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      Prologue

      
      Alice Rowe and her friend Charlotte Jane were returning home from Tregony fair in a very happy frame of mind. Even the cold,
         grey mist, billowing inland off the sea, could not dampen their high spirits.
      

      
      It had been a good fair. The best either of them could remember. They had flirted with young men they would probably not see
         again until the autumn fair; enjoyed the many entertainments on offer, and were returning home with small presents for each
         member of their families.
      

      
      ‘Did you see that Tregony boy, Charlie something-or-other? The one with the lame leg. He climbed that old oak tree to prove
         he could do it, then couldn’t get down. They had to keep passing drinks up to him until he was so drunk he fell out!’
      

      
      Charlotte went into peals of laughter. Alice, who had been genuinely concerned for the boy from Tregony, said, ‘It was a good
         thing his friends were there to catch him, or he’d probably have broken his good leg.’
      

      
      ‘And what about that girl from Mevagissey? She went off to the fields with more than half-a-dozen men to my knowledge – and
         in broad daylight too!’
      

      
      The two friends had very different natures. Charlotte loved to gossip and was an incessant talker. Alice was quieter and the
         more thoughtful of the two, but they chattered happily as they walked along the narrow country lane. The mist, sometimes dense,
         more often wispy, kept the early-spring moon hidden from view, but both girls knew the road well. The sound of the sea, heaving
         itself over the rocks at the base of the nearby low cliffs, was a familiar and reassuring sound.
      

      
      They had walked the four miles to Tregony fair from their coastal homes that morning and were almost home now, having enjoyed
         a full day at the fair. Friends since early childhood, the two girls worked together making fish nets in a small business
         at Portloe, a short distance to westward along the coast.
      

      
      Their homes were on the vast Porthluney Estate, home of the Bettison family. Alice’s father was a gamekeeper, Charlotte’s
         mother the widow of an estate worker who had been in charge of the large stables.
      

      
      Suddenly, Charlotte put out a hand and grasped Alice’s arm, bringing her to a surprised halt.

      
      ‘Look … over there!’ She pointed through the mist. ‘There’s someone in the church.’

      
      The mist had thinned momentarily. Through a field-gate in the hedge beside the lane, they could see the squat outline of the
         small, isolated church. Not very far from the cliff edge, it catered for the spiritual needs of those who lived on the Porthluney
         Estate, and in the adjacent fishing communities.
      

      
      The light showing through the stained glass windows was so dim, Alice thought at first that Charlotte must have been mistaken.
         Then it flickered and she realised her friend was right.
      

      
      ‘Why would anyone be in the church at this time of night?’

      
      ‘Well, it is Feast Day. There’s always a service held there on Feast Day.’

      
      ‘There used to be,’ Alice corrected her friend. ‘That was before Parson Kempe fell out with the Bettisons. There’d be no sense his having
         a Feast Day service now. No one would go to his church. Mr Bettison said they weren’t to.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I heard tell that Parson Kempe’s taken on a young curate. I suppose it could be him. Anyway, someone’s in the church,’ declared Charlotte. In a moment of bravado, she added, ‘Let’s go and have a look.’
      

      
      ‘What for?’ Alice tried to sound scornful. ‘I don’t want to look in no old church. What if it’s not the parson, or this new curate?’
      

      
      ‘Who else would it be?’ retorted Charlotte. ‘Come on, let’s go and find out.’
      

      
      Without waiting for a reply, she hurried to the lych-gate with its slate slab on which coffins were rested on the way to burial.

      
      The hinges of the lych-gate squeaked noisily as the gate swung open. Once inside the churchyard, where tombstones leaned towards
         each other at drunken angles, Charlotte’s imagination suddenly began to play tricks on her. She even thought for a fearful
         moment she had seen two of the tombstones move.
      

      
      She stopped, suddenly uncertain. Perhaps her idea was not such a good one after all …

      
      ‘Have you changed your mind?’ asked Alice scornfully, aware that her friend was not the bravest of individuals and was having
         second thoughts.
      

      
      ‘No! Of course I haven’t,’ Charlotte lied. But she made no move to go on.

      
      It was clear now that there were lights burning inside the small church, but not very many. Nor the number of candles that
         would normally be lit for a service.
      

      
      As she neared the building, Alice stepped from the gravel path to the grass of the churchyard, so her footsteps would make
         no sound. Charlotte remained behind.
      

      
      Tiptoeing forward, Alice thought of all that had happened within the parish to make it unlikely that there would be a service
         in progress inside the small and isolated church.
      

      
      The rector was now an old man. In addition to Porthluney, he held the livings of two other parishes. Both were in wealthy,
         expanding districts of Cornwall. They contrasted greatly with the living of Porthluney, which traditionally relied heavily
         upon the generosity and goodwill of the landowning Bettison family for its upkeep and support.
      

      
      Unfortunately, the present head of the family had neither the money nor the will to give his support to the church. Much of
         the family wealth had been lost in recent generations through marriage settlements. A large sum also needed to be spent upon
         the ancient family home if it was to be saved before it decayed beyond repair.
      

      
      In addition to this, John Bettison was a gambler and a heavy drinker.
      

      
      In truth, the family was close to ruin. Things were so bad that Bettison had been obliged to increase the rents of his farming
         tenants. At the same time he reduced the quantity of tithes paid by the estate to the Church. It was this action that had
         caused the breach between himself and the Reverend Kempe.
      

      
      The dispute had become particularly bitter when Bettison tried to have Reverend Kempe removed from his living because of his
         opposition to the landowner’s actions. The move had been effectively blocked by the bishop, but had done nothing to heal relations
         between landowner and rector.
      

      
      John Bettison might not have succeeded in removing the ageing rector from his living but, such was his influence as the area’s
         principal landowner, he was able to threaten eviction for anyone who attended the church during the dispute. As a result,
         no one in the parish dared attend services in the small church.
      

      
      The rector was too old to remain in the front line of the battle between landlord and Church. He removed himself to another
         of his parishes, St Stephen, some miles away. Here his only problem was the encroachment of the followers of the late John
         Wesley.
      

      
      ‘What can you see?’

      
      Charlotte’s loud whisper coming from the mist was more for the reassurance of hearing her own voice than the desire for a
         reply.
      

      
      ‘Shut up!’ Alice hissed angrily. ‘Whoever’s inside will hear you.’

      
      ‘My gran says she’s seen the new curate,’ said Charlotte in a hoarse whisper, ignoring Alice’s demand. ‘She says he goes around
         with Quakers and is hardly old enough to have learned the Lord’s Prayer, let alone look after a parish. Mind you, she’s over
         ninety now. Everyone seems young to her … Can’t you see anything yet?’
      

      
      Alice returned to where her friend was standing.

      
      ‘It would serve you right if I pushed you inside the church to find out for yourself what’s happening in there. It was your idea to have a look. Now, come and give me a lift up to that window just beyond the door. There’s a clear pane of glass
         there. I might be able to see through it.’
      

      
      Reluctantly, Charlotte allowed herself to be dragged to the window. Here, she put her arms about Alice’s hips and heaved.
         She managed to lift her friend no more than a couple of inches from the ground.
      

      
      It was fortunate it was no higher. She suddenly released her hold and Alice dropped heavily to the ground.

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Charlotte sounded suddenly fearful.

      
      The sound was repeated and Alice said scornfully, ‘It’s only some old owl!’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’

      
      The long drawn-out, tremulous sound was repeated yet again, and Charlotte said, ‘I don’t like this place, Alice. Churchyards
         are spooky. Let’s go.’
      

      
      ‘Not yet. Now we’ve come this far I want to see what’s going on inside the church.’

      
      An owl hooted once more, this time from the other side of the churchyard.

      
      ‘You can stay here if you want to,’ declared Charlotte hurriedly. ‘I’ll wait for you out in the lane.’ With this she hurried
         away, her footsteps loud on the gravel path.
      

      
      Unconsciously, Alice held her breath, believing that whoever was inside the church must be able to hear the noise of her friend’s
         hasty departure.
      

      
      A few moments later there was the sound of organ music from inside the church and Alice discovered she had been holding her
         breath. She expelled it gratefully, but was no nearer to seeing inside the church.
      

      
      She thought she would try one of the windows on the far side, but as she passed by the porch she noticed a thin sliver of
         light escaping from the doorway. The door was not fully closed.
      

      
      Slipping quietly inside the porch, Alice pushed the door open a little more, prepared to turn and flee if it creaked.

      
      She could not see the organ from here, so she pushed the door open a little farther.

      
      With a sudden shock, she realised she was being watched – but by no human! On the stone floor of the aisle, beside the front pew, was a rough-haired black and white dog. Head on paws, the animal looked straight at her.
      

      
      For a moment Alice thought it would bark. Then, as they stared at each other, its tail brushed the floor twice, then ceased.

      
      So too did the music.

      
      A moment later someone passed across her line of vision and walked to the pulpit. It was indeed the young curate. Looking
         down at the dog, he said, ‘Well, Napoleon, there’s only you and me here, so it looks as though you’re going to have the sole
         benefit of yet another of my sermons. One thing’s certain: if there’s a heaven for dogs, you’re going to go there.’
      

      
      The dog responded to the curate’s words by wagging its tail far more vigorously than before.

      
      In the doorway, Alice gave a brief but sympathetic smile. The curate was hardly someone of whom to feel afraid.

      
      She remained in the porch, listening to the sermon the curate preached to the patient and loyal dog. It was on the theme of
         love and forbearance and was a very good sermon – one that would have appealed greatly to the absent parishioners. They had
         been wont to complain in the past that the ageing rector’s sermons lacked the ingredients of ‘fire and brimstone’ which enlivened
         proceedings at the nearby Methodist chapel.
      

      
      Alice was almost equally impressed by the behaviour of the curate’s dog. The animal lay with its black and white head resting
         on its paws. Only the movements of the dark eyes showed her that, unlike its master, it was fully aware of the hidden listener.
      

      
      ‘… In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost, Amen.’

      
      Bringing his sermon to a close, Toby Lovell looked down from the pulpit to his canine ‘congregation’ and sighed. ‘Well, Napoleon,
         we’ve kept to the letter of Church law, at least. Now let’s put out the candles and go home and I’ll see what I can find for us to eat.’
      

      
      Hurrying from the church porch, Alice found her friend shivering beside the mist-shrouded lych-gate.

      
      ‘Wh – what kept you so long? Another couple of minutes and I’d have run home to get someone to come out and look for you.’
      

      
      ‘I was listening to a sermon – and it was a very good one.’

      
      ‘A sermon? Was it the curate in there?’ Charlotte sounded bewildered. ‘But … there was no one inside the church to hear it.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, there was. The curate’s dog was there.’

      
      ‘His dog? The curate was preaching a sermon to a dog? Do you think he’s mad?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ replied Alice, thoughtfully. ‘He’s certainly not mad. In fact, from what I saw of him, I’d say he’s probably a good
         man. But I do feel sorry for him. I think he must be very lonely.’
      

      
      Walking along the lane to the rectory, Curate Toby Lovell heard the call of the owl which had so frightened Charlotte and
         was reminded of the sound of the wind in a ship’s rigging – a sound he knew well after three years as a naval chaplain.
      

      
      He stopped for a moment, and the dog stopped with him. Here, cut off from the world by the mist, Toby could have been the
         only man in the world. A man alone. It was a far cry from the cramped and crowded surroundings of a frigate of the Royal Navy.
      

      
      Toby set off once more, his thoughts of ships and battles, and the circumstances that had led to his leaving a sea-going life
         behind him for ever …
      

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
      

      
      ‘“A frigate is expected to carry the battle to enemy ships of the line in a battle such as the one which lies ahead …”?’
      

      
      Repeating his superior officer’s words, James Tasker, first lieutenant of His Majesty’s frigate Eclipse, stared open-mouthed at the commanding officer, his expression one of disbelief.
      

      
      ‘That’s right, James. Those are the orders of our Lord Admiral.’

      
      Commander Henry Kempe shared his first lieutenant’s concern, but he did not allow it to show. He even managed a brief, tight
         smile.
      

      
      ‘My Lord Nelson was emphatic. His aim is not the taking of prizes, but complete annihilation of the enemy. We are to follow
         the ships of the line into battle and make absolute the work carried out by his lordship’s men-o’-war.’
      

      
      Listening from the edge of the quarterdeck, navy chaplain Toby Lovell silently agreed that the first lieutenant’s concern
         was wholly justifiable. A frigate should not be expected to engage vessels possessing more than three times its own firepower.
         A single broadside from a hundred-gun ship of the line was capable of blowing a frigate into oblivion.
      

      
      Despite this, Toby knew that every man on board Eclipse would raise a cheer when the order was given to engage the enemy’s men-o’-war.
      

      
      He felt a deep sadness within him. There would be much work for a chaplain before the sun sank below the horizon off Cape
         Trafalgar on this day. Tragic work.
      

      
      The Eclipse was a thirty-eight-gun frigate, with a crew of three hundred men. The vessel was part of a fleet which for months had been
         seeking a combined French and Spanish force of thirty-three ships. Among the enemy ships were the three most powerful warships in the world.
      

      
      Yesterday they had finally found them and, today, were closing in to engage them in battle.

      
      Commander Kempe had just returned on board after attending a meeting held on board Admiral Lord Nelson’s flagship, Victory. The object of the meeting was to make every captain in the fleet aware of the tactics Nelson intended using when they joined
         battle with the enemy.
      

      
      That this would be a battle of historic proportions and significance was never in doubt. The ship’s officers and the lower
         deck men could smell it in the very air.
      

      
      Lord Nelson had pursued the fleet of the French Admiral Villeneuve across the Atlantic Ocean and back again in a desperate
         game of hide-and-seek. Now the two fleets were on a converging course that was destined to end in a decisive battle. It would
         be the culmination of a frustrating chase which had led Nelson on a desperate fourteen-thousand-mile pursuit of his elusive
         enemy. Now the chase was almost at an end, not far from where it had begun, many months before.
      

      
      Today Nelson intended bringing Admiral Villeneuve to book. The outcome would decide, once and for all, whether naval supremacy
         would be held by Britain or France for the duration of the war between the two countries.
      

      
      The date was 21 October, the year 1805. It was a date that would be entered in the annals of British history alongside Crécy
         and Agincourt.
      

      
      It was an encounter that Villeneuve would gladly have foregone, even though the ships of France and its Spanish allies under
         his command had considerable superiority in firepower over the British vessels. He was acutely aware that his men, the Spanish
         seamen in particular, did not share the British sailors’ enthusiasm for a fight.
      

      
      ‘You are not relishing the thought of the battle, Padre?’

      
      The frigate’s commander had been looking in Toby’s direction whilst speaking to his first lieutenant and had observed the
         expression that passed across Toby’s face when the impending battle was mentioned.
      

      
      ‘I share Lord Nelson’s hope for a decisive victory,’ declared Toby. ‘But included in my prayers will be a fervent hope that the price of such a victory might not be a high one.’
      

      
      ‘No price can be too high to secure the seas against such a tyrannical enemy,’ said Commander Kempe.

      
      ‘Indeed,’ agreed Toby. ‘Nevertheless, I would like to hold a brief service. It will do no harm to add the power of prayer
         to the gunnery of the fleet.’
      

      
      After only a moment’s hesitation, Commander Kempe nodded his agreement. ‘Very well. Hold your service, Padre – but keep it
         brief. My own opinion is that a good meal before battle serves a man better than a prayer. We’ll call the men on deck now
         and they can enjoy a meal afterwards. That should prepare them for whatever the day – and the French admiral – has to offer.’
      

      
      Half-an-hour later the crew of the Eclipse were mustered on the quarterdeck to hear the chaplain’s prebattle prayers.
      

      
      Toby kept the service short – and tactful. He said nothing that might make them dwell upon thoughts of the heavy casualties
         that must inevitably be suffered during such an engagement as lay ahead. Nor did he mention the joys of the hereafter, that
         so many seamen would soon know.
      

      
      His duty was to assure each man that he would be fighting in a just cause. Because this was so, he told them, the angels of
         the Lord would swell their ranks. This must undoubtedly ensure that at the end of the day, victory would belong to the British
         navy.
      

      
      It was a difficult service to conduct. Filled with both excitement and apprehension, there was a restlessness in the men that
         was not conducive to prayer and contemplation.
      

      
      Nevertheless, Chaplain Toby Lovell’s words were heeded in typical fashion. When representatives from each seamen’s mess mustered
         to collect the daily rum ration, one man, tongue-in-cheek, requested extra tots for: ‘Them there angels as is fighting with
         us.’
      

      
      As the laughter of his shipmates erupted around him, the seaman added, ‘And don’t be stinting with it, neither. If any of them as preaches on the Lord’s behalf is anything to go by, they’ll be a hard-drinking lot.’
      

      
      ‘Then it’s lucky we’ve got Padre Lovell on board Eclipse,’ retorted the quartermaster. He carefully measured out the rum ration with the aid of a series of copper jugs of differing
         sizes. ‘He’s as close to teetotal as you’ll find anywhere in His Majesty’s fleet. He’ll send any drunken angel packing before
         he has time to get so much as a sniff of your grog. If I’m wrong you can take the angel’s name and send him along to see me.
         I’ll give him a double tot – and one extra for you. Now, move along and let me get the rest of this rum issued. If every mess
         orderly has your chatter we’ll be up with the Frenchies before I’m done.’
      

      
      Below decks, in his small cabin, Toby Lovell pulled off the robes he had worn for the service and dropped to his knees in
         front of the small crucifix nailed to the wooden bulkhead. He kneeled in silence with bowed head for some minutes before looking
         up at the symbol of his calling.
      

      
      Quietly, he said, ‘Lord, give me the courage to carry out my duty in the manner expected of me. May I bring comfort to those
         in pain, and tranquillity to those who are about to pass into Your keeping. Forgive their past transgressions and welcome
         them as brave men who died fighting for the cause of a Christian country. Amen.’
      

      
      Crossing himself, he rose to his feet and stowed his cassock inside a sea-chest which occupied a corner of the cabin.

      
      After shrugging on his coat, he looked about the cabin, hoping he would see it again. Closing the door behind him, he made
         his way to the upper deck. In such a battle as that in prospect for the ships of Nelson’s fleet, survival was an outcome upon
         which few gamblers would risk their money.
      

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      

      
      The combined fleet of French and Spanish men-o’-war held a course steadily northwards, past Cape Trafalgar. To the men on
         the British ships it was a magnificent yet awesome sight.
      

      
      The British fleet was intercepting the enemy’s line on a converging course. Viewing the French and Spanish ships from the
         deck of the Eclipse, Toby Lovell thought that an admiral commanding such a fleet might, with some justification, consider it indomitable.
      

      
      It should have appeared in a similar light to the crews of the British ships. They headed for a point ahead of the enemy fleet,
         sailing in two columns, at a tantalisingly slow rate of knots. Yet the British sailors had a sublime faith in their admiral.
         They were convinced that under his leadership a British battle fleet could outgun, outsail, and outfight any navy in the world.
      

      
      It seemed the views of Villeneuve were in accord with those of the British sailors. He showed no inclination to turn and fight.
         Instead, he was driving his ships hard in a bid to reach the relative safety of the Spanish port of Cadiz without doing battle.
      

      
      Villeneuve’s efforts were doomed to failure. His fleet was steering almost due north with little help from the wind. Nelson
         was intercepting from the west, with what little wind there was behind him.
      

      
      The signal ‘Prepare for Action’ had been fluttering from the yardarm of Victory for some time. Suddenly, it came down and another signal flag raced to the masthead.
      

      
      ‘Engage the enemy more closely,’ translated the first lieutenant in an excited voice. The Battle of Trafalgar had begun!

      
      The two lines of British ships turned in upon the enemy immediately. Their intention was to split the French and Spanish fleet
         into three parts.
      

      
      Admiral Collingwood, Nelson’s second-in-command, was leader of the second of the two British columns. His was the first vessel
         to go into action, exchanging fire with one of the French ships as soon as they came within range of each other.
      

      
      It was the opening salvo in what was to be a fierce and unyielding battle, one that grew more bitter with each passing minute.
         The Eclipse was one of four frigates following in the wake of Collingwood’s ships of the line. By the time it reached the battle area
         smoke from cannons and burning ships was rolling across the sea in greeting.
      

      
      Toby Lovell thought the scene reminiscent of a painting he had once seen that was meant to represent the terrors of Hades.

      
      Two French ships, totally dismasted, drifted clear of the main fleet. Their masts, sails still set, had crashed down on crowded
         decks, causing many casualties. Canvas, spars, rigging and men were tangled together and had spilled from ship to sea.
      

      
      Flames had already gained a hold on one of the vessels. Despite this, in the midst of the chaos sailors hacked at the rigging
         in a bid to clear wreckage from the upper deck and bring more guns into play.
      

      
      Even as they worked feverishly, a British man-o’-war was closing upon them. Minutes later a broadside was fired from point-blank
         range.
      

      
      In every direction the two fleets were locked in fierce and confused battle. Near the Eclipse, a British ship had drawn alongside a Spanish vessel and red-coated marines were fighting their way on board.
      

      
      ‘Look! Two French ships have struck their colours already, and Nelson and his squadron have only just come within range! Have
         you ever seen such a glorious sight, Padre?’
      

      
      The Eclipse’s first lieutenant could hardly contain his excitement as the frigate neared the heart of the battle.
      

      
      Suddenly, the frigate’s commander called, ‘Take her to starboard, helmsman. We’ll go alongside the large Spanish man-o’-war – the one with only its foremast intact. Her gunners
         are giving Conqueror a desperate fight to starboard. We’ll take up position on her port side and give her a broadside. That should provide sufficient
         distraction and allow Conqueror’s boarding party to take her.’
      

      
      The helmsman heaved on the wheel until the deck tilted and the frigate came around slowly. Catching a little more of the now
         indifferent breeze, the vessel edged nearer to the furious duel.
      

      
      Closing in on the far flank of the Spanish ship, the Conqueror was taking a severe battering from the heavier guns of its adversary. As soon as the frigate came within range, Captain Kempe
         brought his ship broadside on to the enemy vessel and fired a salvo.
      

      
      The cannon balls struck home, raking the upper deck and taking the Spaniards by surprise. All the gunners and seamen had been
         busily engaged in the fight with Conqueror.

      
      The surprise was so complete that Eclipse was able to fire off a second broadside before the Spanish ship retaliated. However, when it came, the reply was devastating.
         Although less than half the Spanish vessel’s guns were laid accurately on their target, this number was almost equal to the
         total armament carried by Eclipse – and the guns were of a far larger calibre.
      

      
      One of the frigate’s masts came crashing down, the falling rigging and canvas sweeping a number of sailors into the sea. Many
         more lay on the deck, having suffered terrible injuries.
      

      
      ‘Cut the rigging and heave that mast overboard! Get the wounded men below, First Lieutenant … and check the gun deck! I want
         another salvo fired at the Spaniard – and I want it NOW! Helmsman, bring her broadside on once more …’
      

      
      The Eclipse’s captain shouted his orders above the pandemonium on board his ship. The salvo from the Spanish man-o’-war had inflicted many
         casualties on the smaller vessel and the wounded were being helped below.
      

      
      Toby helped in this work. It was part of the duty of a chaplain during battle.

      
      The surgeon and his assistants were already working in the dimly lit between-decks area allocated to them as sick bay and
         operating theatre.
      

      
      Not noted for his finesse or professional expertise, the surgeon was already carrying out amputations with a speed and efficiency
         that might have been the envy of a market butcher.
      

      
      In truth, the sailors of Eclipse feared their surgeon far more than they did any Frenchman, or his allies.
      

      
      While he worked, some of the surgeon’s assistants were employed holding down the patients about to be ‘operated’ on. Others
         were treating the wounds of those for whom surgery was either unnecessary or inappropriate.
      

      
      Toby dressed the wounds of a number of men before pausing to offer comfort to a dying sailor. The man was trying desperately,
         but unsuccessfully, to mouth a last message to be passed on to his family at home.
      

      
      Meanwhile, the guns were still firing. Shots came not only from the starboard side now, but from both sides of the frigate.
         Their small ship had reached the heart of the desperate battle.
      

      
      Suddenly, they shuddered under the weight of yet another enemy broadside.

      
      ‘There’ll be more casualties on deck.’ Toby spoke the words to one of the surgeon’s assistants. ‘Come up top with me and help
         bring them down.’
      

      
      He hurried up the ladder to the upper deck, followed by the surgeon’s assistant. Here they encountered a scene of carnage.
         The last enemy broadside had raked the upper deck of the Eclipse. Dead and wounded lay everywhere and not one officer remained on his feet.
      

      
      Commander Kempe was being carried below, barely conscious. Among the dead was the helmsman – and there was no one at the wheel.
         A mast with spars, rigging and sails hung over the side, causing the small frigate to turn towards the giant bulk of the Spanish
         vessel. At the same time flapping sails on the broken mast prevented the gunners along most of the starboard side from laying
         their guns on the enemy vessel.
      

      
      A quick glance told Toby that the Spanish vessel alongside was in an even worse state. Nevertheless, it carried a huge crew. If the two vessels touched, a swarm of armed men would board the frigate. In its present state the smaller vessel
         would probably be taken.
      

      
      Toby leaped to the wheel and hauled it to starboard. At the same time he bawled at the top of his voice for the seamen to
         cut the mast and rigging free and toss them over the side.
      

      
      Turning the wheel was desperately hard work, even when a young midshipman came to his aid.

      
      Not until the fallen mast had been chopped free of the ship and was drifting in the sea behind them did the frigate respond
         to the rudder.
      

      
      It turned away from the Spanish vessel with seeming reluctance. At the same time the gunners, able to see clearly once more,
         fired a broadside into the other ship at point-blank range, causing it to shudder from stem to stern.
      

      
      The decks of the Spanish vessel had been filled with sailors and soldiers, preparing to board the frigate. The broadside caused
         carnage on board.
      

      
      Toby winced, but this was war. In battle it was a matter of kill or be killed. Yet it did not prevent him from being deeply
         saddened by the horrendous waste of human life.
      

      
      Just then the captain returned to the deck from the cockpit where he had been treated by the surgeon. His wounds not so serious
         as had at first been feared, he was ready to resume command of his ship.
      

      
      Commander Kempe took in the situation immediately and inclined his head to Toby. ‘Thank you, Padre. You seem to have saved
         my ship for me. The midshipman can remain at the wheel. Will you take the first lieutenant down below? I fear he’s very badly
         wounded.’
      

      
      Leaving the wheel, Toby crossed the deck to where the first lieutenant lay in a pool of blood. Beside him only the stump remained
         of the mast that had been cast into the sea.
      

      
      Toby dropped to his knees, leaning over the man who lay gasping his life away on the deck.

      
      Suddenly, a solitary cannon on board the Spanish ship, fired at close range, hit the shattered stump of the mast only feet away from Toby.
      

      
      Large pieces of hard wood flew in all directions. Some of them hit Toby and he felt a fierce pain in his head. He was aware
         he was collapsing on top of the mortally wounded first lieutenant but could do nothing to prevent it.
      

      
      Then the world went black all about him and he knew no more.

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      

      
      ‘The senior physician tells me you’re lucky to be alive, Padre. He also tells me he’ll not be passing you as fit for duty
         with the navy again. I’m afraid your sea-going days are over.’
      

      
      Captain Kempe, newly promoted as a result of the Eclipse’s role at the Battle of Trafalgar, settled himself on a chair beside Toby’s bed. He shook his head disconsolately. ‘It’s a
         great pity. You’re the first chaplain I’ve enjoyed having on board my ship. I’d have liked you to come with me to my new command.’
      

      
      The captain was paying a visit to Toby in the Stonehouse naval hospital in Plymouth, close to the Royal Navy’s dockyard.

      
      The hospital was filled to overflowing with the wounded from Trafalgar. The battle had ended in a Pyrrhic victory for Britain,
         the celebrations marred by the death of Admiral Lord Nelson.
      

      
      Architect of the great victory, he had been killed at the height of the action and by his death Britain was robbed of the
         ablest and most daring naval leader the nation had ever known.
      

      
      Nevertheless, although he had paid for victory with his life, Nelson had succeeded in his aim. Never again would the French
         navy be sufficiently strong to challenge Britain’s supremacy at sea.
      

      
      It meant that Napoleon’s dream of one day conquering England would never be fulfilled.

      
      ‘Do you have any plans for your future?’ Captain Kempe put the question to Toby.

      
      ‘None. I’ve been so busy concentrating on survival I haven’t dared take life more than one day at a time.’

      
      This was perfectly true. Toby had suffered a fractured skull and broken ribs and the Eclipse’s surgeon had been convinced he had also suffered internal injuries.
      

      
      Unconscious for three days after the battle, Toby had been expected to die. Indeed, Captain Kempe had made advance arrangements
         to bury his chaplain at sea.
      

      
      Had he died, he would have joined a quarter of the frigate’s crew who had been killed in the action.

      
      However, the young chaplain was still alive when the battle-damaged frigate limped into harbour at Devonport. Here, its crew
         received a welcome befitting the heroes of such an outstanding victory.
      

      
      Transferred to Stonehouse hospital, Toby’s condition, although remaining critical for many days, gradually began to improve.

      
      ‘I’ll probably look for a quiet curacy somewhere in the country,’ he said now. ‘But I don’t have to worry about it for a while.
         The physician says I’ll be here for some weeks yet.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve recommended to the Admiralty that you be paid a pension for the injuries you sustained on the Eclipse,’ said Captain Kempe. ‘It won’t be a huge sum, but there’s no doubting that it will be approved. Right now the country is happy
         to give anything to a man who served at Trafalgar, especially if he was severely wounded as a result. Such euphoria won’t
         last, of course, but once you’ve been granted a pension it’s unlikely to be taken away again. As for the curacy, I think I
         might be able to help there, too.’
      

      
      Captain Kempe leaned forward in his chair. ‘I have an elderly uncle who lives at St Stephen in Cornwall. He’s actually the
         rector of three parishes, but the work is becoming too much for him. When I met him recently it was mentioned that he was
         thinking of taking on a curate to look after the smallest of his three parishes. I thought of you at the time. In my opinion
         you are just the sort of man to take on a parish which includes a small fishing community.’
      

      
      The captain leaned back in his chair once more. ‘At the moment he’s having some sort of problem with the landowner in this
         particular parish. It’s probably something to do with my uncle’s age. He’s getting on a bit and I believe he’s finally ready to admit that three parishes are too much
         for him. You’d enjoy life there, Padre. I visited the place once and thought it delightful. It will be something of a holiday
         for you. I’ll write a letter for you to take to Uncle Harold. You and he will get on very well, I’m quite certain of it. The
         parish is called Porthluney, by the way. It’s on the south Cornish coast, about halfway between Fowey and Falmouth.’
      

      
      An infection caught in the hospital led to unexpected complications. As a result it was not until the early spring of 1806
         that Toby was well enough to make the journey across the River Tamar to Cornwall. He travelled in the hope of taking up the
         curate’s post, although it was by no means certain.
      

      
      He carried Captain Kempe’s letter of introduction in his pocket, but other letters he had written to his elderly uncle had
         brought no reply.
      

      
      The coach in which Toby travelled was bound for the busy Cornish port of Falmouth. Many of the passengers were officers of
         the Royal Navy or the merchant service, on their way to join ships.
      

      
      Toby had some moments of nostalgia listening to their chatter about ships and places they had known, and of their hopes for
         future adventures, but such feelings soon passed.
      

      
      Once the coach had left the River Tamar behind, it plunged into a series of narrow lanes, travelling at an alarming speed.
         To take his mind off this Toby studied the countryside. He found it fascinating. He had never before visited Cornwall, although
         he had viewed it from the sea on numerous occasions.
      

      
      It was a six-hour drive to St Austell where Toby would be leaving the coach, but there was much beautiful countryside to be
         enjoyed along the way. There was also an occasional busy mine complex to occupy the attention of the passengers.
      

      
      St Austell was reached in mid-afternoon. As the coach clattered into town, the guard sounded a call on a long brass horn to
         warn the innkeeper of its imminent arrival.
      

      
      St Austell was a bustling place, the shops in the narrow streets owing much of their trade to the busy China clay workings
         and tin mines to the north of the town.
      

      
      Toby’s immediate plans were extremely vague. He had no idea how far his destination, the village of St Stephen, was from St
         Austell. With this in mind, he took the precaution of booking a room at the inn where the coach stopped.
      

      
      ‘Will you be staying with us for very long, Reverend?’ The landlord asked the question as he called on one of the servants
         to take Toby’s chest up to a room.
      

      
      ‘I hope not, landlord. Much depends upon what happens when I speak with the rector of St Stephen. I’m hoping he will appoint
         me as his curate at Porthluney.’
      

      
      ‘Porthluney, you say?’ The landlord looked at Toby with new interest. ‘They have need of a curate there, all right, but the
         devil’s had his own way there for far too long for a curate to set it to rights. It’ll take a bishop or two at least to my way of thinking. Not that we’re likely to have any of them come all the way here to sort out our Cornish problems. They’re far too fond of life’s comforts.’
      

      
      Leaving his enigmatic observation hanging in the air, the landlord turned his attention to an elderly couple who were hoping
         to find a place on the overcrowded coach. Meanwhile, the other passengers had hurried inside the inn, to bolt down a hasty
         meal before the coach resumed its journey.
      

      
      Toby also felt hungry, but he was too excited to eat. He was impatient to settle his future and begin work in what would be
         his first position as a parish priest.
      

      
      There were still a few hours of daylight left. Making enquiries from one of the servants, he learned it was some three or
         four miles to St Stephen. He decided he would walk there straightaway, to meet Captain Kempe’s uncle and deliver his letter
         of introduction.
      

   
      
      Chapter 4

      
      

      
      The thought of being responsible for the spiritual well-being of the Cornish community of Porthluney thrilled Toby far more
         than he had believed possible. He hoped he would be acceptable to Reverend Kempe as his curate. Should he be given the curacy
         he was determined that his responsibility for the parishioners would extend far beyond mere Church duties.
      

      
      Toby had never before worked in a parish, at any level. It would be a new experience for him, but he looked forward also to
         becoming involved in the life of the community.
      

      
      Despite the crowded conditions on board a man-o’-war, his calling had decreed that his should be a lonely life. Indeed, loneliness
         had been his lot for as long as he could remember.
      

      
      Both his parents had died when he was still young. His mother’s death had occurred soon after giving birth to a stillborn
         daughter. His father’s was brought about by a fever, contracted whilst serving in the West Indies with the Royal Navy.
      

      
      Toby had been brought up by an elderly and childless uncle and aunt, the uncle running a small private school in Norfolk.
         Their ambition for Toby had always been that he should enter the Church. As a result, he had been coached hard in order to
         obtain a place at Oxford.
      

      
      Eventually, his hard work was rewarded and Toby went to Oxford. After obtaining his degree, he was ordained at the age of
         twenty-four, three years before the fateful Battle of Trafalgar.
      

      
      His guardians had expected him to return to Norfolk from Oxford, and settle down to the life of a rural parson, but Toby had
         had other ideas.
      

      
      Although quite content to make his future within the framework of the Church, he felt he lacked the experience to take over
         a parish immediately. Besides, he had always secretly wanted to follow in the footsteps of his sailor father. It was an ambition
         he had never dared express to his uncle.
      

      
      When he realised he could combine the Church and a sea-going life by becoming a naval chaplain, Toby had gone to sea. Now,
         only three years later, his naval service had been brought to an abrupt conclusion.
      

      
      The thought still saddened him, but he was determined that his new parishioners would gain from his loss. He was a much more
         worldly man now. He had learned to live with his fellow men; to help them solve the numerous problems that had often been
         magnified by shipboard life. He hoped he might do the same for the people who lived in the small but scattered parish of Porthluney.
      

      
      Long before he reached his destination, Toby had realised that although his wounds had healed, he was not yet a fit man. By
         the time the tower of St Stephen’s church came into view, he felt he could hardly walk another step.
      

      
      Rather than arrive at Reverend Kempe’s door in a state of near collapse, Toby turned in at the church. He intended spending
         a few minutes in quiet prayer before calling at the rectory, and to allow himself some of the rest which his body was craving.
      

      
      He was on his knees in a front pew, his head resting on his hands, when a gentle voice said, ‘Is everything all right, my
         son?’
      

      
      Raising his head, Toby found himself looking up at an aged, wispy-haired priest, leaning heavily on a stick.

      
      ‘Are you … Reverend Kempe?’

      
      ‘I am Harold Kempe.’ A puzzled expression crossed the parson’s face. ‘Should I know you?’

      
      ‘I’m Toby Lovell. I have a letter of introduction to you from Captain Kempe. I believe he wrote to you about taking me on
         as your curate at Porthluney? I have written too …’
      

      
      The old man appeared more confused than before. ‘Why, yes … but that was many months ago. Did young Henry not receive my reply? I felt it best that I write to him. I told him the idea was quite impractical. I felt the news would be better coming to you from him.’
      

      
      Toby could not hide the dismay he felt. ‘But … I felt certain …’

      
      He looked at the frail figure standing before him. Despite the very deep disappointment he felt at the rector’s words, he
         could not bring himself to have an argument with him. Besides, it would serve no purpose. If Reverend Kempe had decided he
         did not want to take him on as a curate, there was absolutely nothing Toby could do about it.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, sir. Captain Kempe put to sea soon after he wrote to you. He would not have received your letter. I apologise
         for wasting your time.’
      

      
      ‘Time is of value only to the man or woman who believes this life to be of more importance than the hereafter. I do not. You
         look tired. Come to the rectory and take some refreshment while we talk. Where have you come from?’
      

      
      ‘I travelled from Plymouth by coach this morning and have just walked from St Austell.’

      
      ‘I see.’ The aged parson had eyes of a startling blue and Toby had the uncomfortable feeling that they saw far more than most
         men would care to reveal. ‘You were badly wounded at Trafalgar, I believe?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I came out of hospital only recently.’

      
      The aged rector walked very slowly and with some difficulty, but his infirmity affected neither his mind nor his tongue. By
         the time they reached his home he had learned a little of Toby’s background. Enough to form an initial opinion of his character.
      

      
      At the rectory, Toby met Rosemary Kempe. Only a year or two younger than her husband, she was a busy, sprightly woman.

      
      ‘This is Reverend Lovell, my dear,’ said the rector, by way of introduction. ‘He’s the young man Henry wrote and told us about.’

      
      ‘Oh? I thought you replied to Henry and said there was no place for a curate here?’

      
      ‘It seems Henry returned to sea before my letter reached him. This young man has arrived believing I would probably take him on. He’s only recently been released from hospital and
         has travelled from Plymouth today.’
      

      
      ‘Then you’ll be feeling tired, young man. Take him to the study and pour him a glass of brandy, Harold. I’ll tell Cook there
         will be one more for dinner.’
      

      
      Toby protested that he did not want to inconvenience the elderly couple, but Rosemary Kempe would not hear of his leaving
         until he had dined with them.
      

      
      In truth, Toby would have liked to leave straightaway. He needed to think what he was going to do now the curacy of Porthluney
         was not available to him. There was always the option of returning to Norfolk, of course, although he realised he would never
         be entirely his own man there.
      

      
      As Reverend Kempe was pouring a second drink, Toby asked the question that had been troubling him since their first conversation.

      
      ‘Can you tell me what led you to believe I would be unsuitable for the curacy at Porthluney, Reverend Kempe?’

      
      ‘Unsuitable!’ The rector paused in his pouring and gave Toby a startled look. ‘Oh, no, it’s nothing to do with you personally,
         dear boy. But I wouldn’t ask anyone to take on the parish of Porthluney, not while John Bettison remains the main landowner
         there. The man’s a rogue. A profligate. He’s no respecter of God or man – and certainly not of woman.’
      

      
      For a moment Reverend Kempe’s quiet, scholarly manner had deserted him. Intrigued, Toby asked, ‘What in particular has he
         done that would make it difficult for a curate to take over the parish?’
      

      
      At that moment Rosemary Kempe came to the study and called the two men to dinner. It seemed the cook had been able to stretch
         the meal she had already prepared to cater for their unexpected guest.
      

      
      When a prayer had been said and they were seated at the dining table, Reverend Kempe repeated to his wife the question Toby
         had put to him.
      

      
      ‘John Bettison is an evil man,’ she said, her manner as condemnatory as her husband’s had been. ‘He already has a third of the tithes that should be paid to the Church by his tenants. He not only tried to take away another third, but
         declared he would pay no more dues himself. What’s more, he swore that unless Harold agreed to the arrangement, he would have
         him removed from the living of Porthluney. He wasn’t able to do such a thing, of course, but he has forbidden all his employees
         and tenants to attend services at Porthluney church. He has threatened that anyone who fails to heed the warning will be dismissed
         and left without a home. He owns or controls almost all the land in the parish and there’s no doubt he could, and would, carry
         out his threat. The result was that no one attended any of Harold’s services. He eventually made life so difficult for us
         we decided to leave and come here. That was more than a year ago. There have been no services in Porthluney church since then.’
      

      
      ‘Why should he have taken such a stand on tithes in the first place?’ Toby was genuinely puzzled. ‘Was there an argument between
         you?’
      

      
      Reverend Kempe shook his head. ‘The truth is, John Bettison is in severe financial difficulty. It’s entirely of his own making,
         of course. He spends too much of his time in London, at the gaming tables. He also has a whole crop of bastard children about
         the parish. When he’s home he’s busy begetting more. Unless something entirely unexpected occurs, I think the time will come
         when he’ll be forced to sell Porthluney.’
      

      
      ‘Does this mean the parishioners of Porthluney have no one to care for their souls? No one to preach to them – to give them
         Communion or confirmation? No one to christen, marry, or bury them?’ Toby was appalled at such a state of affairs.
      

      
      ‘Those who wish to take Communion attend church in the next parish, in Gorran,’ replied the rector. ‘As for the other rites
         … so far the need has not arisen.’
      

      
      ‘But it will. What will you do then?’

      
      Reverend Kempe shrugged unhappily. ‘God in His infinite wisdom will provide.’

      
      ‘Perhaps He already has,’ said Toby, trying not to sound arrogant. ‘I admit it isn’t an ideal situation for an inexperienced curate to be faced with, but I’m willing to give it a
         try. With God’s help I feel I might succeed.’
      

      
      Harold Kempe shook his head doubtfully. ‘You don’t know John Bettison. He’s capable of destroying the career of the most experienced
         parson. He’s an evil man – and a powerful one.’
      

      
      ‘So is Napoleon,’ declared Toby, ‘but Nelson defeated him at sea, and one day he’ll be defeated on land too. Someone can surely
         do the same for Bettison?’
      

      
      Reverend Kempe raised his eyebrows. ‘Am I to understand I am entertaining another Nelson in my house, young man?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t dare be so presumptuous as to suggest I possess a scrap of Nelson’s genius,’ said Toby with an embarrassed smile.
         ‘But I learned from him that unless you take on the enemy you can never win the battle. I’m quite willing to take on Mr Bettison
         on behalf of the Church.’
      

      
      Reverend Kempe looked across the table in silence for some moments and Toby’s hopes rose. He thought he might have been able
         to persuade the older man to change his mind and take him on as a curate. Then, slowly, the rector shook his head. ‘I don’t
         think you could achieve anything. But let me sleep on it. I’ll give you my decision in the morning. Now, let’s talk of something
         else. Tell me all about the Battle of Trafalgar. My nephew passed it off as though it were no more than some trivial skirmish
         but I have since been told it was the greatest victory at sea since we defeated the Spanish Armada …’
      

   
      
      Chapter 5

      
      

      
      Toby slept late the following morning, far later than he had intended, but as he listened to the bustle outside in the street,
         he told himself there was really nothing for which he had to hurry.
      

      
      He had promised Reverend Kempe he would return to the rectory at St Stephen that morning, but as the decision not to take
         him on as a curate at Porthluney had been taken many weeks before, Toby doubted it would have been changed overnight.
      

      
      The walk to St Stephen seemed longer this morning. His legs ached and he was stiff. Consequently, Toby walked fairly slowly,
         increasingly aware that he had some way to go before he was fully recovered from the wounds he had received at Trafalgar.
      

      
      The door to the rectory was opened by Rosemary Kempe. Instead of inviting Toby in, she directed him around the side of the
         building, informing him that her husband was in the garden at the back of the house.
      

      
      The weather was fine and Toby thought the rector was probably enjoying the spring sunshine. Perhaps this was where he wrote
         his sermons in good weather?
      

      
      He was surprised to find that Reverend Kempe was not sitting anywhere. Hoe in hand, he was vigorously attacking the weeds
         in a bed of spring flowers.
      

      
      ‘Hello, young man. I expected you here long before this.’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, sir. My walk yesterday tired me rather more than I had expected. It seems I’m not yet fully fit.’

      
      ‘Of course, of course. I re-read my nephew’s letter last night. It seems that you are lucky to be alive.’ Then, abruptly changing
         the subject, he asked, ‘Are you fond of gardening?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve never had the opportunity to find out. I may give it a try when I have my own home and garden.’
      

      
      ‘You must. Rosemary and I had a beautiful garden at St Michael’s, Porthluney – that’s its full name, did you know?’

      
      When Toby nodded, the aged parson continued: ‘I expect the garden is very overgrown now. It’s very sad. Very sad indeed.’

      
      Toby waited for him to continue his reminiscences. Instead, Reverend Kempe brought the conversation back to the letter he
         had received from Captain Kempe.
      

      
      Leaning on his hoe, he said, ‘Henry spoke very highly of you. He says that when he was wounded and his first lieutenant lay
         dying, you used your initiative to save his ship.’
      

      
      ‘I did what I felt needed to be done at the time,’ said Toby, modestly.

      
      ‘Henry also swears he owes his promotion to you.’

      
      ‘I doubt that. Captain Kempe is a skilful and courageous officer. He’ll undoubtedly be an admiral by the time this war is
         over.’
      

      
      ‘It’s kind of you to say so. His family are very proud of him. I feel we owe you something too. A curacy, perhaps?’

      
      Toby looked at Reverend Kempe in delighted disbelief. ‘You mean … you’ll take me on as your curate at Porthluney?’

      
      ‘If it’s still what you want, after everything I’ve told you about the problems of the Church there?’

      
      ‘It’s what I want … very much.’
      

      
      ‘In that case, the curacy is yours.’

      
      Reverend Kempe leaned more heavily on his hoe. ‘You can move in to the rectory as soon as you wish. Make a start on restoring
         the garden. I have already spoken to Mr Fortescue – he is the patron and lives here, in St Stephen. He would have seen you
         himself but I only just caught him before he set off for London this morning. He sends his good wishes and will no doubt pay
         you a visit when he returns. In the meantime, I will write to the bishop and inform him. All that remains is for me to wish
         you well – and to pray for you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you. Thank you, Reverend Kempe. I promise I’ll do nothing to let you down.’
      

      
      The aged rector smiled sadly. ‘I don’t doubt that, my son. All I wish is that I was presenting you with a parish with no complications.
         But there are many good people there. They’ll no doubt seek you out in time – and you have far more of that on your side than
         I have.’
      

      
      Spying another weed, Reverend Kempe attacked it with the hoe before returning his attention to Toby. ‘Your new parish is somewhat
         spread out and some of the hills are extremely steep. Your legs are hardly ready for such country.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll manage.’

      
      ‘I’ve no doubt you will. But I can help you do more than “manage” – if you are not a proud man?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry … I don’t understand.’

      
      Reverend Kempe smiled. Putting down the hoe, he retrieved the walking stick which had been leaning against a nearby garden
         seat. ‘Come with me.’
      

      
      With Toby following, the rector walked to the far end of the garden. Here there was a small paddock, surrounded by a fence
         constructed from split young trees. Inside the paddock, munching away at a small pile of hay, was a donkey.
      

      
      ‘It’s a present for you, to celebrate your taking on your first parish.’

      
      ‘Are you quite certain?’ Toby looked from the donkey to the rector.

      
      ‘I shall never ride this or any other animal again,’ explained Reverend Kempe. ‘A donkey will prove easier on your leg muscles
         – but you’ll need to protect your knees and shins. His name is Nipper, for reasons which will unfortunately become apparent
         to you when you come to ride him.’
      

      
      ‘It’s very generous of you,’ said Toby, ‘but what has pride to do with it?’

      
      ‘A donkey is not the most noble of mounts,’ replied the rector. ‘There are many, especially youngsters and Wesleyans, who
         find it amusing to see a parson riding an ass.’
      

      
      ‘A donkey was good enough for our Lord,’ replied Toby. ‘It’s a blessed animal.’
      

      
      Reverend Kempe’s smile was broader this time. ‘You will probably think of a number of additional adjectives to describe Nipper
         before the day is out. Nevertheless, I have no doubt you will become as fond of him as Rosemary and I are. He does not lack
         a certain “character”. One that is more becoming in an ass than in a human, perhaps, but he’s always proved to be a willing
         enough beast. Now, come inside and have a drink before you go on your way. Rosemary has been baking this morning. She has
         made bread and a cake or two to tide you over during your first days at Porthluney.’
      

      
      Early that same afternoon, Toby left St Austell behind. He took the road that would take him to the rectory of St Michael’s,
         Porthluney. The trunk containing his belongings would follow the next day, despatched on a wagon by the landlord of the White
         Hart inn.
      

      
      Toby’s left arm and right knee were sore, Nipper having lived up to his name and reputation. Nevertheless, he was a very happy
         man. He was on his way to take up a new way of life in rural Cornwall.
      

      
      He was the curate of Porthluney.

   
      
      Chapter 6

      
      

      
      Toby’s route to Porthluney provided him with an insight into the varied nature of the county in which he was taking up a living
         and making his home.
      

      
      First of all he sampled the pleasures of a busy small town. Riding through St Austell’s narrow streets was made extremely
         hazardous by lumbering great wagons drawn by teams of powerful horses. Loaded with blocks of China clay from the workings
         to the north of the town, they were on their way to the southern harbours of Par, Pentewan and Charlestown.
      

      
      Once clear of the town, he found himself skirting a mining complex which extended over the nearby hills and valleys. Tall
         chimneys threw plumes of smoke to the wind while clattering tin stamps beat out an uneven rhythm that shook the earth about
         them.
      

      
      A couple of miles farther on the road flirted with the sea before taking an erratic course inland. Toby was now riding between
         small green fields where cows, sheep and horses grew fat on the rich spring grass.
      

      
      It was here, in a narrow, high-banked lane, that he came across a cart leaning at an acute angle upon a broken wheel.

      
      A man dressed in sober black serge clothing and a round low-crowned hat with a broad brim, was struggling to raise the cart
         from the ground. A very heavily pregnant woman, dressed in plain grey, with a poke-bonnet shading her face, was waiting to
         prop up the axle with a piece of wood apparently cut from the hedgerow.
      

      
      Nearby, a girl aged about five sat on the ground peeling the bark from a hazel twig in a desultory manner. The horse, freed
         from the shafts, grazed quite happily nearby.
      

      
      ‘Here, let me give you a hand.’ Dismounting from the bad-tempered donkey, Toby tied its reins to the low-hanging branch of
         a nearby tree.
      

      
      Grasping the bottom edge of the body of the cart, he nodded at the perspiring man. They heaved together and the broken wheel
         rose clear of the ground. A moment later the support had been put in place. The man straightened his back as though it was
         giving him pain and breathed a sigh of relief.
      

      
      ‘Bless thee for performing a Christian deed, friend. I’ve been struggling for half-an-hour to no avail.’

      
      It was not the way a countryman would normally address a minister of the Church of England, but Toby did not take offence.
         He was looking at the woman, who was very pregnant indeed and appeared to be in some discomfort.
      

      
      ‘Is there anything more I can do to help?’

      
      The other man shook his head. ‘We will be all right now. I won’t be able to repair the wheel properly, but by nightfall I
         should have fixed it well enough to carry us all home.’
      

      
      ‘Not before then?’ The man’s wife sounded anxious. ‘Bethany will be concerned for us. The children will want feeding and putting
         to bed.’
      

      
      ‘Thou must go home then. I’ll keep Ruth here with me.’

      
      ‘I want to go with Ma,’ said the young girl immediately.

      
      ‘Why not allow me to escort them home?’ suggested Toby. ‘Your wife can ride my donkey while Ruth and I walk.’

      
      ‘It is a kind offer,’ said the wife. ‘Unfortunately, Ruth cannot walk more than a few yards. She’s a cripple.’

      
      As though the words were a signal, Ruth rose awkwardly to her feet. Arms outstretched, and swaying from side to side alarmingly,
         she covered the short distance to her mother with the gait of a drunken sailor, her legs threatening to buckle beneath her
         slight body with each step.
      

      
      Her mother caught her at the end of the brief walk just as she overbalanced and began to fall to the ground.

      
      The grin of triumph on the face of the small girl told Toby the brief, awkward walk had been staged especially for his benefit.
      

      
      ‘I thought you said she couldn’t walk very well,’ he protested. ‘That was a splendid effort.’

      
      Speaking to the man once more, Toby said, ‘Your wife can ride my donkey and I’ll be Ruth’s mount. She can ride on my shoulders.’

      
      Instead of replying directly, the man said, ‘Thou art a Protestant minister, but not from these parts?’

      
      ‘My name is Toby Lovell. I’m on my way to take over the curacy of Porthluney.’

      
      The woman drew in her breath sharply and the man said, ‘If thou art bound for Porthluney thee will find problems enough without
         adding to them by being seen to help us. We belong to the Society of Friends. We are Quakers.’
      

      
      ‘Your dress and manner of speech told me that when first we met,’ said Toby. He had remembered that Quakers recognised no
         titles for those with whom they had occasion to speak. Their belief was that all mankind was equal in the eyes of God, be
         they man or woman, preacher or beggar. ‘Now, would you care to help your wife mount the donkey? I’ll need to hold his head.
         He isn’t named Nipper for nothing.’
      

      
      After only a moment’s hesitation, the man said, ‘Bless thee again, friend. I am Hosking, Jacob Hosking. This is my wife, Muriel.
         As well as Ruth we have five more children at home. They are being looked after by Muriel’s sister. It would be a great relief
         for everyone were Muriel to be home with them before dark.’
      

      
      ‘Then we’d better be on our way.’

      
      Jacob Hosking helped his wife on to the donkey’s back. They all laughed when Nipper showed his bad temper by trying to turn
         his head and bite, and Toby apologised for the animal’s behaviour. After handing the reins to Muriel, he swung the squealing
         young girl on to his shoulders and they set off.
      

      
      They had not gone far when Toby said, ‘I’ve offered to see you to your home, but I have no idea where you live!’

      
      ‘We have a cottage close to Boswinger.’ The woman’s smile was as gentle as her voice. ‘It’s called Hemmick Cove. I will guide thee. Jacob works a small fishing boat from there.’
      

      
      Remembering the problems Rector Kempe had experienced with the Porthluney landowner, Toby asked, ‘What do you do about paying
         tithes to Mr Bettison?’
      

      
      He was aware that Quakers held strong views against paying tithes to either landlord or the Church of England.

      
      A smile crossed Muriel’s face once more. ‘Our cottage and the land about it don’t belong to the Bettisons. Jacob has come
         to an arrangement with the owners.’
      

      
      She looked away for a moment before giving Toby a sidelong glance that made him realise she was still a young woman. In spite
         of the half-dozen children her husband had mentioned, she was probably younger than he!
      

      
      ‘Perhaps thou should ask Jacob to mediate with John Bettison for thee. Though I fear Bettison is not a man who is ready to
         listen to reason.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve met him?’

      
      She nodded. ‘Three times. The first was when he came to try to buy us out. The second time was because he had met my young
         sister. He expected her to submit to him as do a great many of the estate girls, if rumour is to be believed.’
      

      
      She was quiet for a few minutes and Toby prompted her, ‘What about the third meeting?’

      
      ‘That was when Bettison came to threaten what he was going to do because neither Jacob nor Bethany would fall in with his
         wishes.’
      

      
      ‘What did you do?’

      
      ‘We prayed for him. We asked that some of the peace we enjoy might come into his life. What would thou have done?’

      
      Toby knew that, as a minister of the Church, he should have been able to say he would have taken the same line as Jacob Hosking
         and his Quaker family. Yet he found it difficult to lie to this woman. Neither could he tell her the truth of what was in
         his mind.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘I expect thou wouldst have done the same. Thou art a kind man, or thee would not have stopped to help us. I know of no other minister in these parts who would. Where were thou before coming to Porthluney?’
      

      
      Toby told her in a few words, but this did not prove sufficient for the Quaker woman. By the time the small party began to
         descend the path that led to her home, Muriel knew a great deal more about Reverend Toby Lovell than he realised he had told
         her.
      

      
      In return, she told him of the lives of her family and much of what went on in and around Porthluney.

      
      There was just the one small cottage in the cove they were now approaching and it was here that Jacob and Muriel had their
         home.
      

      
      It was a beautiful and secluded spot. A place where a man or woman might find God, each in his or her own way.

   
      
      Chapter 7

      
      

      
      The first person to see the trio coming slowly and carefully down the wide cliff path was a small girl.
      

      
      She shielded her eyes with a hand and then hurried inside the house. She was out of sight for only a few minutes before reappearing.
         Behind her the remainder of the family spilled out through the open door.
      

      
      There were a number of young children and a dark-haired woman of perhaps twenty-two, with a baby in her arms.

      
      The woman would have stood out in any group. Here, among this small, plainly dressed family of young girls, her long black
         hair made a striking contrast to the subdued greys of the clothes worn by herself and the others.
      

      
      She was tall too, taller than either Jacob or Muriel Hosking.

      
      ‘Is something wrong?’

      
      The young woman called the question to her sister after giving Toby only the briefest of glances. ‘Where’s Jacob?’

      
      ‘A wheel broke on the cart. Toby stopped to help and very kindly offered to bring Ruth and me home.’

      
      Remembering her manners, Muriel said, ‘Toby, this is Bethany, Bethany Poole, my younger sister. Toby is taking over as the
         Protestant minister of Porthluney.’
      

      
      Bethany nodded in his direction and he felt her studying him as he was introduced to the children.

      
      The young girls clustered about their mother as she was helped to the ground by Toby. Then she took the baby from her sister.

      
      As Toby lowered Ruth to the ground carefully, grateful to relieve his aching arm and shoulder muscles, she was promptly picked
         up by her young aunt.
      

      
      ‘Toby hasn’t even had a chance to see his church or the rectory yet,’ said Muriel. ‘He’ll be wanting to get on.’
      

      
      ‘Thou wilt come in for a drink of water first, at least?’ suggested Bethany. ‘It isn’t every day a Church of England minister
         pays us a visit. In fact, we’ve never had one here before.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you very much for the offer, but I’m eager to reach Porthluney well before dark. No one has lived in the rectory for
         more than a year. There will no doubt be one or two things to be done.’
      

      
      ‘One or two!’ Muriel voiced her disbelief. ‘Thou wilt need to light fires in every room, air the bedding … there are a hundred
         and one things to be done. Thou should never have offered to bring Ruth and me home. Thou has far too much to do.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll go and help him.’ The unexpected offer came from Bethany.

      
      Toby saw a disapproving expression cross Muriel’s face. Bethany saw it too.

      
      ‘Biddie can come and help me. She’s good at housework, aren’t thou, Biddie?’

      
      The eldest of the Hosking girls smiled shyly and inclined her head.

      
      ‘There’s really no need …’

      
      Toby’s protest was cut short by Bethany. ‘There was no need for thou to see Muriel and Ruth safely home – and a great many
         reasons why thou should not – but thou brought them home just the same. One good turn deserves another. Come on, Biddie. Put
         on thy Sunday shoes. We’re going to help the minister.’
      

      
      The small party had been travelling for some minutes in silence before Toby said, ‘I’m no expert on accents but you and your
         sister don’t speak like any of the Cornish folk I’ve met so far.’
      

      
      ‘That’s because we’re not Cornish. Muriel and I are from Guernsey.’

      
      ‘Not many Channel Islands girls find their way to England. What brought you here?’

      
      ‘Jacob. Some years ago he was on a fishing boat that was wrecked on the Guernsey coast in a storm. He was hurt and our family nursed him back to health.’
      

      
      ‘It was fortunate that he fell in with other Quakers when he was so far from home.’

      
      ‘Jacob wasn’t a Friend when he came to the island but he was by the time he left, and Muriel came to Cornwall with him. I
         travelled with our parents when they paid them a visit. They returned to Guernsey, I remained here.’
      

      
      ‘Do you ever miss Guernsey? It’s a very pretty island.’

      
      ‘Thou hast been there?’ Bethany was genuinely surprised that a Church of England minister – and such a young minister – should have visited the island.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I was with Nelson’s fleet when it put in to St Peter Port.’

      
      At Bethany’s urging, he told her something of his life in Nelson’s navy, glossing over the wounds which had brought his naval
         service to a premature conclusion.
      

      
      ‘So thou have never actually worked in a parish before?’

      
      ‘No, it’s a new beginning for me.’

      
      ‘Thou could have chosen one where thou would have been given a warmer welcome than will be given thee by the people of Porthluney.’

      
      ‘So I believe.’

      
      They were passing a small, thatched cottage as they talked. In the doorway a shrivelled old woman was seated on a stool. She
         peered at them as though she could not believe what she was seeing.
      

      
      Toby raised his hat and called out a greeting. He received no indication that the old woman had heard.

      
      He smiled briefly at a sudden thought. He and the others made an ill-assorted party. A Church of England curate, a young Quaker
         woman, and Biddie, who was taking a turn at riding on Nipper.
      

      
      Still chatting quite happily, they arrived at the rectory. There was a sad, neglected air about the place and they found the
         same inside when Toby opened the door for them.
      

      
      It smelled damp. There was also a great deal of black mould around the frames of the windows.

      
      Toby was still wondering where he should make a start when Bethany took charge. She found cleaning materials in a cupboard
         and handed a duster to Biddie. The young girl’s task was to remove the thick layer of dust that had accumulated on much of
         the furniture.
      

      
      While Biddie disturbed the dust and sent it rising in the room, Bethany went around opening all the windows. As she did so
         she told Toby to find wood and kindling and light fires in every grate, upstairs and down.
      

      
      When all the windows stood wide open, Bethany found a broom and set to work vigorously, adding to the dust Biddie was raising.

      
      Little more than an hour later the place looked much cleaner and Toby was beginning to feel more at home. Fires burned in
         the grates of every room and bedding was hanging over the backs of chairs placed around the kitchen fire.
      

      
      Outside, the light was beginning to fail and Bethany said she should be taking Biddie home.

      
      ‘Of course. You’ve been a wonderful help. Had you not been here I would still be standing around helplessly, wondering where
         I should begin.’
      

      
      ‘All the linen needs to be washed,’ declared Bethany. ‘But thou should be all right for tonight. I’ll come back in the morning
         and sort things out a little better. Make certain thou build up the fires before going to bed and try to keep them in all
         night.’
      

      
      ‘I hope Jacob has arrived home safely by the time you get there – and thank you again. Thank you both, and God bless you.’

      
      ‘He does that every day,’ replied Bethany. ‘But may He bless thee too.’

      
      Toby watched them walk away. Biddie turned to wave before they both disappeared around a bend in the narrow lane. He knew
         he should have told Bethany there was no need to come back to the rectory again. That she ought not to come. Making friends with a Quaker family on his first day in the parish would not endear him to the community – especially,
         he suspected, John Bettison.
      

      
      But he had not told Bethany to stay away. He thought about her now as he went back inside the rectory. It seemed empty and quiet now the others had gone.
      

      
      Bethany appeared to be a bright and intelligent young woman. Attractive too. She also had an easy way with her that only just
         fell short of boldness, and he found it strangely disconcerting.
      

      
      It was probably because the Quakers, or ‘Friends’ as Bethany insisted upon calling them, regarded their womenfolk as being
         the equal of men.
      

      
      This was Toby’s first opportunity to experience the result of such a policy at first hand. His initial reaction had been one
         of shock. It was quickly followed by disapproval, until he faced up to the fact that such feelings stemmed from his own prejudice.
      

      
      He admitted there was not the slightest hint of impropriety in Bethany’s manner towards him, even though she spoke to him
         as an equal.
      

      
      He reminded himself that this was one of the reasons Quakers had run into trouble in the past. They accepted only the Lord
         as superior to those He had made in His own image, whether they be man or woman. They would bow their heads to no one else.
      

      
      Similarly, they would not concede that any man or woman was less than another.
      

      
      Their views were at odds with the teachings of the Established Church to which Toby belonged. They also clashed head-on with
         those who enjoyed the privileges to which they had been born and claimed as their unearned right.
      

      
      Toby knew all this, and yet he knew he wanted to see Bethany again – and intended seeing her. He eventually eased his conscience
         about allowing her to come to the house again by telling himself he would learn much more about the Society of Friends from
         her. If there were a number of Quakers living in his parish then he should know everything possible about them.
      

   
      
      Chapter 8

      
      

      
      Bethany did not come to the rectory the next day as she had promised. Nor did she put in an appearance the day after.
      

      
      Toby was disappointed, but there was much to occupy his mind. The little church of Porthluney had been as neglected as the
         rectory during Reverend Kempe’s absence. Toby set about cleaning it up as best he could.
      

      
      On the evening of the second day, he answered an unexpected knock at the door of the rectory to find Jacob Hosking standing
         outside.
      

      
      Toby had spoken to nobody since Bethany had left the rectory. He was consequently delighted to welcome his visitor and invited
         him in.
      

      
      ‘Come inside, Jacob. It’s nice to see you. I hope you succeeded in fixing your cart and reached your home safely?’

      
      ‘I did, thanks to thee, but I won’t come in. I’m here to apologise on behalf of Bethany, for not coming to help thee around
         the house as she promised.’
      

      
      ‘That’s all right, she’s entitled to change her mind.’

      
      ‘Oh, she wouldn’t have done that. Not after giving her word. But my Muriel went into labour during that same night. It wasn’t
         the easiest of births. In fact, it has been the worst she has ever had. The baby, another girl, did not arrive until the early
         hours of this morning. Muriel is exhausted. So too is Bethany. She was with Muriel the whole time. However, baby Sophie is
         well, for which we thank the Lord. But Muriel will need her sister to take care of her for a while yet. Bethany asked me to
         come and speak to thee. She suggests thou should find someone else to come in and help you out.’
      

      
      Toby was disappointed that Bethany would not be coming to work at the rectory, but he tried not to allow his feelings to show
         to her brother-in-law.
      

      
      ‘I don’t really know anyone yet. I wouldn’t know where to begin …’

      
      ‘No doubt thou wilt be paying a call on John Bettison at the manor before too long. Whilst thou art there, have a word with
         Ada Hambly. She’s Bettison’s housekeeper and a good and honest woman. She doesn’t agree with all that Bettison is doing. I
         believe she has told him so on more than one occasion. Fortunately for her, she’s worked for the family for far too long to
         be dismissed for expressing her opinions – and is too old to care anyway.’
      

      
      Toby knew he would need to visit the manor house before very long. There needed to be an understanding, at least, between
         Bettison and the Church – and as quickly as possible if Toby’s curacy was to mean anything.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Jacob. I’ll call at the manor tomorrow. My congratulations to you and your wife on the birth of your new daughter.
         I hope Muriel is soon well again. Thank Bethany, and Biddie too, for their help the other evening. I must admit, I found talking
         to Bethany a most refreshing experience. She’s a very self-assured young woman.’
      

      
      Jacob smiled. ‘Quaker women are equal to the men – and Bethany is more equal than most.’

      
      Toby rode to Porthluney Manor the next morning. It was an imposing but old house, set back from a wide, sandy cove that cut
         deep into the coastline.
      

      
      As he approached the front door on Nipper he had a feeling he was being watched. However, no one came out to take the donkey
         from him.
      

      
      Finding a hitching-post, he tied Nipper to it and walked the couple of steps to the front door. Here he tugged hard on the
         bell pull.
      

      
      He had to repeat the summons twice more before the door opened and a uniformed butler stood before him.

      
      ‘Can I help you, sir?’

      
      ‘I’m the new curate at St Michael’s. I thought I should come and pay my respects to Mr Bettison.’

      
      The butler seemed embarrassed when he said, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but would you mind going to the servants’ door, at the rear of
         the house?’
      

      
      Toby could not believe he had heard the man correctly. ‘I’m here to speak with Mr Bettison.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir, and I am very sorry …’ the butler spoke as though his apology was sincere ‘… but neither Mr nor Mrs Bettison is
         here at present. If Mr Bettison were, I wouldn’t dare stand here talking to you like this. He becomes extremely angry if his
         orders are disobeyed.’
      

      
      ‘I see. I’m obliged to you for the warning, but I am a servant of God – not of Mr Bettison. When I call again, and I fully
         intend doing so, it will be to this door.’
      

      
      The butler looked unhappy. ‘I’d rather you didn’t, sir. It will make things very difficult for some of us.’

      
      ‘That’s something you must take up with your master, not with me.’

      
      John Bettison’s slight was to the Church, not to himself, and Toby realised it would not be fair to vent his anger on the
         butler.
      

      
      ‘As Mr Bettison is not here, I should like to speak to Mrs Hambly. I understand she is his housekeeper?’

      
      The butler hesitated and Toby thought he was about to repeat the suggestion he should go to the back door. Instead he said,
         ‘You’ll find her in the kitchen garden, sir.’ He pointed to a high-walled enclosure at the side of the house. ‘She’s with
         the head gardener, discussing the needs of the house during the coming year.’
      

      
      Turning away, Toby made his way to the walled garden. The door stood open and he passed inside to a neat, well-laid out vegetable
         garden.
      

      
      Not far away a tall, grey-haired woman was talking to a gnarled old man. When she saw Toby she left her companion and walked
         to meet the curate, the shadow of a frown on her face.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, can I help you?’

      
      ‘You must be Mrs Hambly? I’m Reverend Lovell. I’ve been appointed as curate at Porthluney by Reverend Kempe.’

      
      ‘Well! That’s a pleasant surprise, I must say. It’s high time we had someone at the rectory to take care of things in the parish.’
      

      
      ‘I understand it’s not entirely Reverend Kempe’s fault that you’ve been without anyone for so long.’

      
      ‘That’s as may be, but when a man’s too old to fight the Lord’s battles it’s time he retired and appointed a younger man.
         Someone like yourself, who’s not afraid to stand up to Master John. Take a tip from me, Parson. Fight him, and don’t retreat.
         That was the way to treat him when he was a small boy, and it’s the only way to deal with him now.’
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