrossed in talking with Bruce Trevanion to have noted your slight.’

Rowena ignored her gibe, intent now upon eavesdropping on Adam and Japhet’s conversation as they strode to where the tug-of-war teams were gathered.

Adam ground out, ‘Damned knave has ingratiated himself with the local gentry, and especially so with our newest Member of Parliament.’

‘He is doing what each of us would have done in the circumstances,’ Japhet replied. ‘He married well and is using it to his advantage.’

As they passed out of hearing, the women emerged from the rectory and had no reservations in greeting Lady Alys warmly. Since Adam and Japhet had saved the life of the Lady Alys in France before she had married Tristan, her ladyship had refused to take sides against them and had been determined to build bridges between the three families through the women.

‘Our men remain wary as fighting cocks,’ Gwendolyn sighed. ‘At  least their truce stands in public. Much of that is owed to you, my lady.’

‘Male pride and family stubbornness,’ Lady Alys replied with a smile. ‘In France they put aside their hostilities when we were all under scrutiny by Napoleon’s Minister of Police for our work for the British government. They overcame their hostilities then for the good of England, and I cannot forget that Adam and Japhet also saved Tristan after he was attacked by my benefactor when he betrayed our cause.’

Senara added,‘Fate brought you all together in your work for our country and your desire to bring old enemies to justice. An almost unholy bond, but it did prove that despite our husbands’ rivalry, they would all rally together in times of danger.’

Lady Alys sighed. ‘A pity they cannot put the difficulties of the past behind them. I lost my own family in the political upheaval in France. A united family is the background of society and can overcome all adversaries. This erosion within does no one any credit.’

‘I agree,’ Gwendolyn stated. ‘But family loyalty aside, there is still stubbornness and pride that drives our men. We can but continue our role as peacemakers.’

Wilbur Trevanion cut through the revellers towards Rowena with the unerring speed of an arrow. Florence tweaked Rowena’s gown, getting her to turn round.‘Here comes your adoring beau. He looks as though he has lost none of his ardour. Will we be celebrating your betrothal before the end of summer?’

‘Mayhap I would cast a wider net than Wilbur Trevanion,’ Rowena parried. She did not mean to reveal her true intentions to anyone. To set your cap at a man who then spurned your affections would be the ultimate humiliation. Her tone was flippant. ‘He is a younger son. Though he is handsome enough to turn many a maid’s head.’

‘If you do not want him you should not encourage him,’ Abigail snapped.

‘Ah, has the dashing Wilbur found favour in your heart?’ Rowena eyed her shrewdly.

‘He is handsome and charming. All you want is for every man to fawn at your feet. It is mean, Rowena.’ Abigail returned with a betraying heat.

‘Jealousy ill becomes you,’ Rowena replied and turned her most dazzling smile upon Wilbur Trevanion as she skimmed a brief curtsey. He was one of the county’s most eligible men.

Wilbur blushed, his smooth cheeks and finely accented features boyishly attractive. Yet he was no boy, but a young man of one-and-twenty, who had stolen a kiss or three from Rowena. His build was tall and muscular from his rugby-playing days at school. The thick curl of his honey-brown hair flopped over amber eyes that were ringed with scandalously long lashes. A woman would have to possess a stony heart indeed not to be affected by the handsome looks and accomplished charm of the brother of Bruce Trevanion, squire of Polruggan Manor.

Wilbur bowed to the three cousins but his gaze barely noticed the younger two as it fixed upon Rowena. Florence glanced anxiously at her sister, aware that Abigail was infatuated with their neighbour. There was a bleak hopelessness in Abigail’s eyes that saddened her.




Chapter Three

Felicity had finally emerged from Reskelly Cottage. Charlotte ran ahead clutching George’s hand as they headed towards their cousins. Felicity did not approve of the May Day celebrations. She attended out of duty, as the rest of her late husband’s family would be gathered in the village. Her displeasure rose at seeing Wilbur Trevanion flirting with Rowena. She also cast an anxious glance across to the dancers and the rowdy men preparing for the tug-of-war. Adam and Japhet were laughing and conversing with the villagers. What were they thinking, allowing the girls to be unattended, especially on a day like this, when men were in their cups? May Day was the bawdiest of festivals, linked as it was with the old rites of fertility. They should be more diligent than ever protecting their offspring, for far too many women found themselves disgraced and were hurriedly married before harvest time.

When she noticed the men of Trevowan lining up for the first contest of strength, her discomfort increased. Their presence was a reminder of all she had lost and the humiliation she was now forced to endure. Upon spying Lady Alys chatting with Senara and Gwendolyn, the pain twisted deeper into her heart. If Lady Alys attended, then that scoundrel Tristan would not be far away. Felicity faltered. That was too much for her to tolerate.

She shuddered as she heard the despised cousin shouting encouragement to his workers as they took hold of the rope against the men of Trewenna and braced themselves for the first pull.

She was further mortified to discover that Bruce Trevanion was with Tristan’s party. Was there to be no reprieve from the shame heaped upon her this day? She had thought he was her friend, and since he knew how she felt about the usurper of Trevowan, she felt  betrayed by his choice of company. There was a time when she had begun to hope that Bruce Trevanion would be more than a friend and neighbour. Yet as the months had slipped by after St John’s death, she feared that she had been mistaken in his intentions. Even so, she dared to hope that his feelings were deeper than friendship. He regularly brought his daughter Tegen to play with Thea, and did not such a young child need a mother? Bruce had been a widower for some years. His name had never been linked with another woman, though many had speculated upon his intentions towards Felicity.

He had been elected to parliament shortly after he moved into Polruggan Manor, and was away from Cornwall for several months of the year. There must be many accomplished and beautiful women in London to claim his attention, and who would want a widow with three children of her own?

To Felicity’s dismay, her vision blurred with tears. She brushed them angrily away. Both her marriages had been unhappy; both husbands had been self-centred and her love had quickly faded. The first had been a drunk, the second an obsessive gambler. Neither had provided her with an income that could furnish all her needs and those of her children. If Amelia had not given her a home, her circumstances would have been severely straitened.

Despite her resolution to be brave and show nothing of the turmoil and insecurities that still confounded her, her courage failed and she turned and hurried back to the cottage. She could not face the shame of the reminders Tristan’s presence here raised. She would never acknowledge or receive him for the infamy he had levelled upon herself and St John. She alone of the Loveday women had cut Lady Alys’s attempts at reconciliation. Whenever Tristan appeared, the gossips loved to resurrect old scandals.

The solid oak of the cottage door was a blessed barrier against spying eyes, and she leaned against it momentarily. Outside, the banging of drums and blowing of horns was broken by the cheers of the men shouting support for the teams now contesting. A deafening roar became a chant of victory for Trevowan. As ever, the rivalry was intense.

‘Enjoy your victory. It will be short-lived,’shouted Ben Mumford, the master shipwright at the yard. ‘You’ll not fare so well against us.’

Felicity covered her face with her hands. Always there was rivalry between the men of the old estate and those of the shipyard. Each had to prove that their master was the champion.

‘Men and their battles,’she groaned. ‘What does it serve but to inflate their sense of self-importance and bring misery to their women?’

The next shout was to proclaim the victory of the shipyard over the estate. The shrill blasts on the horns and whistles set her head throbbing. She groped for the smelling salts in her reticule and inhaled deeply. The acrid aroma made her eyes water and her nose sting, and as it hit the back of her throat, she coughed.

There was a lull outside, then the villagers began to chant for Trewenna as they took their places against the yard. Safe inside the cottage, Felicity slumped into a chair. The years had not lessened the pain of her humiliation at losing her home; her son denied his birthright by deceit and trickery. She wiped away a traitorous tear. For the sake of her children she must be strong. She had always known she was not as resilient as the other Loveday women, but she certainly did not want them to see her weakness and vulnerability. She had tried so hard to be more like Amelia, her stepmother-in-law, whose own sensibilities struggled to accept the scandal and the lack of convention that infected the Loveday family. But Amelia was less beholden to her kin and was financially independent. Their neighbours also respected her, as she had been the wife of the estimable Edward Loveday, unlike Felicity herself, who had married the wastrel who had brought them close to ruin.

Felicity stiffened her spine. She despised self-pity. Tears were an indulgence that solved nothing and she certainly did not want others to witness them and regard them as a further weakness. Drawing several calming breaths, she dabbed at her eyes and rose to regard her reflection in the elegant Venetian mirror above the mantel. Her blond hair was thick and abundant, but widowhood had created lines around her eyes and mouth, thus marring the fragile beauty of her younger years. Yet even modesty did not prevent her accepting that for a woman in her early thirties, her features were still attractive and her figure trim. The swollen redness of her eyes made her frown. She must bathe them before she faced the villagers. At least when she ventured forth again she was prepared for the embarrassment that she must overcome.

A rap at the door made her start, and she hastily wiped a stray tear from her cheek. When the door opened and Bruce Trevanion filled the portal, calling her name, her heart jolted. Instinctively she bent her head to hide the ravages of her tears.

‘Mr Trevanion, I thought your duties in the House kept you in London until the summer recess? This is an unexpected pleasure.’ She was flustered that he had not waited for the door to be opened for him. Was that not a sign of the high regard in which he placed their acquaintance?

‘Your pardon, I seem to have intruded at an inopportune time, Mrs Loveday. You are overset.’ His voice deepened with concern.

‘No, not at all. The wind blew some grit into my eye. It has gone now.’

‘Would you then allow me the pleasure of escorting you to the celebrations? Tegen is with Charlotte and her cousins.’

Felicity’s heart gave a traitorous leap. For him to so publicly act as her escort would set tongues wagging concerning his intentions. Had he missed her during the long months in London? People would already have noted that he had called at the cottage.

‘That would be most acceptable, Mr Trevanion.’ She was grateful at his consideration. It would be easier to face the villagers with him at her side. She gathered up her gloves and allowed him to place her pelisse over her shoulders.

When his hands did not linger upon her shoulders, she was unexpectedly disappointed. Just a second or two would have been reassuring after so long apart. Though except for today entering her house unannounced, he had always acted the perfect gentleman.

At the door she hesitated, saying with some anxiety, ‘I saw you arrive with Tristan Loveday and Lady Alys. I have no wish to join their company. Perhaps it would be better if we did not socialise today.’

‘I met your late husband’s cousin on the road. It would have been impolite not to travel with him. I would hate to think that my acquaintanceship with him sours our friendship. Too many estates are won or lost through misfortune. I prefer to be on good terms with all my neighbours. Tristan Loveday broke no laws.’

She suspected a gentle reprimand within his words and became defensive. ‘I however cannot forgive him, and ask only that you respect my sensibilities.’

‘I understand your distress, Mrs Loveday. Your family have been remarkably restrained in their acceptance.’

It was enough to reassure her, and she conceded,‘Enough scandal has been caused without us adding to it.’

He offered his arm and she accepted it. She had suffered too many restrictions at the hands of Tristan Loveday and had no intention of allowing him to blight her friendship with Bruce Trevanion. The heat of Mr Trevanion’s body penetrated the fine muslin of her gown and beneath her fingers the muscles of his arm were strong and supportive. Her heart was beating beneath her corset with suffocating intensity. The warmth of his smile lifted her spirits. Surely it was not foolishness to hope that friendship was the very least he intended for their future.

In his company she presented a smiling face to the village, though the flow of beer had made the shipwrights and the Trevowan servants argumentative. The tug-of-war match would have descended into a brawl had not Adam hastily intervened. The servants on the old estate resented the ease with which the shipwrights had beaten them.

‘This is a friendly competition,’ Adam warned Isaac Nance, the estate manager. ‘If you wanted a fight you should have taken on the fishermen at Penruan, who are also old adversaries. It is the parish where you worship, just as we attend Trewenna church.’

‘Estate has always competed against the shipyard.’ Isaac’s son Dick squared up to Jim Mumford, the cousin of the yard’s master shipwright.

‘But in friendly rivalry.’ Adam stood between the two opponents. ‘Our women are present. I will not have them witness old scores being settled in such a brutal manner. If this conduct continues, I shall ensure none of my men take part.’

‘It were just a bit of harmless fun.’ Isaac Nance put his hand on his son’s chest to restrain him.

Adam dropped his voice. ‘We all know it was more than that. If anyone wants to make a fight personal, take it elsewhere.’

Felicity had been holding her breath throughout the confrontation and did not relax until the tug-of-war was over. Then the wrestling began and she made her excuses to join the women. ‘You will enjoy your sport the more in the company of your male friends. Thank you for escorting me to the green. I shall keep an  eye on Tegen for you. She is happy with Charlotte.’

Trevanion tipped his hat in salute to her. ‘Your company is always a pleasure, dear lady.’

Felicity paused before walking away, and glanced towards Rowena and the crowd gathered around her. ‘I am not so sure that your brother Wilbur should spend so long with Rowena. It would not do to cause unnecessary gossip. He has been with her for the last hour.’

‘There are other neighbours he has neglected. I will remind him.’

The men gradually broke into their different groups, and their women who had no wish for a time of merriment to descend into a drunken brawl pulled their partners away to join in the country dancing. In the shade of the trees trestle tables were being put up and plates of food prepared by the villagers were being laid upon it. Winnie Fraddon gave orders for the food brought from Boscabel to be shared. There were several large cakes and delicacies, which the children were eager to devour. The men had gathered on the far side of the green, and with Reverend Joshua Loveday, Japhet, Adam and Tristan in attendance until the end of the wrestling, no further disturbances marred the pleasure of the afternoon.

The smell of the roasted suckling pig being carved soon had lines forming to enjoy the fare. The ale and cider kegs were drained and several of the men were sleeping off their excess whilst Mo Merrin kept the dancers on their feet with the music from his fiddle.

Abigail watched Rowena flirting with Davey and Wilbur and whispered harshly to her sister,‘When will Wilbur realise that she has no interest in him? He follows her around like a lost puppy. Jory Wibbley has tried twice to gain her attention and she will have none of him either.’

‘Jory would never be considered an apt suitor,’ Florence replied. ‘Rowena likes Wilbur.’

‘She will break his heart,’ Abigail returned.‘It is all a game to her.’

Wilbur had been trying for an hour to get Rowena alone. Finally he succeeded when Hannah called Abigail to join the women and children who were eating seated on a quilt spread under the shade of a tree. Felicity was beckoning to Rowena, but she had chosen to disregard the summons.

‘What have I done to offend you, Rowena?’ he implored. ‘I thought we were friends.’

‘We are. But many of my relatives are here today. And you should be mixing with your kin. People are watching us with too much curiosity.’

‘Why are you suddenly cold towards me?’

‘Is that what you think? Oh Wilbur, it is not you. It is Felicity. Do you not see how she watches my every move? She is waiting for me to act inappropriately. It is her fault I was banished from my family and sent away.’

‘You were with Abi and Flo,’ he reminded her sharply. ‘Was that such a hardship?’

Her expression darkened, her eyes shot through with amber lights of fire. ‘I like you, Wilbur, but you make it difficult for me. You must stop following me. You are too obvious. I will not risk my reputation.’

‘But I worship you.’ He grinned, refusing to take her seriously, and reached for her hands, holding them tightly. His touch sent a warning heat through her body. She stiffened and angrily shrugged out of his grasp.

‘This is exactly what I mean. You treat me like a hoyden. I will not tolerate it.’ Her indignation was whipped to cover her embarrassment. She did like Wilbur. He was one of the most handsome young men of her acquaintance. Her heart had an uncanny way of dancing a quadrille when he was near her, but that was because he was outrageous in his compliments. His attention made her aware of the effect she could have on men, and it was invigorating. It was also dangerous. ‘I promised Mama that I would look after George. I have been neglectful in my duty.’ She hurried away.

Felicity was displeased that Rowena was deliberately ignoring her siblings. Yet while Cecily was sympathetic to her complaints, Hannah and Senara dismissed them, insisting that it was a time when the older children should enjoy themselves. Unconvinced, she continued to monitor her stepdaughter. Wilbur Trevanion had stuck to her side like a burr and the villagers were beginning to gossip. Even now, when Rowena had left him, he was wearing his heart on his sleeve as he stared forlornly after her.
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