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    Cornish smuggler Devlin ‘Devil’ Varcoe braves winter weather and revenue men to fetch the contraband on which Porthinnis depends for survival.  Drawn to Jenefer Trevanion, whose father finances the smuggling operation, Devlin is seduced by beautiful wild-child Tamara Gillis.  When fire destroys her home, Jenefer is forced to work in the pilchard cellars. Meanwhile, craving Tamara for himself, Thomas Varcoe plots murder to rid himself of the brother he hates.  Rejected by Devlin, a pregnant Tamara is pressured to marry Thomas.  Finally recognising the love he never felt he deserved, Devlin is on his way home after successfully undertaking a secret mission when a once-in-a-lifetime storm faces him with a terrible choice. 


  




  




  

    Chapter One




    ‘For God’s sake, it’s not worth the risk!’




    Devlin Varcoe glanced at his brother across the long slender form of the galley in its wooden cradle. He saw narrow sloping shoulders that the greatcoat’s four shoulder capes could not disguise, and guessed that the beaver hat’s narrow brim was the height of fashion. Irony twisted his mouth.




    ‘Concerned for my safety?’ Devlin hauled a filthy oilskin over his salt-stained blue jacket and thrust the ends of a knotted red neckerchief into the throat of his woollen shirt.




    Thomas’s gaze flicked towards a hulking figure waiting beside the wide doorway of the vaulted cellar, water dripping off his oilskin to pool around his booted feet. ‘Wait outside,’ he ordered.




    ‘Round up the others, Jared,’ Devlin interrupted. ‘Fast as you can. I don’t want that crowd from Brague getting in first.’




    With a nod the big man disappeared into the driving rain.




    ‘I don’t give a damn about your safety,’ Thomas snapped. ‘But you have a run to make tomorrow night –’




    ‘The schooner’s here now. Once I get a line aboard, she’s mine.’




    ‘Father would never have permitted –’




    ‘Father’s dead.’




    ‘Better if it had been you.’




    Hardened to his brother’s hatred, Devlin ignored him and began lifting long oars from wooden pegs, laying them in the galley.




    ‘I’ve always thought it strange,’ Thomas said, ‘that no one else was killed.’




    Devlin laid another oar in the galley. ‘Nothing strange about it. None of my crew had time to stand still. The sea was rough and we were carrying every stitch of canvas. I warned Father that the privateer would probably have a sniper in the foretop. But he refused to go below.’




    Thomas bristled. ‘Naturally. Father was no coward.’




    ‘He was stubborn as a jackass.’




    ‘You’re glad he’s dead.’




    ‘I’m not sorry.’




    ‘I wouldn’t put it past you to have killed him yourself.’




    Devlin straightened up. After a moment one corner of his mouth quirked in a half-smile that left his eyes cold. ‘You’ll never know, will you, Thomas?’ He saw his brother swallow.




    ‘No wonder they call you Devil.’




    Devlin hefted another oar into the galley. ‘Ah, but without me you’d be right in the shit. You won’t take the money across to Uncle Hedley, and who else can you trust?’




    ‘I’m needed here.’ Thomas said quickly, his voice climbing. ‘The business doesn’t run itself.’




    Devlin eyed him briefly. ‘You get seasick.’




    ‘Bastard,’ Thomas hissed. His chin jutted as he gathered his shredded dignity. ‘I’m calling on Colonel Trevanion tomorrow. It’s to be hoped –’




    ‘He’s sober?’




    ‘That he has the money for next month’s cargo.’




    ‘Bled him dry, have you?’




    ‘It’s a cut-throat business. You have no idea how complex …’




    Devlin bared his teeth. ‘Seems plain enough to me. Uncle Hedley buys the goods in Roscoff to your order. Colonel Trevanion provides the finance. I pay our uncle, collect the cargo, land and store it until it’s distributed. I don’t have your book learning, Thomas. But I’m no fool. You’d do well to remember that.’




    Thomas couldn’t hide his loathing. ‘We didn’t need you. Father could have hired another boat.’




    Devlin eyed his brother in the wintry grey light that spilled through the open doorway. The rain had stopped but the wind howled and waves thundered against the sea wall, splintering into great plumes and fountains of spray.




    ‘He’d never have done that. Whatever he felt about me he’d never go outside the family. Besides, I’m the best skipper on this coast.’ He reached for his sou’wester.




    ‘You!’ Thomas’s face contorted. ‘If it hadn’t been for you she’d still be alive. Everything was wonderful with just the three of us. Then you came. No wonder he hated you. It wasn’t just his life you wrecked. I was only seven –’




    ‘Jesus Christ!’ Devlin exploded. ‘Listen to yourself. Your life was wrecked? You went to a decent school. He wouldn’t pay for me. While you were studying accountancy and attending assemblies up in Truro I was out in the North Sea fishing for herring on Arf Sweet’s boat. Father needed me in the business, but he made you a partner. When he put money into the lugger so I could make the runs faster, he charged me interest until I’d paid him back.’ His laugh was brief and harsh. ‘And you want sympathy?’




    Thomas smirked. Having provoked a reaction he was relishing the illusion of power.




    The anger that balled Devlin’s fists was directed at himself. He should know better. He let it go and uncurled his fingers. ‘Go home, Thomas. You’re in my way.’




    ‘You’re mad to go out in this weather.’




    Devlin’s wolfish grin held amusement and brief satisfaction. ‘Worried, brother? You should be. Now father’s gone you’re on your own. Just remember, you need me more than I need you.’




    Jenefer Trevanion laid her pen beside the accounts book and pulled her paisley shawl closer as a flurry of hail splattered against the window. A wood fire crackled in the grate but the warmth hadn’t reached as far as her writing desk.




    Once again the columns showed a drop in profit. She had checked her totals twice. Something was wrong, and it wasn’t her addition. But convincing her father that Thomas Varcoe was cheating him would be impossible without some sort of proof. How and where was she to find that?




    ‘People are gathering at the top of the beach,’ Betsy said as she swung the long glass on a tripod that spared her the effort of holding it steady. ‘It won’t be long – Oh!’




    The shock in her sister’s voice made Jenefer look round. ‘What?’




    ‘There’s a galley pulling out of the harbour. It’s Devil Varcoe.’




    Jenefer bolted from her chair to Betsy’s side and peered through the window down the sloping garden to the cliff edge and the sea beyond.




    The house was situated on a narrow headland separating the village, harbour, and beach on one side from a series of rocky coves and inlets on the other. But while Betsy always had something of interest to look at, the position of the house meant they were visited with annoying regularity by the Riding Officer.




    Jenefer found his barely concealed scepticism in the face of her denials infuriating. Particularly as in this instance she was speaking the truth. Did Lieutenant Crocker really think her father stupid enough to allow contraband to be hidden in the house?




    She gazed down at the galley, the turmoil in her mind echoed in her stomach. Her fingers strayed to the fine gold chain about her neck. But the instant she touched the tiny painted miniature of Martin suspended from it she jumped as if it had burned her.




    If only she hadn’t accepted his proposal. But there had been so many pressures: grief, anxiety, guilt, and a relief that made her ashamed. If she hadn’t gone for a walk instead of accompanying her mother and Betsy, she would have been in the carriage as well. She might now be dead like her mother, or crippled like her sister.




    After the accident her father had been obsessed with arranging a match for her, and this one promised a solution to so many problems, not least where she and Betsy would live after his death, for the house was entailed to a male cousin. Martin’s promise that Betsy would be welcome to share their home was very generous and Jenefer had felt the net tightening around her.




    She knew she should be grateful. In so many ways Martin was ideal. He was 27, came from a good family, was well-educated, enjoyed a private income from his French grandmother, and his diplomatic career was flourishing.




    Nor could she offer the excuse that her heart was engaged elsewhere. For though she had enjoyed several flirtations none had been serious. So, hoping that where liking existed love would follow, she had accepted.




    But since their Easter betrothal, the war had kept Martin busy and away from Cornwall, she had met Devlin Varcoe, and now every waking moment was an exhausting battle between her duty to her family and to Martin, and foolish yearning. At least Devlin didn’t know. Doubtless she had already slipped from his memory. Yet the thought that she might have made no impression on him pricked like a thorn.




    ‘He’s mad,’ Betsy whispered. ‘The water is seething down there. They’ll never get out past the point, let alone close enough to throw a line.’




    Jenefer wrapped her shawl tighter as she gazed through small windowpanes misted with salt. The gale had whipped the sea into heaping waves. Dirty grey clouds with ragged edges raced low over broken crests and spindrift. But even from this distance she recognised him. He must have lost his sou’wester and his dark curly hair lay flat against his scalp. Seated in the stern he wrestled the tiller with both hands as he steered the galley through wild water that bounced off jutting outcrops and surged back to meet the incoming rollers.




    Facing him, their backs to the rearing waves, eight men strained at the long oars and another crouched in the bow, ducking his head against drenching spray. Forcing her gaze from the galley she glanced towards its target, a helplessly wallowing schooner.




    Broken spars and tangled rigging were snarled around a jagged stump that had once been the foremast. Somehow the schooner’s crew had managed to drop the huge gaff mainsail. But the main topmast had gone and shredded canvas flapped uselessly on the mizzen. The heaving deck was crowded with people clinging to the lashed boom and any other handhold they could find. They were flung first one way then another by the wild gyrations of the stricken vessel as the howling wind hurled it shoreward.




    ‘There’s a woman by the companionway hatch,’ Betsy said. ‘Why doesn’t she use both hands? She’ll be swept overboard if she’s not careful. That bundle can’t be worth her life.’




    Unable to see details without the aid of the long-glass, Jenefer glanced instead at the beach where, on either side of glistening sand and grey shingle, the ebbing tide revealed fingers of black rock that jutted out of the cold foaming water like broken teeth.




    Switching her gaze to the galley once more her breath caught as the long slender craft climbed the vertical face of a giant roller and disappeared over the top. Seconds later the comber crashed onto the beach with a thunderous roar that rattled the windows and made the house vibrate. The galley was already climbing the face of the next wave whose crest was breaking and curling. It would swallow them.




    ‘They’ll never survive.’ It was only when she heard her own voice sharp with fear that she realised she’d spoken. She dreaded seeing the galley flipped over to be smashed to splinters, the men pulped by the avalanche of water. Yet she could not look away.




    ‘Of course they will.’ Betsy was fierce, using both hands to hold the long-glass steady as she leaned forward in her wheeled chair. ‘Devil Varcoe has the best crew in West Cornwall. They’ve faced worse than this. They’ve done it,’ she breathed. ‘They’re out past the point. Pull, Jared. Pull,’ she whispered.




    ‘Pull, you bastards!’ Devlin bellowed above the roar of a wind that slashed his exposed skin like a gutting knife. Braced in the stern he fought to keep the galley heading into the waves. Kicking like a wild horse, the tiller demanded every ounce of his strength to hold it steady. The crew’s oilskins were shiny with spray, their weather-beaten faces contorted with effort as they bent and hauled in unison born of familiarity and practice. Despite the roar of wind and waves Devlin heard their grunts as they dragged the long sweeps through wild foaming water and the rasp of in-drawn breath as they reached for the next stroke.




    He looked ahead. As the gap between the galley and the crippled schooner narrowed he could hear terrified yells begging them to hurry. Back on the beach the crowd was swelling as more people arrived. The spume and spray made it impossible to see clearly. But he knew most would be carrying a hatchet, crowbar, ropes and every container they could grab. They stood and watched in silence, waiting.




    Careful to keep the galley upwind of the schooner, Devlin signalled to Charlie Grose who reached for the coils of rope. Rising to his feet, instinctively adjusting to the pitch and roll, Charlie flung them high toward the figures waving desperately from the schooner’s side. His aim was true but a gust caused the vessel to lurch wildly, forcing those waiting to grab a handhold or risk being hurled into the raging sea. The arcing rope fell into the water.




    Quickly Charlie retrieved it. But his numbed hands were clumsy and the sodden coils awkward to handle. The schooner was now only yards from the rocks.




    Devlin knew this would be the last chance for all of them. He clamped his teeth together, fighting the urge to shout instructions. Charlie knew what to do.




    Balancing the heavy rope, Charlie judged his moment and threw. The bow of the galley reared on a breaking wave, forcing him to his knees as he grabbed the gunwales.




    The rope arced over the broken foremast and men rushed to haul it in and make it fast.




    Devlin raised a clenched fist. ‘Right on, Charlie! We’ve got her, lads,’ he roared. Quickly checking that the towrope was securely lashed to the reinforced seat in front of him he pushed the tiller over and the men redoubled their efforts. As the slack was taken up the rope sprang tight and the dead weight of the schooner dragged at the galley and her labouring crew.




    Devlin knew he couldn’t prevent the stricken ship from beaching. But if they could tow her away from the rocks so that she grounded on sand, she’d be easier to salvage if the waiting crowd could be persuaded to respect salvor’s rights. The pistol’s cold steel was hard against his side. It would help. But it wasn’t enough. He hoped some of his landsmen were among the watching crowd. He sensed the villagers’ anger. They were willing him to fail.




     For a few moments the crew’s valiant efforts seemed to be paying off. Then, hit by a breaking wave, the schooner tossed her head violently. The sharp crack of wood fracturing near Devlin’s feet was as loud and potentially lethal as a musket shot. His heart clenched and the crew froze momentarily on a collective intake of breath. They watched him. Cut or continue?




    Cursing in fury and frustration Devlin reached for the small razor-sharp axe stowed beneath the sternsheets. With two swift strokes he severed the taut towrope.




    Free from the burden that would have dragged them to their deaths, the galley leapt forward. Screams of renewed terror erupted aboard the helpless schooner. Devlin ignored them. He’d done his best. Braving the storm had been a calculated risk. Trying to maintain the tow would be foolhardy. Losing the salvage was bad enough. He had no intention of sacrificing the galley or his crew.




    He pushed the tiller, turning the galley towards the beach. Though they had lost the vessel as salvage, the men had a right to pick up whatever they could.




    They headed shoreward, surfing the curling breakers and using the long sweeps for balance. But the urgency had gone and their disappointment was palpable.




    Devlin heard the grating splintering crash as the schooner was dashed onto the rocks. It was followed a heartbeat later by an animal roar. Presented with this gift by the storm the villagers had become a ravening mob. Desperate to seize anything they could use or sell, men, women, and children surged down the beach.




    As the galley reached the shallows the crew shipped their oars, jumped over the side and carried the boat to a spot beneath the cliff well away from the wreck. It would be safe there. No villager was stupid enough to touch anything belonging to Devil Varcoe.




    ‘Jared, stay with me. The rest of you look to the crew and any passengers.’




    ‘You want ’em brung up ‘ere, skipper?’ Charlie Grose shouted above the noise.




    ‘Then can we go?’ Danny asked, clearly anxious for a share of the spoils.




    ‘What time tomorrow night, skip?’




    ‘Eight. With a fair wind we’ll reach Roscoff by dawn.’ He turned away. Anyone missing or turning up drunk would be off the crew for good. Not a man among them would take that chance.




    With Jared Sweet lumbering along at his side, Devlin started running down the beach. Already some men from the village were braving the frothing surf and wet slippery rocks, determined to be first to reach the tilted schooner, drawn like flies to carrion. Starving and desperate since the copper mines started closing, the tinners were always first to reach any wreck, and the most dangerous.




    Looking past the yelling crowd already squabbling amongst themselves as they scrambled across the rocks and floundered through the bone-chilling water, Devlin could see a bare-headed man in a dark blue coat standing defiant on the schooner’s slanting deck, his hands raised to repel the raiders.




    ‘Daft bugger,’ Jared growled.




    Behind the captain, able-bodied crew helped their injured and bloodstained mates over the side while two well-dressed men, who Devlin guessed were passengers, demanded assistance.




    A few feet from the captain another younger man, also in a blue coat, was trying to control a violently struggling woman.




    As Devlin and Jared fought their way through the melee, villagers whirled, snarling as they raised axe or crowbar to smash aside anyone trying to stop them. But as they recognised Devlin and Jared, murderous glares dropped and they resumed their race to reach the hatches and holds.




    ‘Captain,’ Devlin bellowed through cupped hands. ‘Get off the ship.’




    ‘I can’t. The cargo is government stores –’




    ‘What are you carrying?’ As the words left his lips, Devlin caught a waft of heavy burnt-sugar sweetness and heard the frenzied roar.




    Devlin and Jared exchanged a glance. Spirits inevitably meant some of the howling mob would not live to see daybreak. How many would be found broken on the rocks or trapped and drowned in the wreckage? How many children would be left without one or both parents?




    ‘Rum.’ The captain confirmed. His weathered face was grey and etched with strain. Exhaustion had sunk red-rimmed eyes deep into their sockets. How long had he been fighting the storm, nursing the schooner towards home and safety? He looked as if he hadn’t slept for days. ‘And 30 casks of flour.’




     ‘Stay aboard and you’ll be killed,’ Devlin was brusque. ‘Is it worth your life?’




    ‘Surely they wouldn’t –’




    ‘They would. They will.’ Devlin said grimly.




    ‘Can’t you help?’




    ‘What the hell do you think I’m doing?’ Devlin retorted. The captain began to sway. With agility surprising in a man of his height and bulk, Jared leapt for the gunwale, swung himself up and immediately leaned down to haul Devlin on board. ‘Take him up the beach,’ Devlin murmured as he reached the deck.




    Releasing Devlin’s hand, Jared grabbed the captain and, before the exhausted man could utter a word of protest, swung him overboard and immediately followed.




    Frantic now, uncaring of the damage to their elegant coats, pale pantaloons, and polished boots, the two passengers had scrambled down and were stumbling across rocks through waves that one moment were thigh-deep, and the next retreated, gurgling and hissing, into dark fissures.




    That left only the man Devlin guessed was the mate, and the woman whose struggles had grown weaker and more erratic.




    ‘What are you waiting for?’ he snapped.




    ‘She won’t – I can’t –’




    ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ Devlin muttered, and strode up the slanting deck. ‘Come on, Miss –’




    ‘Mrs,’ the mate rasped. ‘She’s my wife.’




    Meeting the man’s eyes, Devlin’s angry response died on his tongue. He’d never seen such devastation. His gaze flicked to the bedraggled woman clasped in her husband’s arms, trembling as if racked with fever.




    ‘Is she ill?’




    The mate’s head moved once, a brief negative. ‘Our baby –’




    ‘Where is it?’




    ‘He.’ The mate’s chin lifted in painful dignity. ‘My son. James Henry Vanson. He –’ a spasm crossed his face and he swallowed audibly. ‘My wife was holding him while I helped with your line. Then the wave – Mary fell. The deck was awash and –’ he swallowed again, his mouth quivering. ‘He’s only three months old.’




    Jesus.




    ‘Why?’ Vanson’s voice was as raw as a wound. ‘In God’s name, why did you cut the tow?’




    Devlin didn’t reply. To give reasons would be pointless and to offer sympathy an insult. He looked towards the beach. Two of his men, Sam Clemmow and Ben Tozer, both teetotallers and armed with heavy staves, fended off would-be thieves as they shepherded the survivors up the beach. Without protection the schooner’s people, injured and able-bodied alike, would be set-upon, stripped, and left naked and helpless. Any alive after that would not last a night of bitter wind and squalls of icy rain.




    Already the afternoon light was fading to dusk. Here and there a flickering light glimmered. Using a lantern, even a shaded one, was a calculated risk. It might reduce the chances of falling into a rocky gulley and breaking a limb. But it also betrayed the holder’s presence.




    By now news of the stricken schooner would surely have reached Lieutenant Crocker. As one of his duties was to prevent the looting of wrecks he would call out the dragoons. But it would take them at least an hour to get here. Given the speed at which night was approaching it would be dark by the time they arrived.




    As he was due to bring back a cargo in the next few days, the Riding Officer was the last person Devlin wanted to see. He turned back to the mate. ‘Leave the ship now or you’ll die.’




    The mate shook his head. ‘The baby’s things – I have to –’




    ‘Forget it,’ Devlin snapped. ‘Can’t you hear? They’ve broached the casks.’




    ‘But it’s all we have left –’




    ‘Do you want to see your wife used like some dockyard whore? Fought over by men mad with drink? Do you know what she’ll look like when they’ve finished?’ He did. He and Jared, eighteen years old, had been part of a salvage team. The brig was carrying cognac and they arrived too late. They found the crew spread in bloody pieces over the beach and the captain, out of his senses, crooning to what was left of his wife.




    Seared into his memory the image had haunted him for weeks. Now, nine years later, he saw it only in the occasional nightmare.  




    Vanson recoiled, eyes wide, his mouth working as if he were about to vomit. ‘No –’




    ‘Then get over the side. I’ll pass her down to you.’ Putting his arm around the young woman’s shaking shoulders, Devlin felt the wet chill of her saturated clothes. She stiffened and let out a shriek of such despair that the hair on the back of Devlin’s neck rose.




    ‘Go on,’ he shouted roughly as the mate hesitated.




     Vanson hoisted himself over the gunwale.




    ‘No, no! My baby! I can’t – Jamie, where are you?’ Peering wildly round, Mary Vanson lashed out with feet and fists, struggling to free herself.




    It was like trying to hold onto an eel. Grimly aware he was bruising her, but not daring to loosen his grip, Devlin half-dragged, half-carried her to the ship’s side. Sweeping her off her feet, jerking his head back to try and avoid some of the blows, he dropped her into her husband’s arms, then jumped down himself. ‘Here, give her to me. Mind where you put your feet. The rocks are slippery.’




    Vanson seemed dazed. ‘Where should we – ?’




    ‘Over towards the harbour, as fast as you can.’




    Jared and the captain were halfway across. Ahead of them the rest of the schooner’s crew limped and stumbled.




    Hearing screams and shouting, Devlin glanced over his shoulder. Two men lurched across the deck, arms swinging wildly as they fought. Others pushed past, their arms full of blankets, casks of flour, and lengths of wood. Still more were dragging the wooden chests that held the crew’s belongings. Women and children formed chains passing buckets, pans, jars, and even pewter chamber pots filled with rum down to others waiting on the rocks.




    Turning his back on the destruction he saw a figure running down the cliff path. The wind had whipped back the hood of her dark wool cloak. Above the pale blur of her face, her hair was barley gold. In one hand she carried a lantern; the other kept her long skirts clear of her feet. Jenefer Trevanion.




    Jumping down onto the beach she hurried over the sand towards him.




    ‘Mr Varcoe, we saw – my father has asked me to offer food and shelter –’ She was breathless and in the fading light there was an unmistakable flush on her cheeks. The wind, fool, he thought. And her headlong dash down the path. Though her words were directed at him, her gaze darted from the wreck to the crew sitting hunched on the sand, their heads turned away from the mate who held his inconsolable wife, to the captain, dwarfed by Jared, watching his ship ravaged. Not once did she meet his eyes.




    ‘Your father?’ Devlin enquired with heavy irony. He would not play her game. Not until she had looked at him, acknowledged his presence. It worked. Her eyes flew to his. But the dim light made reading her expression impossible.




    Jenefer flinched at his tone. Since securing her betrothal, her father had showed little interest in anything but his brandy, and whatever schemes he and Thomas Varcoe discussed closeted in his study. Devlin Varcoe was probably well aware of this.




    ‘He’s not a well man, Mr Varcoe.’ Cool and steady, her voice gave no clue to the heartbeat thundering in her ears, or the surge of heat beneath her shift. ‘But I know he would want to help these unfortunate people.’




    He leaned towards her and she steeled herself to remain absolutely still.




    ‘The mate’s wife,’ he spoke quietly, indicating the couple with a brief nod. ‘Her baby went overboard.’




    ‘Oh no.’ A hand flew to her mouth. ‘The bundle – Betsy was watching through the long-glass. She couldn’t understand why – oh, God. The poor woman. There’s no chance …?’




    Devlin shook his head. ‘None.’




    Jen swallowed the stiffness in her throat. She couldn’t begin to imagine – and now wasn’t the time to try. ‘Their name – did you …?




    ‘Vanson,’ Devlin replied.




    As she started towards the couple, Devlin crossed to Jared. ‘Miss Trevanion has offered everyone shelter for the night. Will you show them where to go? Captain and mate to the house, the rest to the stables.’




    ‘You coming?’




    Devlin shook his head. ‘I’m going back to the cellars.’ He hesitated as a girl came running across the sand. Wild black curls tumbled over the shoulders of her poppy-red greatcoat. After a searching look at the group of survivors now shuffling towards the path, she turned to Devlin and smiled, her teeth a white flash in the gloom.




    ‘Tamara.’




    ‘Devlin. Father would be grateful for masts, spars, sails, ropes, and any brass.’




    He gestured towards the ragged line of villagers staggering up the beach bent double under the weight of plunder ripped from the wreck. ‘Too late. Still, in a couple of days he’ll be able to buy anything he wants at Helston Market.’




    She shrugged. ‘Oh well. In that case you can walk me home.’




    He shook his head. ‘I’ve got things to do.’




    She caught her lower lip between her teeth as her gaze swept over him from sand-caked boots to wet tousled hair.




    ‘You don’t look busy. You look …’ she tilted her head to one side. ‘Lonely.’




    ‘Go home, Tamara. ‘




    ‘By myself? With all these drunks around?’




    He leaned towards her. ‘Walk fast. They’ll never catch you.’




    ‘Oh, you.’ She stamped her foot, making her curls dance. Then with the mercurial change of mood that made her so appealing and so unpredictable, she laughed. ‘I’ll have you, Devlin Varcoe.’




    His groin tightened and he folded his arms, clenching his hands into fists as he resisted the desire to ravish that laughing mouth, bury his hands in those black curls, crush her soft supple body against his. ‘Threats, Tamara?’ His tone was dry.




    She shook her head and her curls flew. ‘Oh no.’ Her teeth gleamed. ‘A promise.’ 


  




  




  

    Chapter Two




    Slumped in a high-backed armchair beside the fire in his study, Colonel John Trevanion gulped more brandy. His sagging cheeks had the purplish hue of a ripe plum, and he glared at his elder daughter through bloodshot eyes. ‘You had no right bringing them here.’




    ‘I couldn’t leave them on the beach, Father. They’ve lost everything but the clothes they are wearing. Even those would have been taken had I not brought them away. Poor Mrs Vanson is in a desperate state –’




    ‘Who’s Mrs Vanson? No,’ he flung up a hand before she could reply. ‘Don’t tell me.’ He waved her away. ‘Do what you must. But I want them all off my property by tomorrow. Now, find Treeve and tell him to fetch Doctor Avers.’




    ‘Oh, Father, that is kind of you.’




    ‘Kind?’ He frowned blankly. ‘What’s kind about it?’




    Each day Jenefer found it more difficult to make allowances for her father’s violent lurches between foul temper and maudlin self-pity. She fought for patience. ‘I meant that it’s very generous of you to offer those poor people the services of –’




     ‘Not for them, you stupid girl. If they want a doctor they must find their own. It’s not my responsibility. I want Avers here for me.’




    Suppressing the all-too-familiar surge of anxiety and exasperation she tried to summon sympathy. ‘Is it your stomach again?’




    ‘None of your damn business!’ her father retorted. But his speech was slurred and his tone more peevish than angry.




    ‘Father, Dr Avers has already warned you about the brandy –’




    He swivelled his head against the worn and faded fabric. ‘That’s enough, miss!’ Spittle gathered at the corners of his mouth and his colour darkened ominously. ‘Who d’you think you are, lecturing me? You’re getting above yourself. And I won’t have it, d’you hear? I’m master in this house. You mind your own affairs and leave mine to me.’




    Smarting, Jenefer bit her lip. Whether he liked it or not, his drinking was her affair. He might resent what he termed her interference, but she couldn’t remain silent and simply watch her father destroy himself.




    Her father never allowed her to remain in the room during the doctor’s visits. But last time he’d come, Dr Avers had told her bluntly that the amount of brandy her father was consuming would see him dead within a year.




    What then? What would happen to her and Betsy, to Maggie and Treeve? The house was entailed to a distant cousin, and she hadn’t heard from Martin in months.




    What was she supposed to do? Her father wasn’t bedridden. She couldn’t physically stop him drinking. Nor, even if there was the remotest chance of him listening, could she plead cost. Not when he funded the cargoes of contraband that Devlin Varcoe collected from Roscoff every few weeks.




    One of the benefits of being a venturer was unlimited access to tubs of the finest cognac. Considering the recent bewildering decline in profits from his investment, brandy was rapidly becoming his only reward. Yet how could she think of it as such when it was killing him?




    ‘I’m sorry, Father. It’s only because I worry about you.’




    He snorted. ‘You’d be better off doing something useful. Worry doesn’t change anything. I should know. You’d think an officer injured fighting for his king and country would receive some recognition. That musket ball finished my career and I don’t even get a decent pension. The pittance I’m paid is an insult, a mockery. But nobody listens. Nobody cares. Out of sight, out of mind.’




    His hand shook as he lifted the glass and gulped the spirit down like water. ‘Then losing your mother – and my poor little Betsy crippled for life.’ His chin sank to his chest. ‘All because some damned fool couldn’t handle his horses –’




    Jenefer slipped out, closing the door quietly behind her. Bitter and befuddled, he would pick over all his grievances and not even notice she’d gone.




    Trying to shake off the sense of helplessness and accompanying frustration, she entered the kitchen. Large and warm, it was fragrant with the scent of recent baking.




    Her gaze swept over a rack of scones and another containing two large round cakes. An inch thick and stuffed full of currants and lemon peel, their tops had been scored in a lattice pattern and sprinkled with sugar, now pale gold and crunchy. Her mouth watered.




    ‘White flour, Maggie?’ Jenefer considered this more of a luxury than the usual brandy and tobacco, lace and silks. Two seasons of difficult weather and poor harvest had led to desperate shortages. In past years grain had been imported from France, which usually produced a surplus. But now the war and resulting naval blockade meant Britain was dependent on supplies from America. These were erratic and even when some did reach Cornwall, it was expensive and far beyond the pockets of ordinary folk.




    Behind the huge scrubbed table, the cook-housekeeper was loading a tray with plates of sliced barley bread topped with jam, buttered scones and squares of heavy cake. She looked up, beaming.




    ‘The boys brung back a few casks with the last cargo. Jared Sweet carried one up when he come to see Miss Betsy. Dear of ’n.’




    ‘That was kind of him.’ It seemed so wrong to envy Betsy, who had loved dancing and walking the cliff paths, and now depended on a wheeled chair to get her from one room to another. But Jenefer envied her sister for Jared’s silent devotion, demonstrated in such practical ways.




    Jared had constructed the chair and, ignoring Betsy’s protests, lifted her into it. On warm summer days when he wasn’t fishing, Jared had come up and carried her into the garden then sat on the grass at a respectful distance while she painted or worked at her needlepoint.




    Jenefer mentioned that he didn’t appear to talk much. Betsy’s wan face had softened in a smile Jenefer had never seen before.




    ‘You’re right, he doesn’t. He speaks when he has something to say. But he doesn’t chatter, which is very restful. And he’s a wonderful listener.’




    It was Betsy’s expression as much as her words that had made Jenefer think briefly of Martin, then for far longer of Devlin Varcoe. Until she realised what she was doing and, hot with shame, quickly re- directed her attention to household tasks.




    That Betsy and Jared loved each other Jenefer had no doubt. But there was as much chance of her father giving his blessing to such an unequal match as there was of him giving up brandy.




     ‘I’ve jest took a great pot of tea into the drawing room, miss,’ Maggie broke into Jenefer’s thoughts. ‘Miss Betsy’s in there keeping an eye to the captain and the others.’




    ‘What about the crew? Have you had time – ?’




    ‘Treeve just this minute took a tray out to the stables, miss. I made coffee for they. I daresay Treeve’ll put a drop of brandy in it, to help them over the shock, like. How’s master?’ At Jenefer’s brief head-shake Maggie sighed. ‘Off again, is he? Oh well, you done your best. You can’t make him heed you.’




    ‘I shouldn’t let him have it.’




    ‘There idn no way you can stop him.’ Maggie was pragmatic. ‘Even if you was to hide it away he’d find it. And if you wouldn’t give it to him, others would.’ She lifted one plump shoulder in a helpless shrug. ‘And we both know who.’ She sighed. ‘I’m sorry, miss. I’ve warned ’n if he don’t do his work proper we’ll both be out on the street –’




    ‘I wouldn’t do that, Maggie. I’d never find anyone who’d work as hard as you.’




    ‘Nor you would, miss. But ’tis better if Treeve don’t know he’s safe. You throwing ’n out is the only threat I got.’




    ‘Father’s asking for the doctor.’




    ‘You want me to send Treeve for ’n?’




    Jenefer shook her head. ‘Treeve’s got enough to do. Besides, by the time Dr Avers arrived, father would have forgotten asking for him. Then he’d be rude. I’ll see how he is in the morning.’




    Maggie nodded. ‘I fetched a blanket down for that Mrs Vanson. Poor dear soul.’ Her eyes glistened with tears. ‘Don’t bear thinking about, her babby snatched from her arms like that.’ She shook her head. ‘Break your heart, it do.’




    Jenefer swallowed the tightness in her own throat. ‘She shouldn’t stay in those wet clothes. Take in the tray, Maggie, then boil up some water. I’ll go and find a dress for her to change into.’




    ‘Tamara, what were you thinking of?’ Morwenna Gillis closed her eyes as she wafted the vinaigrette beneath her nose, flinching as the pungency bit the back of her throat. ‘Riding out alone at this time of night. And in such weather!’




    ‘It’s not much after six, Mama. It got dark early because of the low cloud. And it wasn’t raining when I left. Well, only a little,’ Tamara’s incorrigible honesty forced the admission.




    Beneath a long-sleeved gown of peach-coloured silk Morwenna’s spine, normally ramrod-straight, wilted in distress as she pressed a handkerchief sprinkled with lavender water to her forehead.




    It must be very difficult, Tamara mused, being her mother. To work so hard at being someone she wasn’t, to live in constant dread of her family letting her down. Which they invariably did, though not through malice. It was just that both she and her father had more important things to think about. Matters far more vital than the stifling rules and nuances of social behaviour that occupied her mother’s every waking moment. Of course pretty manners were useful if you were attending balls and assemblies. Tamara knew well enough how to impress the stuffy matrons in Helston and Truro. But here in the village her father’s main concern was his boatyard. Hers was Devlin Varcoe.




    ‘I despair,’ Morwenna wailed, fluttering the handkerchief in her daughter’s direction. ‘Just look at you.’




    ‘What?’ Tamara glanced down at her gown of primrose sprigged muslin. ‘I thought you liked this. You said the style –’




    ‘Your hair, Tamara.’ Her mother closed her eyes as if looking at the glossy curls that tumbled wildly down her daughter’s back was too painful to be borne.




    ‘Oh.’ Tamara shook her head. ‘Maggie wanted to put it up or thread it with ribbons but I didn’t want the bother. Anyway it wasn’t dry.’




    ‘Didn’t want the bother?’ Morwenna’s voice climbed, reflecting her shock. She shuddered. ‘I’ve done my best to bring you up properly, to be a lady. And what do you do? You throw it all back in your mother’s face.’ She bowed her head and dabbed her eyes.




    Gazing at her mother’s elaborate turban of gold and peach chiffon threaded with ribbon and decorated with a jewelled pin, Tamara sighed.




     ‘Oh, Mama. Don’t make such a fuss. I was wearing a coat, and a little rain never hurt anyone. Papa was hoping for some salvage.’




    Morwenna’s head flew up. Her eyes wide, she gave a little shriek. ‘Tell me you didn’t go down to the beach! You did, didn’t you?’




    ‘Well, that’s where the wreck is,’ Tamara said with what she felt was perfect reasonableness. She was growing bored with her mother’s histrionics. Surely dinner must be ready? The ride, the fresh air, and her conversation with Devlin – though that had been all too brief – had sharpened her appetite.




    ‘Oh!’ Morwenna pressed the lavender-scented handkerchief to her bosom as she lifted the vinaigrette. Inhaling deeply she gasped and coughed. Opening her eyes she turned a long-suffering gaze on her daughter. ‘Your father and I have devoted our lives –’




    ‘Papa’s life,’ Tamara said over her shoulder as she moved aimlessly about the over-furnished room, picking up ornaments and miniatures from cabinets and side tables then replacing them, ‘is devoted to the yard.’




    ‘As it should be,’ Morwenna agreed, oblivious to her contradiction. ‘Naturally, I know little of such matters. Business is a gentleman’s province and not something with which ladies need concern themselves. But it is thanks to your father’s boatyard that you were able to enjoy a proper education, with dancing lessons, painting classes, and –’




    ‘Yes, Mama. I know. You keep telling me.’ Tamara was heartily sick of the constant reminders. Sighing, she flung herself onto a gilt sofa upholstered in ivory brocade, and stretched out her legs so she could admire her primrose kid slippers. The little rosettes were pretty and made her feet look remarkably elegant.




    ‘Don’t sprawl, Tamara. Sit up properly. Why must you be so contrary? If Miss Mitchell could see you now she would have a spasm. And then there are your clothes.’




    ‘What about them?’




    ‘You have two wardrobes full –‘




    ‘I do indeed, Mama. Isn’t it fortunate I have one talent you can be proud of?’ Tamara jumped up again, unable to sit still. She wished she were still down on the beach, or out on the cliffs. She had no fear of the dark. ‘Designing new gowns is such a useful accomplishment.’ Experience had taught her that if her mother even noticed the irony she would ignore it.




    ‘My dear, we only want what’s best for you.’




    ‘ Mama, your opinion of what is best –’




    ‘Is what any loving and responsible parent would want for their daughter: marriage to a man of substance who will –’




    ‘Bore me to sobs.’




    ‘Tamara!’




    The door opened.




    ‘Mr Gillis, thank goodness you are come,’ Morwenna cried, her chin quivering with emotion. ‘You must speak to our daughter. I’m at my wits’ end. I declare she’ll see me in my grave before the year is out.’




    Father and daughter exchanged an eloquent glance. In deference to his wife’s insistence that they all change before sitting down to the evening meal, John Gillis wore a black frock coat over a waistcoat of embroidered satin, breeches with fashionable ties at the knee, silk stockings, and black shoes with oval buckles. He looked thoroughly uncomfortable. But Tamara knew his unease was as likely caused by the manner and content of his wife’s greeting as by what he termed his fancy dress.




    Crossing to his wife’s side he patted her shoulder as if she were a nervous mare of which he wasn’t entirely sure. Which, Tamara thought, wasn’t that far from the truth.




    ‘I hope not, my dear. That would be a very sad thing. Tamara, have you been upsetting your mother?’ His expression was suitably grave, but as his gaze met hers Tamara saw mirrored in it her own wish not to be having this conversation, and to be somewhere – anywhere – else.




    ‘No more than usual, Papa.’




    ‘Oh!’ Morwenna stifled a sob. Then moving so abruptly that he jumped, she turned to look up at her husband. ‘Tamara says you sent her down to the beach –’




    ‘No, Mama’ Tamara corrected quickly. ‘I didn’t say Papa sent me. It was my idea to go. I thought if I got there quickly enough there might be –’




    ‘You see?’ Morwenna demanded of her husband. ‘How we can expect any decent man to make an offer for her when she insists on conducting herself like – like a hoyden!’




    ‘But I don’t want the men you consider suitable. They’re either old and boring or young and stupid.’




     ‘Now, now,’ her father warned.




    Jumping up, she hurried to his side, slipped her arm through his as she pleaded. ‘Papa, there’s only one man for me. I want Devlin Varcoe.’




    Her mother squeaked then slumped back in her chair and fluttered her handkerchief.




    ‘For heaven’s sake, Tamara.’ John Gillis frowned and stretched his chin and forced a callused finger down between his neck and the starched cravat that despite his wife’s urging he refused to tie in anything but the simplest knot. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’




    ‘I’m not!’




    ‘It’s out of the question.’




    ‘But why, Papa? If you are so anxious for me to marry, then at least let me have the man I –’




    ‘You don’t –’




    ‘Papa, you’ve known the Varcoes all your life.’ She would not be silenced. She had to make them understand. ‘You’ve built boats for them.’




    ‘That’s different. That’s business. Listen, girl, and hear what I’m saying. Devlin Varcoe is not for you.’




    ‘Why?’ Tamara demanded. ‘Because he’s a smuggler? Is that why, Papa?’ she repeated trying hard to sound more reasonable. He looked, she thought, like a man already floundering and desperate not to sink any deeper.




    ‘That is one reason. There are others. And no, I do not intend to discuss them with you.’ He rubbed his palms together, visibly embarrassed.




    ‘That’s not fair!’




    ‘Enough! I mean it, Tamara,’ he warned as she opened her mouth. Clearing his throat and avoiding his daughter’s flushed cheeks and stormy gaze, he moved across to the fireplace and studied the dancing flames. ‘Listen to your mother. She knows far better that you what’s best.’




    ‘Best for who?’ Tamara cried.




    ‘Whom, dear. It’s whom,’ Morwenna corrected gently, sitting up straight once more.




    ‘I don’t care!’ Tamara yelled. ‘I love Devlin.’




    ‘Love?’ Morwenna tilted her head. Her patronising smile made Tamara want to scream. ‘My dear child, what would you know of love? You’re far too young to –’




    ‘I’m not a child. I’m nineteen,’ Tamara cried. ‘And if I’m old enough to be married off to a man of your choice, I’m certainly old enough to know about love.’




    Her mother paled, darting a shocked and frantic glance towards her husband.




    ‘That will do!’ Her father thundered, startling all three of them. Clearing his throat he continued in a quieter tone. ‘I want no more talk like that. You’ll upset your mother.’




    Tamara threw up her hands. ‘Mama’s always upset about something. Papa, this is important. It’s my whole future –’




    ‘Not with Devil Varcoe.’ John Gillis was grim. ‘He’s not for you.’




    Hot tears of fury welled but she blinked them back. This was too serious. Besides, she had never resorted to weeping to get her own way. That was her mother’s behaviour. It would never be hers. ‘You care more for what other people might say than you do about my happiness.’




    ‘Oh, Tamara.’ Morwenna buried her face in her handkerchief.




    Anger darkened her father’s features. ‘You listen to me, my girl. It’s because we care about your happiness that we want to see you safely married to a man of –’




    ‘I won’t marry someone I don’t love. I’d sooner not marry at all.’




    ‘So what will you do instead?’ her father demanded.




    Tamara shrugged. Wanting Devlin, determined to have Devlin, she had never considered alternatives. ‘I could – I could be a governess.’




    ‘Oh yes? Where?’




    ‘Here,’ she retorted defiantly. ‘In Porthinnis.’ While Devlin stayed so would she.




    ‘The only governess in this village is Miss Everson. She’s been with Dr Avers fifteen years and will no doubt be with the family for another fifteen if Mrs Avers continues breeding.’




    ‘Mr Gillis, please!’ Morwenna gasped.




    Ignoring his wife he raged on. ‘Or will you work in the pilchard cellars among women with coarse clothes and coarser minds who stink of fish? How long would your pretty dresses last then?’




    ‘John!’




    ‘If you really want to drive your mother to her death-bed you could take a job at The Five Mackerel where you’ll be leered at and pawed by drunken fishermen and farm labourers.’




    ‘Oh!’ Morwenna shrieked. ‘The shame – I couldn’t bear – Quick, my smelling salts! I feel faint.’




    ‘Now, now, my dear.’ Guiding the vinaigrette clutched in his wife’s hand to her nose, John glared at his daughter. ‘See what you’ve done? Are you happy now?’




    ‘But I didn’t – why are you blaming me?’ Hurt and furious, she went to the door.




    ‘Tamara, wait. Your dinner –’




    ‘I’m not hungry.’ She raced upstairs, her eyes burning. Why wouldn’t they listen? 
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