
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      About the Author

      E. V. Thompson was born in London. After spending nine years in the Royal Navy, he served as a Vice Squad policeman in Bristol,
         became an investigator for British Overseas Airways (during which time he was seconded to the Hong Kong Police Narcotics Bureau),
         then headed Rhodesia’s Department of Civil Aviation Security Section. While in Rhodesia, he published over two hundred short
         stories before moving back to England to become a full-time award-winning writer.
     

      His first novel, Chase the Wind, the opening book in the Retallick saga, won the Best Historical Novel Award, and since then more than thirty novels have
         won him thousands of admirers around the world.
     

  



      
      


As she attempted to secure a grip on a wet rock, four or five of those onshore – two of them women – made for her. One man
         lunged at her with a weapon that might have been a pike, or perhaps a pitchfork.
     

      She felt a sudden pain as it struck one of her ribs and slid away again. It caused her to lose her grip on the rock and she
         fell backwards.
     

      Caught by another wave, she was carried back towards the sea by the swirling water. She heard a sound that might have been
         water rushing through a narrow gap between the rocks, or it could have been the cries of the mob.
     

      Then, as she struggled in vain against the pull of the sea, her head came into hard contact with a rock … and she knew no
         more.
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Summer 1812

      John Humphrey St Aubyn was standing on the stoneflagged terrace of the fortified house which occupied the summit of St Michael’s
         Mount, talking to his father, Sir John, when the sound was first heard.
     

      It came from the direction of the English Channel, somewhere beyond the extent of the bay which took its name from the Mount.
         It sounded like a peal of distant thunder but, although a slight haze hid the horizon, there was not a cloud to be seen in
         the late evening sky.
     

      ‘What do you think that was?’ Known as Humphrey, to avoid any confusion with his father, the speaker was an intense young
         man of twenty-two, and he put the question anxiously to Sir John.
     

      ‘I know what it was. It was a broadside, fired from a man-o’-war, but I’m damned if I know who is responsible. There have been no answering
         shots, so there can’t be a battle taking place.’
     

      Not very tall, but elegant and still handsome, Sir John looked much younger than his fifty-four years, despite his well-groomed
         grey hair.
     

      While the two men were still pondering the source of the sound, it was repeated.

      Humphrey gave his father a quizzical glance and the older man shook his head. ‘That was from the same ship. At a guess, I’d
         say it’s most likely a French privateer, harassing the fishing fleet – but he’s a bold man to risk coming so close to our
         coast, although he’s no doubt depending on using the cover of darkness to escape from any pursuit.’
     

      Both men looked out across the bay, frustrated by the haze that prevented them from seeing the farthest point of the Lizard,
         the thick thumb of Cornwall, which protruded out into the Channel.
     

      On a clear day the occupants of the castle on St Michael’s Mount had an unequalled view of the Lizard coast. The Mount itself
         was unique. A high, rocky island for much of the time, it became linked to the mainland by a glistening stone causeway at
         low tide.
     

      The castle, perched on the summit of this part-time island, had been in turn a church, priory, fortress and private house
         during its centuries-old history. Today, it was an architectural blend of all four and, when not simply called ‘the Mount’,
         was referred to as ‘the castle’.
     

      When the sound of a cannonade was heard yet again, Sir John strode to the battlement, looking out over one of the gun emplacements
         sited there as defence against the threat of a French invasion.
     

Since Admiral Lord Nelson’s great victory over the French and Spanish navies, more than six years before, such a risk had
         become virtually non-existent. However, history had taught the inhabitants of this part of England not to underestimate the
         determination of the French to carry the war to their traditional enemy.
     

      ‘That was closer, Humphrey. The ship would appear to be heading this way. Run and fetch my telescope. You’ll find it on the
         windowsill in my study.’
     

      About to carry out his father’s instructions, Humphrey hesitated. ‘What of Juliana? Will she mind …?’

      ‘Mind? You’re my son, dammit! Why should she mind, eh?’
     

      Humphrey inclined his head and hurried away without replying. Hopefully he would not meet up with Juliana, the mistress who
         had taken the place of his own mother in his father’s affections.
     

      He could think of many reasons why she would object to his presence on the Mount. One in particular was that she was pregnant,
         yet again. Another was that he was Sir John’s son by his first mistress, Martha Nicholls. Juliana had never fully accepted that one of Humphrey’s brothers, and not her own eldest son,
         would one day inherit the Mount and much of the St Aubyns’ extensive land-holdings.
     

      In truth, the situation was difficult for everyone. Sir John was a genial and generous man, attracted to women. The attraction
         was invariably reciprocated, but he seemed to have an aversion to matrimony.
     

      Humphrey’s mother had been Sir John’s mistress for many years, bearing him three sons and two daughters. Then his fancy had been taken by Juliana Vinicombe, daughter of
         a local farmer.
     

      Not that Sir John had abandoned Humphrey’s mother entirely. Given a generous allowance of three hundred pounds a year, she
         had been settled in a village, inland from the Mount, when Juliana moved in with the baronet.
     

      That had been some years ago. Since then, Juliana had presented Sir John with a further five sons and three daughters – and
         was now expecting her ninth child.
     

      The amorous Sir John was also believed to have a daughter, born to him by an Italian woman he had met in France. It was rumoured,
         there were also a number of unacknowledged children born to tenants on the island, and some on the mainland, too …
     

      Clattering down the stone staircase that led from the terrace to the living quarters, Humphrey put all such thoughts to one
         side. His father had been good to him. Indeed, he had been generous to all the children of his long-term mistresses.
     

      Humphrey and his brothers had attended university. Humphrey himself was a student at Jesus College, in Oxford, and both their
         sisters had made good marriages.
     

      The children had also been encouraged to adopt their natural father’s name and he had most generously settled ten thousand
         pounds on each of them – money he could ill-afford.
     

      Humphrey was in a long corridor inside the castle when, turning a corner, he came face-to-face with Juliana.
     

      Normally a vivacious, attractive woman, she was not at her best during pregnancy. She tended to put on weight and her skin
         became somewhat blotchy. Her state also tended to make her short-tempered.
     

      ‘What are you doing here, in this part of the castle? You have your own quarters.’

      ‘I was under the impression the whole castle belongs to my father.’ Humphrey showed considerable restraint. He resented this woman who had taken the place of his
         mother in Sir John’s affections, but knew it was wise not to offend her. She wielded considerable influence over his father.
     

      Although she was careful to conceal her feelings from the baronet, Juliana was jealous of the money and affection lavished
         upon the children who Sir John had fathered by Humphrey’s mother.
     

      ‘I’m in this part of the house because my father sent me to fetch a telescope from his study. It’s likely a French warship
         is offshore, firing at something or another.’
     

      Juliana’s resentment was immediately forgotten. ‘A French warship? Is it coming this way? Catherine and Richard have been
         spending the day riding at my father’s farm. They will be coming back from the mainland at any time now. What if the French
         ship sees them and fires upon them?’
     

      Catherine and Richard were Juliana’s two youngest children. Despite the bitterness Humphrey felt towards Juliana, he was genuinely
         fond of both of them.
     

‘The course of the French boat – if indeed it is a French vessel – is not certain. But after I’ve taken the telescope to my father, I’ll run and tell one of the boatmen to
         go to the mainland. He can make certain Catherine and Richard remain there until it’s clear what is happening. The causeway
         will be passable before night falls. They can be brought back to the Mount then.’
     

      ‘Thank you … Thank you, Humphrey.’ Juliana was a highly emotional woman and tears suddenly filled her eyes. For a moment it
         seemed she would say more to him. Instead, she turned and hurried away, heading in the direction of her own room.
     

      As Humphrey emerged on the terrace carrying the leather-bound, brass telescope, he heard the sound of yet another broadside.
         It was still some distance away, yet he realised it was closer than before.
     

      Sir John greeted him impatiently. ‘The damned French ship could have been upon us and away again by now!’ Unabashed by such
         a gross exaggeration, he demanded, ‘What kept you so long?’
     

      When Humphrey repeated his conversation with Juliana, Sir John’s attitude underwent an immediate change and he became thoroughly
         alarmed.
     

      ‘Go and tell Abel to take a boat to Marazion right away. He’s to find somewhere safe for the children until any danger has
         passed. Tell him I shall hold him personally responsible for their well-being … And Humphrey!’ As Humphrey turned to hurry
         away, Sir John brought him to a halt, ‘… I’m very pleased indeed to see you showing such concern for the two children.’
     

      Clearing his throat noisily, he added, ‘I know it can’t be easy for you, but Juliana’s children really do think the world
         of you, you know. Young Richard in particular …’ He mentioned his youngest son, one of his favourites. ‘He’s a lot like you.
         A thoroughly good lad.’
     

      As though embarrassed by such a declaration of affection, Sir John turned away, at the same time putting the telescope to
         his eye. ‘Now, let’s see if I can get a sight of the Frenchman – if that’s what it is.’
     

      With his back to Humphrey, he added, ‘Once you’ve given Abel his instructions, go to the inn. You’ll no doubt find most of
         the Mount’s gunners there. Order them to muster here. Tell them I am waiting and will give them the key to the powder room
         when they arrive. I only want sober men, but God help any man who is too drunk to carry out his duty to his King – and to me.’
     

      Humphrey located Abel Carter in the St Aubyn Arms with a number of other St Aubyn men. He was tall, taller than Humphrey,
         and there was something about his eyes that always uncomfortably reminded Humphrey of his father.
     

      Ten years older than Humphrey, Abel had been destined for a promising career in the Royal Marines Artillery. Unfortunately,
         he had received a serious leg wound fighting against Napoleon’s army, some years before, and had been discharged.
     

      When he recovered he spent some time at sea before returning to the Mount as the St Aubyns’ senior boatman.
     

      Abel was the son of a Mount woman who, as a young girl, had been employed at the great house as a housemaid. She had fallen
         pregnant when just sixteen.
     

      It was strongly rumoured that she had been the first of Sir John’s fruitful mistresses. However, no one had dared voice such
         thoughts aloud at the time and she was married off to Isaac Carter, a rather simple woodsman who worked on one of the St Aubyn
         estates.
     

      She never lived to reveal the secret of her son’s parentage, dying while giving birth to a still-born child when Abel was
         three years old.
     

      Abel had been brought up by his grandparents on the Mount until he joined the Regiment of Marines at the age of sixteen. Now
         he lived in the village situated at the foot of the Mount, with his widowed grandmother.
     

      It was probable that she knew the identity of his true father, but both grandparents came from generations of loyal St Aubyn
         retainers. They told him nothing.
     

      Nevertheless, there were others whose love of gossip was stronger than the loyalty they owed to the family they served. Abel
         was left in no doubt that he had as much of a claim to the St Aubyn bounty as Humphrey and the children of Sir John’s two
         acknowledged mistresses.
     

      The inn frequented by the St Aubyn employees was the end building of a terrace of cottages facing the harbour, at the foot of the Mount. It was crowded and noisy, but the men inside fell silent when Humphrey ducked through the
         low doorway.
     

      Abel had been drinking, but he seemed comparatively sober. The other St Aubyn employees appeared to be in a similar ‘in-between’
         state.
     

      They broke their silence and set up a rousing cheer when Humphrey told them they were to man the guns on the Mount, with the
         possibility of action against a French warship before darkness fell.
     

      Abel would have led them from the inn, had Humphrey not put out a hand to detain him. ‘Wait. Sir John has a special task for
         you.’
     

      As the others rushed past him from the inn, Abel protested. ‘But … I’m a trained gunner. The only one of them with any real
         experience!’
     

      ‘Nevertheless, Sir John has said you are to take a boat to the mainland. Catherine and Richard are due back from the Vinicombe
         Farm at any time now. They’ll be looking for a boat to bring them off to the Mount.’
     

      As Humphrey was speaking, he and Abel had followed the other men from the inn. Once outside the sound of cannon-fire reached
         them. It was more of a ragged volley than a broadside on this occasion, but it was certainly closer than when Humphrey had
         heard it before.
     

      ‘You hear that? It’s the French ship. I’d lay a bet it’s cruising close inshore, shooting at anything that presents itself.
         If it comes this far the Mount will be an obvious target, together with any boat in the vicinity. You’re to make quite certain
         that isn’t one carrying the children. Keep them onshore and out of range of the French guns. If all is clear, bring them over the causeway after dark,
         when the tide has fallen. Remember, Abel, you’re to take no chances with them.’
     

      Abel gave Humphrey what his grandmother would have referred to as ‘one of his looks’.

      Humphrey shrugged. ‘Those are Sir John’s orders, not mine.’

      ‘You know as well as I do that I’d be far more usefully employed up at the house, aiming the cannon.’

      Humphrey’s lips tightened. ‘Sir John named you as the one to fetch the boys. Should you not be on your way?’
     

      Abel remained looking at Humphrey for some moments. Then, shrugging his shoulders, he turned away without another word and
         strode off, heading in the direction of the harbour.
     

      On his way up the steep hill leading to the fortified house, Humphrey looked back and saw Abel making for the harbour entrance,
         rowing in a small boat. When he reached the mainland there would be men to pull the boat up on to the beach and secure it
         until it was needed again.
     

      As Humphrey watched, the boat cleared the harbour and began to plunge and rise with the motion of the open waters of the bay.
         It would pose no problem for Abel. He was a very capable man and thoroughly reliable. But Humphrey always wondered whether
         Abel had resentment bottled up inside him that would one day come out into the open.
     

      All the same, he could not help feeling sorry for the man. Aware of Abel’s story, Humphrey was sufficiently observant to see the St Aubyn likeness for himself. He wondered
         how he might have felt had his father chosen to acknowledge only Juliana’s children and not Humphrey and his brothers and sisters
         …?
     

      Another ragged cannonade broke into his thoughts. He hurried through the house and made his way to the open gun platform.

      ‘There she is, Humphrey. It’s a French ship right enough, not a privateer, but a man-o’-war – and heading this way.’ Pointing
         out across the battlements, an excited Sir John handed the telescope to his son, but it was hardly necessary to use it.
     

      The French ship had emerged from the haze and was now no more than two or three miles distant. An outsize tricolour, almost
         as large as a top-sail, billowed from a masthead.
     

      All around, on the terrace, men were hurrying to-and-fro, carrying cannonballs, cartridges of gunpowder, rammers and wads
         for the thirty-two-pounder guns positioned at embrasures around the gun platform.
     

      This was only one of a number of such platforms sited on and around the Mount, but the baronet considered it to be the most
         effective site if the French ship continued on its present course.
     

      ‘Load the guns – but keep them back out of sight until it’s time to use them,’ ordered Sir John. ‘We don’t want to frighten
         the Frenchmen away. You! Isaac! Throw that pipe away. Are you mad, man? There’s gunpowder all around and you’re smoking a
         pipe! No! Don’t knock it out against the wall. That’s even more dangerous. Throw it away, over the wall. I’ll deal with you later.’
     

      Turning to Humphrey, Sir John demanded angrily, ‘Has he been drinking?’

      ‘Most of the men were at the inn when I called them out,’ replied his son.

      ‘Heaven help us! They are poor enough gunners at the best of times. I should have kept Abel on the Mount. He’s the only man
         capable of sending a cannonball where it’s intended to go – but I’ve sent him to fetch the children.’
     

      ‘He said as much himself,’ agreed Humphrey, ‘but it’s too late now. I saw him heading out of the harbour as I entered the
         house.’
     

      ‘Then we’ll just have to do the best we can without him.’

      The French ship opened fire once more and Humphrey counted at least eight shots.

      ‘What are they firing at?’ Sir John demanded.

      ‘The cottages beyond Perranuthnoe.’ Humphrey named a small fishing community less than two miles from the Mount. ‘They don’t
         appear to have hit anything – but one thing is certain. They are heading this way.’
     

      ‘Then we must make quite certain we’re fully prepared for them.’ Turning to the men loading the guns, he shouted, ‘Hurry and
         have those guns ready – and bring up more powder and shot. The French will be within range before we’ve a single gun loaded
         if you don’t move yourselves.’
     

      The Mount men redoubled their efforts and Humphrey watched as the French ship drew nearer.

It was not a huge man-o’-war, no more than a thirty-two-gun frigate, and its shooting did not appear to be particularly accurate.
         But the castle on the Mount was a large target. Not all the French shots would miss.
     

      Humphrey was not alone in such thoughts. Sir John was watching the approaching vessel anxiously. Suddenly he said, ‘Humphrey,
         go down and tell Juliana to remove the children and servants to the north side of the house. We don’t want to run the risk
         of anyone in the household being injured.’
     

      At that moment, much to the surprise of both men, Abel ran up the steps to the terrace, showing little trace of the leg wound
         which had ended his career as a Royal Marine gunner. He was breathing heavily as a result of the speed at which he had hurried
         up the steep approach to the gun platform.
     

      ‘What are you doing here?’ demanded the baronet. ‘Where are Catherine and Richard?’

      ‘Inside the house. The boat bringing them home was already two-thirds of the way here. It was quicker to bring them to the
         house than turn around and return to the mainland.’
     

      For a moment or two it seemed Sir John would dispute Abel’s assessment of the situation he had encountered. Another salvo
         from the French ship, this time clearly aimed in the general direction of the Mount, changed his mind.
     

      ‘Humphrey, hurry down and clear the seaward side of the house … Abel, you’re the best gun captain we have. See if you can
         sight the guns so that some shots, at least, are not lost in the sea.’
     

      Relieved that he had escaped the wrath of Sir John, Abel hurried away to lay the guns on the rapidly closing target.
     

      Humphrey found Juliana and the remainder of her children excitedly watching the approaching French ship from a window in the
         blue drawing-room, probably one of the most dangerously exposed positions in the castle.
     

      Her initial response was resentment at being obliged to obey an order given to her by Humphrey. However, when he pointed out
         that the Mount was already the target of the enemy ship, she hurried from the room, ushering the protesting children before
         her.
     

      By the time he returned to the south-facing gun platform, the sun was already dipping into the ribbon of haze that hid the
         horizon. The duel between ship and shore would be short-lived. If the French ship was to clear the dangerous Cornish coast
         before darkness closed in, it would have time to fire no more than a couple of salvoes before turning into the onshore wind
         and tacking away into the Channel.
     

      There could be little doubt the captain had scanned the Mount through his own telescope, but he could not have seen the guns.
         As a result he was coming recklessly close to his intended target.
     

      It seemed that his intention was to turn at the last moment and fire a broadside or two at the imposing granite castle.

      ‘Run out the guns … now!’

      Abel’s shouted command startled Humphrey, who had been watching the sailors busying themselves about the guns on board the
         French ship.
     

Anticipating the French ship’s imminent manoeuvre, Abel hurriedly inspected the elevation of the cannons. He had made chalk
         marks on the stones of the terrace, indicating the tracks that the wheels of the gun carriages should follow. There were further
         marks where they were to stop.
     

      As the heavy guns were trundled into position, Abel exhorted the men to even greater efforts. The French warship had almost
         reached the position upon which he had laid his guns. He was anxious to hit the French vessel before its gunners fired upon
         the Mount. An unexpected salvo should effectively throw the French aim off balance.
     

      Abel’s plan was more successful than anyone could have dared to hope, his timing perfect. An officer on board the French warship
         saw white smoke belch from the embrasures on the south-facing terrace and shouted a warning, but it came too late.
     

      A number of the heavy cannonballs splashed harmlessly into the sea around the vessel, but as many more succeeded in striking
         their target – and with considerable effect.
     

      One carved a path through the packed ranks of a gun crew on the open deck. Two more tore away sails and rigging. The most
         telling shot of all was one of which any gunner would have been proud. It struck the mainmast at one-third of its height from
         the deck, bringing it crashing down, tearing sails and severing rigging as it fell.
     

      The French gunnery officer made a call upon his men to return the fire. They did so, but, as Abel had intended, the volley
         from the Mount had thrown the ship off course. Not one of the French cannonballs struck its large, immobile target.
     

      Meanwhile, on the Mount, Abel was exhorting his jubilant gunners to swab out the barrels of their cannons and reload, in order
         to open fire once more.
     

      While they carried out his orders, he hurried among them, depressing the elevation of the guns slightly.

      It was unnecessary to change the direction in which they would fire. A stiff onshore wind was bringing the French vessel ever
         closer to the shore. Still broadside on to the Mount, the vessel pursued an almost straight line from the spot where she had
         been hit by the Mount’s salvo.
     

      The men on the Mount could clearly see the panic on board the French ship, as officers and crew sought to hack away the broken
         mast and rigging in a desperate attempt to regain at least some control of the vessel.
     

      But the French captain’s arrogant recklessness had already sealed the fate of his ship.

      ‘Fire!’
     

      Another volley thundered from the guns on the terrace of the Mount. Once again many of the cannonballs struck home on their
         target. The skills gained by Abel during his service with the Royal Marines Artillery had not been forgotten. The French ship
         was doomed.
     

      The only uncertainty now was the exact spot where the French vessel would come ashore.

      Sir John ordered the St Michael’s Mount cannons to cease firing when it became apparent that the French crew could do nothing to save their ship.
     

      The gunfire directed by Abel had brought down a second mast and spars. Rigging and tattered sails lay in a tangled mess on
         the main deck and spilled over the side of the ship, blanketing the gun ports.
     

      By now darkness had closed in on the scene of the one-sided battle. Although it hid the confusion on board the French ship,
         the excited voices issuing and countermanding orders could clearly be heard.
     

      All thoughts of hostile action were forgotten now. The only aim of those on board was survival. The stiff onshore breeze was
         accompanied by a heavy swell. Born in the depths of the Atlantic Ocean, the rollers died a noisy death on the rocks around
         the Mount and they were bringing the ship ever closer to destruction.
     

      ‘Where do you think the ship will come ashore? It looks almost as though it might be driven past us and on to the mainland.’

      Humphrey put the question to his father, but it was Abel who replied. ‘It will strike below the old warren.’

      The spot he mentioned was at the foot of one of the steepest parts of the Mount. Pointing in the direction of the causeway,
         he added, ‘They know where it’s coming aground.’
     

      A great many shadowy figures were hurrying along the barely visible causeway and making their way around the shoreline of
         the Mount, heading for the spot where Abel had predicted the ship would be driven ashore. Some carried dim lanterns and these
         cast an eerie yellow light on others about them.
     

Now, those on the gun platform became aware of excited voices as men and women scrambled over the rocks on the foreshore.

      ‘The causeway is barely open,’ exclaimed Sir John. ‘But whole families are coming from the mainland, hoping to salvage something
         from the wreck.’
     

      ‘They’ll be out for blood too,’ said Abel. ‘The French have taken many Cornish fishermen who’ll never be seen again – and
         this particular ship has just been bombarding villages along the coast. There’ll not be many prisoners taken tonight.’
     

      Humphrey possessed a gentle nature that would one day lead him to become a member of the clergy and he was appalled by the
         statement of the Mount boatman. ‘But … that’s murder! Can’t we put someone at this end of the causeway to turn the mainlanders
         back from the Mount?’
     

      Sir John looked at his son pityingly. ‘You’ve never seen your fellow-men when there are spoils to be taken from a wreck, Humphrey.
         I have. All the constables in the county couldn’t stop them. All we can do is go down there when the ship strikes and try
         to save as many Frenchmen as we can.’
     

      Calling to the men who had manned the cannons, Sir John said, ‘I want you men down there too – saving lives. You can pass
         the word that if I see any Mount men doing harm to the French sailors, they’ll have neither work nor a home tomorrow. Abel,
         you’ve got more about you than most. Hurry to the inn. Tell the landlord to prepare to receive French prisoners – and arrange
         for a guard to be placed on them. They’ll be held there until we can hand them over to the Admiralty.’ The Admiralty was the authority responsible for prisoners-of-war.
     

      The men who had only a short while before been intent on reducing the French warship to an unmanageable hulk were unhappy
         at not being allowed to take part in plundering the vessel when it came ashore. There was some subdued grumbling among them,
         but they knew better than to express their dissatisfaction openly in the presence of the baronet who employed them.
     

      Aware of their feelings, Sir John called after them, ‘You did well this evening, men. I’ll see you’re rewarded for your efforts.
         You especially, Abel. I was impressed by your gunnery skills. Very impressed indeed.’
     

      If Abel was pleased by Sir John’s praise, he did not allow it to show. Following the other men from the terrace, he made no
         reply.
     

      ‘Did you hear that there Humphrey when he thought it likely there might be blood-letting when the French ship comes ashore?
         He wasn’t so particular when we was shooting at ’em and couldn’t see any blood. I reckon the time he’s spent at that university
         has softened him up.’
     

      One of the Mount men made the comment as the St Aubyn gunners made their way down the steep path from the castle. They were
         not dawdling and would be on hand to see the vessel come ashore. However, with no chance of acquiring any plunder, there was
         little sense of urgency among them.
     

      ‘Shooting at men in battle is one thing. Killing them when they’re beaten and defenceless is something different,’ said Abel scathingly.
     

      ‘Tell that to them,’ retorted the man who had made the derogatory remark about Humphrey St Aubyn. He pointed to the crowds gathering on the
         rocks ahead of them. ‘I wouldn’t try to stop them doing what they’ve come here for, if I were you. In the darkness they won’t
         be fussy whether they’re killing a Frenchman or a St Aubyn man.’
     

      They had rounded a corner of the path which brought the causeway into view. The tide had receded enough to make the rock and
         shingle path passable between Mount and mainland, but the swell was still occasionally sending water swirling over it. However,
         by the light of the many lanterns being carried, it was possible to see a great many people – men, women and children – heading
         towards them.
     

      ‘Good God! It looks as though the whole of Marazion is heading this way,’ said Abel.

      ‘They’ll be from all along the coast and the Frenchmen have only themselves to blame,’ said one of his companions. ‘Their
         cannonading has stirred up the fishermen and their women. Besides, they have many old scores to settle. It’ll be the Devil
         and not Sir John who’ll be calling the tune tonight.’
     

      At the last minute it seemed as if the French warship might cheat those waiting eagerly on the rocky foreshore of the Mount
         in the hope of plundering something of value from the stricken vessel and wreaking revenge on its crew, and a howl of frustration
         went up.
     

Then, just as it seemed that the ship would drift past the rocks of the Mount and into the bay, a capricious wind swung it
         back towards the waiting Cornish men and women. An obliging swell immediately lifted it and carried it over the outermost
         rocks.
     

      The listening mob heard the screech of tortured timbers as the stricken ship was battered mercilessly by a combination of
         rocks and a restless sea. Panic-stricken, the unfortunate crew-members began jumping overboard in a bid to save their lives.
     

      This was the signal for the waiting horde to swarm down upon them. Scrambling over rocks and splashing dangerously through
         the heaving water, they sought to intercept the Frenchmen.
     

      The ensuing scene was one that would never be forgotten by those from the Mount who witnessed it. The mainland Cornish men
         and women were armed with a wide variety of makeshift weapons. Staves, spades, pitchforks, pieces of timber, axes and more
         conventional weapons were all used to batter those survivors who made it to the shore – and many who were still in the sea.
     

      When a French seaman was felled, he was immediately surrounded by a swarm of men and women. Robbed of everything of value,
         even the clothes he was wearing, he could consider himself fortunate if he escaped with his life.
     

      Soon the whole foreshore was a heaving mass of screaming, shouting and fighting humanity and Abel felt unable to stand back
         from it any longer.
     

      Calling on the Mount men to follow him, he did not wait to see if they were obeying his call. Scrambling down to the rocks, he plunged among the mob, trying to pull his fellow-countrymen from those who were being attacked.
     

      He was aware of others with him. Whether it was Mount men, or mainlanders with a conscience, he did not know – and no longer
         cared.
     

      Coming upon a seaman crawling painfully from the sea, Abel put his shoulder to a man intent upon bludgeoning the bedraggled
         and exhausted survivor. As he did so, the distressed man cried out, ‘For God’s sake save us! There’s almost a hundred English
         prisoners on board – most are Cornish men …’
     

      A wave rose from the sea, threatening to drag the man back out with it, but Abel reached forward and held him firmly until
         he was able to pull him to safety.
     

      Others had heard the man’s words and a shout went up – ‘There are Cornish men on board … save the Cornish men.’

      The cry was taken up and the mood of many plunderers changed immediately. It was one thing to kill Frenchmen who had been
         bombarding homes in the vicinity, quite another to attack their own kind, unfortunate enough to be taken prisoner.
     

      Hands began to drag men from the sea and pass them back to others behind them.

      Not all the plunderers were ready to give up a chance to enrich themselves. They showed no mercy to survivors from the ship,
         whatever their nationality. Others ignored the floundering men altogether, as they pulled from the sea any item that floated
         free of the doomed vessel.
     

      Not far from Abel, the lantern held up by a woman from the mainland showed a young lad desperately trying to secure a grip on a smooth, glistening rock in order to pull himself
         clear of the sea.
     

      As Abel scrambled over the rocks to go to his assistance, one of the mainlanders, armed with a stout, pointed pole, struck
         at the desperate young man, knocking him backwards. When the sea sucked the helpless survivor back on to rocks, the pole was
         used in an attempt to pull him closer and rob him.
     

      So angry was Abel that when he reached the rock, he wrenched the pole from the man’s grasp. Knocking its owner into the sea,
         he pulled the young survivor close enough to heave him clear of the swirling water.
     

      The young man was of slight build and much younger than Abel had at first thought. It took little effort to pull him clear
         of the water.
     

      Ignoring the cries of the man he had knocked off the rock into the sea, Abel carried his unconscious burden to safety, leaping
         from rock to rock until he reached dry land.
     

      He was pulled up a slope clear of the chaos of the foreshore by Humphrey St Aubyn.

      ‘I saw what you did, Abel. Had I been closer I would have helped you. That man was an animal. He deserves to drown … But the
         boy? Is he badly hurt?’
     

      ‘I don’t know. He’s certainly unconscious. Can you find someone with a lantern?’

      The young boy was laid on the ground and a lantern brought to the scene. In its pale yellow light, he appeared pathetically
         young and possessed skin that Abel thought had never yet felt the touch of a razor.
     

‘He’s still breathing, at least,’ said Humphrey.

      ‘Yes, but he’s been hurt. There’s blood showing through his shirt.’

      The boy was wearing no coat, only a light shirt of finer material than that worn by most seamen. If he was French, Abel thought
         he was probably a young gentleman, perhaps training to become a ship’s officer.
     

      ‘The wound would have been caused by the sharp stave,’ said Abel. ‘We’d better check and see how badly he’s hurt.’ As he spoke,
         he pulled the shirt clear of the boy’s trousers and lifted it.
     

      He frowned. There was a wide band of cloth wrapped about the boy’s chest. It looked as though it might have been placed there
         earlier, perhaps to serve as a bandage. If so, it was possible the blood that could be seen came from an earlier wound. It
         must have reopened when he was being thrown about in the sea.
     

      The source of the blood appeared to be beneath one of the boy’s armpits. Abel called, ‘Does anyone have a sharp knife? I’ll
         need to cut this bandage away.’
     

      One of the Mount men handed him a knife. Inserting the blade beneath the wide cloth bandage, he sliced through it before gently
         peeling it away from the boy’s body, hoping that by doing so he was not going to open the wound further.
     

      Suddenly, a gasp went up from the men standing about them. Abel, too, rocked back on his heels. He had found the wound. Slicing
         through the skin between two ribs, it was not particularly serious.
     

But it was not the wound that had caused the gasp from the watching men. The cloth bound about the young survivor’s chest
         had not been a bandage to hide any injury. It had been worn to flatten the breasts of the young survivor. It was not a boy
         whom Abel had pulled from the sea – but a young woman!
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      Summer 1810

      
      ‘Thomasina! THOMASINA!’
     

      
      Standing in the doorway of a small cottage on the hill above the fishing village of Mevagissey, Mary Rowe called her niece
         yet again, her impatience increasing.
     

      
      Turning, she called into the cottage, ‘Dolly, did Thomasina say anything to you about where she might be going?’

      
      Dolly shrugged her indifference. ‘Nothing at all, Ma, but you know her as well I do. She’s probably somewhere along the cliff,
         day-dreaming – or off with a boy.’
     

      
      Mary Rowe expelled her breath in a sound that combined anger and frustration. ‘I really don’t know what’s the matter with that
         girl. However unhappy she may be about starting work as a live-in maid, you’d think she’d show some gratitude to me for getting
         it for her. It’s a job most girls would give their eye-teeth to have. Yet she goes missing just when she should be getting ready to set off to Trebene. I despair of that girl, I really
         do.’
     

      
      Adding a couple of stitches to the hem she was letting down on one of her frocks, Dolly spoke without looking up, ‘She really
         hates the thought of going to work as a servant, Ma.’
     

      
      ‘What she thinks of it is neither here nor there,’ snapped her mother. ‘She has far too many ideas above her station in life,
         that one. We all have to do things we don’t want to do and it’s about time she realised it. I didn’t want to be widowed, or
         have a young girl who isn’t my own to look after – but it happened, and I’ve had to get on with it. I don’t know what her
         mother would have said, had she known how Thomasina would turn out. The girl might have been born to my own sister, but she’s
         like no other girl I’ve ever known. Anyway, she’s going to work at Trebene House, whether she likes it or not. They’ll be
         paying her six pounds a year, all found, and half of that is coming to me. It’s little enough return for what I’ve spent on
         her all these past years – but it’s better than the nothing I’m getting from her right now. By now most girls of her age have
         gone off and found themselves husbands – but not our Thomasina, oh no! She thinks she’s too good for any of the village lads.
         I’m expecting better things from you, my girl, and don’t you forget it, but at least your sewing brings a few coppers into
         the house. Now, put that dress down for a while and go off and find her. When you do, tell her I want her back here – this instant.’
     

      
      * * *

      
      
      Huddled in the shelter of a free-stone field wall, Thomasina Varcoe hugged her legs tightly and rested her chin on her knees.
         In front of her the field ended in a sheer cliff, beyond which were the grey waters of the English Channel.
     

      
      Thomasina was not a typical Cornish girl. Her fair hair set her apart from her dark-haired contemporaries. Nor was she ‘pretty’
         in the conventional sense. Her mouth was too large, her nose too proud and her firm jaw set a little too determinedly. Yet
         most people who glanced at her, whether they were men or women, usually looked again.
     

      
      She had heard her aunt calling and knew why she was wanted, but she had no intention of returning to the cottage just yet.
         Trebene House would not fall to the ground because she was not there to begin work when they were expecting her.
     

      
      She gazed out to sea, to where a formation of eight men-o’-war, in line ahead, ploughed through the choppy water, leaning
         away from the wind. The ships had put out from the nearby naval port of Plymouth and were bound for the open waters of the
         Atlantic, doubtless to seek out the ships of Emperor Napoleon’s navy.
     

      
      Resentfully, Thomasina thought that if only she had been a boy, that was where she would be. A sailor on a man-o’-war. She probably already had as much experience of the sea as many of those
         on board. More, certainly, than most who had been impressed into the King’s navy.
     

      
      Thomasina’s father had been master of a modest sailing vessel, trading between Bristol and the smaller English Channel ports.

      
      
      It had not been a grand vessel – indeed, it was scarcely larger than a fishing boat – but Thomasina had thought it the finest
         boat that had ever sailed from Mevagissey harbour.
     

      
      After her mother died Thomasina had gone to live with Mary Rowe, her mother’s sister, but she was happiest when accompanying
         her father on his coastal voyages, allowed to help work the boat.
     

      
      Then, four years ago, when Thomasina was fifteen, her father and his boat had failed to return from what should have been
         no more than a short voyage between Falmouth and Portsmouth.
     

      
      The weather had been fair along the coast at the time, but no trace of his vessel was ever found.

      
      It was believed it must have been sunk by a French warship, or perhaps a privateer. Had it been taken as a prize, word would
         have been received from France long before now. Many such tragedies had been visited upon the families of seafaring men during
         the long struggle with France for supremacy of the sea.
     

      
      His loss had devastated Thomasina, but she had received scant sympathy from her aunt, who seemed far more concerned about
         the loss of income than about the fate of her widowed brother-in-law.
     

      
      This had done more to turn Thomasina against Mary than anything else she did, or would do, but she would not allow her dislike
         to show. It was then that Thomasina had learned to control many other emotions, too. She often came to the spot where she
         was now and for more than an hour cried as though she would never stop. But eventually she did stop and, by the time she returned to Mary Rowe’s home some hours later, she had succeeded in putting an almost impenetrable shutter between herself and the rest of the world.
     

      
      Since that time, Thomasina had not settled at anything for very long. For a while she had repaired fishing-nets in Mevagissey,
         then she tried her hand as a dairy-maid. This had been followed by general work on an inland farm, housework for an elderly
         widow crippled with arthritis and, more recently, preparing fish in a Mevagissey fish-cellar.
     

      
      She particularly hated working in the fish-cellar. No matter how many times she bathed, she could never rid herself of the
         smell of fish.
     

      
      Now Mary had found work for her at Trebene House, the manor home of the Vincent family, who owned much of the land in the
         Roseland area, a few miles away, opposite the busy sea port of Falmouth.
     

      
      No doubt such employment would have delighted many young girls of her acquaintance. It offered security, regular food and
         the possibility of marriage to a fellow-household employee, who had the added attraction of enjoying a job for life.
     

      
      However, Thomasina had long been aware that she did not share the aims and ambitions of other girls of her acquaintance. For
         most, the acquisition of a sweetheart and the prospect of an early marriage dominated their whole outlook on life.
     

      
      Thomasina had a sweetheart, but he was frowned upon by Mary – and by the mothers of most of the girls in the area, too. Considered a ne’er-do-well,
         Jeffery constituted the only chink in the defences she had put up against the world. He alone had been kind and understanding at the time she had lost her father – and Thomasina loved him for it.
     

      
      Jeffery scorned the aims and ambitions of his contemporaries, believing there were easier ways for a man to earn a living
         than by working his way into an early grave. He was fond of pointing out that while men, women and children in the countryside
         spent their lives in poverty and drudgery, those who lived in the great houses grew rich from their labours. He vowed he was
         not going to break his back in order to keep such people in idle luxury.
     

      
      Thomasina fiercely defended Jeffery in the face of his critics, chief among whom was Mary Rowe. But this attitude led to him
         being shunned by those who were content to accept their lot in life. Because of her loyalty to him, Thomasina too was excluded
         from their company.
     

      
      During these past few years Jeffery had spent an increasing amount of time away from his home village. Left behind, Thomasina
         had become more and more of a ‘loner’, refusing to conform to the ways of her aunt and the friends whom the older woman had
         gathered about her.
     

      
      Not that Thomasina minded. Unlike many of the other girls, she had learned to read, and she read well. She was quite happy
         to lose herself within the pages of a book – one of an unclaimed consignment acquired by her father, many years before. Engrossed
         in the pages of a book, she was able to exclude the world about her.
     

      
      When she was not reading, Thomasina would often come here, close to the cliff, and sit gazing out to sea. At first it had
         been in the vain hope that one day she would see the ship captained by her father sailing home, its increasingly long absence miraculously explained away.
     

      
      The hope, although never entirely abandoned, had gradually receded. Sometimes, if Jeffery was home, he would come here with
         her, unbeknown to the disapproving Mary.
     

      
      More recently, Thomasina would sit and watch the large ships with envy, wishing she were sailing with them to parts of the
         world she could otherwise only learn about through the pages of the books she read.
     

      
      ‘Our ma’s been calling you till she’s gone blue in the face.’

      
      Dolly’s words broke in upon Thomasina’s thoughts. The feet of the younger girl had made no sound on the soft grass as she
         approached the wall that sheltered her cousin.
     

      
      ‘I heard her.’

      
      Thomasina spoke truculently, resentful at Dolly’s intrusion on what were probably the last moments she would ever spend here,
         in the spot she had come to regard as a personal sanctuary from the world about her.
     

      
      ‘Then why didn’t you come? You’ll only make Ma mad by staying out here, pretending you haven’t heard her.’

      
      ‘Well, she’s not going to have to put up with me for very much longer, is she? After today there’ll only be you to grumble
         at.’
     

      
      ‘Ma isn’t that bad, Thomasina,’ said Dolly unhappily. ‘She’ll miss you, really … I will, too.’

      
      
      Thomasina looked up at the young girl who was five years her junior and her expression softened. ‘Don’t take any notice of
         me, Dolly. I’m just miserable at the thought of going off somewhere I don’t want to be, to live and work. I’ll miss you too
         – and your ma,’ she added grudgingly. ‘Life can’t have been easy for her since my pa … since he didn’t come back. I don’t
         suppose I’ve helped very much, have I? I should have looked out for some farmer’s son and trapped him into marriage. That
         way, you and your ma would never have been short of something to eat, at least.’
     

      
      ‘You could still do that if you wanted to.’ There was a hint of mischief in Dolly’s expression as she spoke. She was very fond
         of Thomasina and wanted desperately to cheer her up. ‘Billy Kivell’s still single and his pa’s got a nice-sized farm.’
     

      
      Billy Kivell was a middle-aged simpleton who possessed the mind of a six-year-old. Desperate to find someone to care for Billy
         before he and his wife became too old, the farmer had let it be known that whoever married Billy would one day inherit the
         farm along with him. So far there had been no takers.
     

      
      Thomasina smiled. ‘That’s something you can think about when you’re a year or two older, young lady. But don’t be in too much of a hurry to marry. I won’t be able
         to save much for a wedding gift from the money I’ll be earning for working at Trebene.’
     

      
      Dolly looked at Thomasina sympathetically. ‘I know you hate the thought of going there to work, but I’m sure it won’t be as
         bad as you think. You’ll eat well, have a nice uniform to wear and be able to come home to see Ma and me for one day a month,
         at least.’
     

      
      
      ‘Yes, you’re right, Dolly, but will you do something for me?’

      
      ‘That depends on what it is,’ replied Dolly guardedly.

      
      ‘It’s nothing much, really. If Jeffery comes looking for me, will you tell him where I am?’

      
      ‘All right – but I won’t be able to do it if Ma’s around. She won’t let me talk to him.’

      
      ‘You’ll find a way. Tell him I’ll be free on Sundays, after the family have been to church – and I’ll be back here on the
         first Sunday of each month, after I’ve been paid.’
     

      
      ‘I don’t know whether I’ll be able to remember all that.’

      
      ‘Of course you will,’ said Thomasina sharply.

      
      ‘What if he doesn’t come around asking for you?’ Dolly asked mischievously.

      
      ‘He will.’

      
      Thomasina spoke with more confidence than she felt. Jeffery had promised he would return to her, but she believed he had gone
         to London. There would be a great many temptations for him in the capital city of England.
     

      
      Putting such thoughts to the back of her mind, she rose to her feet. ‘Come on, Dolly. Let’s get back to the house and put
         your ma out of her misery.’
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      Thomasina approached Trebene House carrying a bundle containing the few personal items she was being allowed to take with
         her to the great house.
     

      
      She had been told she did not need very much. The Vincents would be providing her with uniform, toiletries and bedding, but
         she carried a neat outfit to wear on the one day of the week when she would be allowed to leave the house.
     

      
      She also had a few items of simple jewellery, acquired during her young lifetime. Among these was a bangle given to her as
         a birthday present from Dolly, a crucifix that had been a gift from her father, and a few ribbons she had bought herself from
         the pedlars who would occasionally call at the Mevagissey cottage.	
     

      
      There was also a leather-bound Bible which had belonged to her mother, given to her by her own father, on the day she was married.
     

      
      Thomasina walked alone to Trebene, following a route which took her along many miles of narrow country lanes. There was a
         quicker route which would have reduced the distance by almost one-third, but it would have taken her across fields and through
         a muddy, wooded valley.
     

      
      Mary Rowe had warned her niece against taking this route. It would not do, she said, for Thomasina to arrive at Trebene with
         mud clinging to her shoes and staining the hem of her dress.
     

      
      When she eventually turned into the open entrance gate of Trebene House and passed by the Lodge, Thomasina pondered irritably
         about the merits of the advice she had been given by her aunt. It was a hot day. She wondered whether arriving with a little
         mud attached to her might not have been preferable to presenting herself as she was now: hot, cross and bathed in perspiration.
     

      
      The driveway to the house was long and it curved away through well-wooded parkland. Not until she was quite close to her destination
         did the house itself come into view.
     

      
      It commanded a view over Carrick Roads, one of England’s safest and busiest anchorages, but it was the house that took her
         attention. Seeing it at close quarters for the first time, Thomasina found it quite awesome.
     

      
      A very large, square-built building, Trebene was bigger than any house she had ever seen. There seemed to be innumerable windows
         and Thomasina became uncharacteristically self-conscious as she drew closer. She felt her approach was being observed from every one of them.
     

      
      As she paused, looking at the house uncertainly, she heard the sound of a horse coming along the driveway behind her at a
         fast trot.
     

      
      Moving to one side, she peered up beneath the wide peak of her bonnet to see a horse and rider coming towards the house. They
         formed a contrast of colours. The horse was white, but its rider was dressed in black from his top boots to his tricorne hat.
         The only relief in his dark ensemble was a white cravat worn high at his throat.
     

      
      The rider gave only a brief glance at Thomasina as he passed by – then he glanced again, longer this time.

      
      Pulling his horse to a halt, he asked, ‘Who are you, girl? What are you doing here?’

      
      From the manner of his speech, Thomasina realised at once that he had been drinking heavily.

      
      ‘I’ve come to work in the house … sir.’ The respectful word was expected, she knew, but servility did not come easily to her.

      
      ‘Have you, now?’

      
      Swaying in the saddle, the rider took in Thomasina’s body, from head to foot, in a manner that angered her more than she dared
         show. She bristled with defiance, but avoided meeting his gaze.
     

      
      The moment was brought to a halt by his mount. Restless at being pulled up only minutes from water and a hay bag, it tried
         to move on.
     

      
      Before the horse was brought under control it had made a full turn and moved farther away from Thomasina.

      
      
      ‘It’s high time Aunt Harriet brought some young blood into the house. What are your duties to be?’

      
      ‘In the house … sir. A maid.’

      
      ‘Then we shall certainly see more of each other in the future, young lady.’

      
      As the horseman was about to dig his heels into his horse, Thomasina asked hesitantly, ‘May I ask who you are, sir?’

      
      The young man raised an eyebrow at her boldness, but he gave her an answer.

      
      ‘Sir Charles Hearle, nephew of Mrs Vincent, your new employer. You’ll find she demands much of you, but don’t let her break
         your spirit. I like women who have a boldness about them.’
     

      
      ‘You just keep clear of Sir Charles, he’s a wrong ’un, and no mistake.’

      
      The warning came from Lily, a big-boned, ungainly maid in her early fifties. She and Thomasina were working together, making
         up the bed in the room of Henry Vincent, owner of Trebene House.
     

      
      Much to her disgust, Thomasina was now known as ‘Ethel’ within the Vincent household. On her first full day at the house she
         had been taken before Harriet Vincent, a tall, stern-faced woman whose opening words to her had been, ‘Thomasina? Thomasina? What sort of a name is that for a servant girl. I’ll not have a maid in my household called Thomasina. Do you have a second
         name, girl?’
     

      
      When Thomasina admitted she had not, the mistress of the household said, ‘Then you shall be called “Ethel”. It’s a name far
         more in keeping with your position. Off you go, Ethel. Be sure you put in a full day’s work for the money you are being paid.’
     

      
      Lily had been given the task of familiarising Thomasina with the layout and routine of the big house and acquainting her with
         the duties she would be required to perform.
     

      
      ‘I’ve known Sir Charles since soon after he was born,’ continued the senior housemaid, warming to the subject of the Vincents’
         titled nephew as she expertly folded and tucked in a corner of the bed-cover. ‘There’s not been a housemaid in Trebene safe
         since Sir Charles was old enough to know what it was all about. He’s caused more grief here than Napoleon, that one. Master
         Henry should have had him put in the army, when he was persuading other men from hereabouts to go off and fight for King and
         country. I doubt if Sir Charles would make much of a fighting-man, but it’d have saved many a young girl a whole lot of sorrow.’
     

      
      Lily spoke with such bitterness that, somewhat unkindly, Thomasina wondered whether she was genuinely angry about the downfall
         of the girls of whom she spoke, or aggrieved because Sir Charles Hearle had not included plain and ageing servants among those
         to whom he made his overtures.
     

      
      ‘Do Master Henry and the mistress have any children of their own?’ Thomasina had seen no one about the house who seemed to
         belong, and no one had mentioned any offspring.
     

      
      ‘Yes, Master Francis. He’s off at university right now, so you won’t be seeing much of him for a while. Different as chalk and cheese, him and Master Charles are. They can’t abide one another, neither.’
     

      
      Smoothing out imaginary creases in the silk coverlet with her hand, Lily said, ‘There, that’s the bedrooms finished in this
         part of the house. We’ll go and see if Mrs Mudge has anything more for us to do before we check out the linen cupboards. When
         we’ve done that I’ll pass you over to Mr Pengelly. He’ll show you what goes on in the dining-room before the family come in
         for their meals. There’s a sight more to it than sitting down with a pasty in your hand, I can tell you that.’
     

      
      Cyril Pengelly was the family’s butler. A tall, somewhat rotund figure with a pompous manner, he was the true ruler of the
         servants’ domain – although it was a claim that would have been hotly contested by Eliza Mudge, the Trebene housekeeper.
     

      
      The professional feud between the two was exploited to the full by the household servants, although none would dare openly
         offend either of them.
     

      
      Thomasina had learned the names of the more important members of the staff, but had not yet been able to ascertain the full
         extent of their duties. Equally confusing was the routine of the house, as explained to her by Lily.
     

      
      The only thing that had been made quite clear to her by the other servants was that she was very much an outsider. At Trebene,
         servants were usually taken on because he, or she, was related to another member of staff.
     

      
      Thomasina had been employed on the recommendation of the local rector. A man who had been friendly with Thomasina’s missing
         father, the cleric had become concerned about the worsening state of Mary Rowe’s finances.
     

      
      Thomasina was made aware that many of the other servants had relatives waiting for a vacancy to occur in the great house.
         As a result of her own appointment outside the established procedure, she was resented by the others.
     

      
      Although she tried to shrug off the unfriendly attitude of the other servants, it did not make settling in easy for her. She
         felt that even Lily resented having to teach simple household duties to a complete stranger.
     

      
      Although Thomasina was finding it difficult to fit into the household routine and had made no friends, she did not believe
         she had actually made any enemies. Then, one day, Mistress Vincent took Thomasina to task for not checking and emptying the
         wash-basins in each of the bedrooms when the members of the family came downstairs to breakfast.
     

      
      It was a task she had not realised was hers. When she complained to the middle-aged maid responsible for the omission, the
         maid shrugged, disinterestedly.
     

      
      ‘I’ve got my own work to do. I can’t go around teaching you every little thing you ought to know. If you want to blame anyone,
         then blame the mistress for taking you on in the first place. It should have been quite obvious to her that you don’t know
         the first thing about working in a big house.’
     

      
      ‘No, I don’t,’ admitted Thomasina, ‘but I’m doing my best to learn. I don’t suppose you knew everything when you first came to work here.’
     

      
      The maid sniffed her indifference. ‘It was different for us. We all have mothers, aunts and grandmothers who’ve worked in the house. What goes on here comes natural to us. Trebene House has always been part of our lives and we’re
         part of Trebene. We all know it – and the house knows it, too. You’ll not see your time out here, young lady, you mark my
         words.’
     

      
      Angrily Thomasina retorted, ‘If you’re an example of what the house does to people, I’m sure I don’t want to live my life
         out here anyway.’
     

      
      She glared at the other woman until she turned and went on her way without another word.

      
      Thomasina felt she had got the better of the exchange, but it had disturbed her and left her feeling unsettled. It had been
         an uncomfortable insight into what the other servants felt about her.
     

      
      Although she had now been working at the house for some weeks, she had come no closer to being accepted by the others. She
         wondered if she ever would.
     

      
      Thomasina told herself it did not matter. She had already decided she had no intention of spending the rest of her life pandering
         to every whim of the Vincent family.
     

      
      The big problem was what else she could do to ensure that regular money went to her Aunt Mary and to Dolly.
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      Thomasina had hoped that matters at the house would improve with the passing of time. That the other servants would gradually
         accept her as one of their number.
     

      
      They did not.

      
      The maid with whom she had argued spread the word that Thomasina regarded her employment at Trebene as purely a temporary
         expediency. This immediately set her farther apart from the others.
     

      
      For each of the servants working in and about the house, Trebene was at the very heart of their being. A servant who did not
         hold such a view, especially a female servant, was regarded as a heretic. Soon even Lily, who was comparatively easy-going and simpleminded, began to avoid her.
     

      
      Another thing that upset Thomasina was the name given to her by Harriet Vincent. The other servants quickly realised how much she disliked it and made use of the name far
         more often than they might otherwise have done.
     

      
      Then, one Saturday evening, an event occurred which temporarily drove all thoughts of domestic quarrels from the minds of
         the servants. Henry Vincent, travelling in his carriage with two elderly women neighbours, was held up by a highwayman outside
         the gates of Trebene.
     

      
      The women, on their way to a dinner party at the house, were wearing a considerable amount of jewellery. By the time the highwayman
         disappeared into the night, the two near-hysterical ladies had been relieved of all such inessential accoutrements and a feebly
         protesting Henry Vincent had handed over a heavy purse.
     

      
      Before dinner at the house could be contemplated, the two swooning ladies had to be plied with an amount of brandy that in
         any other circumstances would have raised eyebrows.
     

      
      By now, Henry Vincent had recovered from his fright and was beside himself with blustering fury.

      
      ‘The sheer impudence of the fellow!’ he declared to the assembled family guests. ‘Had the ladies not been with me, I’d have
         tackled the blackguard, pistol or no pistol. As it was, of course, I dared not take the risk of having the ladies involved.
         A rogue who’s bold enough to hold up a gentleman’s carriage within sight of his own house would not think twice about shooting
         at women.’
     

      
      ‘Then it was fortuitous you had them with you, dear,’ said his wife placatingly. ‘Had you been alone and tried to resist, you might not be here to tell the tale now.’
     

      
      There were murmurs of agreement from the sympathetic guests. One said, ‘Should you not inform the constable, Henry? After
         all, if there’s an armed highwayman at large, he might well strike again.’
     

      
      ‘The constable wouldn’t risk his own skin by turning out after dark,’ declared Henry Vincent derisively. ‘No, I armed two
         of the grooms and sent them off to find Magistrate Williams. He’ll organise a search party. Hopefully we’ll have our man by
         morning.’
     

      
      ‘I sincerely hope they do catch him,’ said one of the more timid of the ladies. ‘I shall be a bundle of nerves by the time I arrive home tonight. Indeed,
         I shall be praying that I reach my home safely.’
     

      
      ‘There is no need for anyone to be alarmed,’ declared Henry Vincent with pompous reassurance. ‘Anyone who wishes to stay at
         Trebene overnight is quite welcome to do so. For those who feel they must return home, I will provide an escort – an armed escort. Now, we’ve done all that can be done. Let us forget about highwaymen for a while and try to enjoy the remainder of
         our evening together.’
     

      
      There were servants in the room during the exchanges about the highwayman and the conversation was repeated with the addition
         of a few imaginative embellishments in the servants’ dining-room, later that evening.
     

      
      ‘Heaven help any honest stranger who’s travelling the lanes of Cornwall tonight,’ commented one of the footmen. ‘If the gentry
         are in the same mood as Master Henry, he’ll be shot before he’s able to explain his business.’
     

      
      Thomasina was in the room with the other servants. Although she took no part in the conversation, she was concerned about
         a highwayman being at large in the countryside. The following day she would be walking along the lanes to pay a visit to her
         Aunt Mary and Dolly – and in her pocket she would have her month’s pay. Half to hand over to her aunt and the other half to
         be ‘put by’ on her own behalf.
     

      
      She comforted herself with the thought that a highwayman who held up carriages, and stole jewellery and the purses of rich
         men, would hardly be likely to want to rob a young servant girl.
     

      
      The Sunday church service seemed to go on for an exceptionally long time, the elderly rector being carried away by the message
         of his sermon.
     

      
      He preached on the subject of the eighth Commandment, ‘Thou shalt not steal’. The text pleased Henry Vincent, but Thomasina
         grew increasingly impatient, knowing she had a long return journey to make once the service was over.
     

      
      As soon as the service had finished and the servants had waited respectfully for the Vincent family to end their conversations
         with the rector, Thomasina set off.
     

      
      She had been hoping, unrealistically, that she might arrive at her aunt’s cottage in time to join them in their Sunday lunch.
         Taken in mid-afternoon, it was the highlight of the small family’s culinary week.
     

      
      Thomasina knew that she had no hope of making it now. She would be lucky to arrive in time to gulp down a cup of tea before making her way back to Trebene.
     

      
      As she hurried along the church pathway she was pursued by the voice of Eliza Mudge, the Vincents’ housekeeper, warning her
         to return to Trebene before nightfall, in order to ensure she was not waylaid by the highwayman.
     

      
      Thomasina had no intention of obeying the housekeeper’s instruction. She would pretend she had not yet grown accustomed to
         the name of ‘Ethel’ and so did not realise the housekeeper was talking to her.
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      Thomasina had only just left the last house of the village behind when she saw a horse and rider standing in the road ahead
         of her.
     

      
      Even at this distance, Thomasina could see that his clothes were those of a gentleman. The fact that he was making no attempt
         to move out of her way vaguely disturbed her, but she cast her eyes down, with the intention of passing by without acknowledging
         the presence of horse and rider.
     

      
      The horseman had other ideas.

      
      ‘Has working at Trebene made you so high-and-mighty that you no longer recognise your friends, Tom?’

      
      Startled, Thomasina looked up at the smiling rider.

      
      ‘Jeffery!’ As the horseman swung from the saddle, Thomasina ran to him with a cry of delight. Still holding the rein of his horse, he hugged her to him with his free arm.
     

      
      Suddenly, she pulled back. ‘But … what are you doing dressed like a gentleman – and riding a horse?’

      
      ‘Is there a law in England which says I can’t ride a horse – or give a lift home to my sweetheart – if that’s what you still
         are and are on your way home?’
     

      
      ‘The answer is yes – to your last question. I promised Aunt Mary I’d come to see her once a month and give her half my earnings
         – but you still haven’t answered my questions.’
     

      
      Instead of replying, Jeffery climbed back in the saddle. Steadying the restless horse, he extended a hand to Thomasina. ‘I’ll
         tell you on the way to Mevagissey. Come on.’
     

      
      Holding her hand, he paused in the act of pulling her up behind him, ‘What is your aunt’s share of your month’s pay?’

      
      ‘A half – four shillings and ninepence. It should have been five shillings, but I was clumsy and broke a saucer. Mistress
         Vincent deducted sixpence from my pay.’
     

      
      Releasing her hand and feeling inside a waistcoat pocket, he pulled out a number of coins and said, ‘Here, share these with
         her, too.’
     

      
      Glancing down at the money he had given to her, Thomasina saw that she was holding four dull, golden coins. She looked up
         at him in astonishment.
     

      
      ‘You’ve given me four guineas!’

      
      ‘That’s right, two for you and two for your aunt.’

      
      ‘But where did you get them – and your clothes, and the horse?’

      
      
      ‘You ask too many questions, Tom – but you always did. For now, just let’s say I didn’t get it by touching my cap to the sort
         of people you’re working for. Now, do you want a ride home, or not?’
     

      
      After tucking the coins away safely, Thomasina took his hand again, this time a little uncertainly, and he pulled her up to
         sit behind him on the horse.
     

      
      When she was about to resume her questioning, Jeffery put the horse into a canter and she encircled his body with her arms
         in order to maintain her balance.
     

      
      He smiled back at her over his shoulder. ‘Do you have to go straight home, or shall we stop somewhere along the way? I know
         a barn with plenty of fresh hay in it. We wouldn’t be disturbed. The farmer’s a lay preacher. He’ll be out praying around
         the countryside all day today.’
     

      
      With her face pressed against his back, Thomasina said firmly, ‘We’ll go straight home to Aunt Mary’s, Jeffery Kent. You may
         have given me four guineas, but you haven’t bought that.’
     

      
      After a few moments she added, ‘Besides, it’s not decent to do it in the daytime. It might be a different story if you were
         to bring me back to Trebene again tonight, when it’s getting dark. That’s if you’ve told me by then where your money’s coming
         from.’
     

      
      He grinned back at her once more and kneed the horse to greater speed.

      
      The change of gait caused Thomasina to grip him tighter than before. As her arms slid down to his waist, she felt a bulge
         beneath his coat.
     

      
      Curious, she slid a hand between two of his coat buttons. What she felt there caused her to pull back from him so suddenly that she almost fell from the horse. He brought the animal to a halt immediately.
     

      
      ‘Jeffery! You have a pistol tucked inside your belt!’

      
      Seemingly unconcerned, he put the horse to a walk, ‘You’re almost right. In fact, there are two pistols.’
     

      
      ‘What for …?’

      
      Suddenly, things dropped into place. His clothes, the horse, the money he had so casually given to her – and the incident
         involving her employer the previous evening.
     

      
      With a thrill of excitement that was mixed with a degree of fear, she said, ‘You …! You’ve become a highwayman. It was you
         who held up Mr Vincent and his guests last night.’
     

      
      ‘So that’s who it was? I wish I’d known at the time. As it was, he was so scared he practically begged me to take his purse. The ladies
         were a bit more reluctant, but they coughed up in the end and presented me with some very nice baubles. They’ll fetch a guinea
         or two when I go back to London.’
     

      
      Jeffery spoke in an almost jocular vein, but Thomasina could feel a tenseness in him that had not been there before.

      
      When she said nothing, he said, ‘So now you know how I get the money to buy the fine clothes I’m wearing. What are you going
         to do about it, Thomasina?’
     

      
      ‘I … Nothing … but it’s come as a shock.’ She had no intention of telling him of the excitement she felt. Of the contrast
         between the lives they were both leading.
     

      
      ‘Will you tell your Mr Vincent who it was who held him up last night?’

      
      
      ‘Of course not,’ she replied sharply. ‘But what will happen to you if they ever catch you?’

      
      ‘They’ll hang me. You know that as well as I do – but they’re going to have to catch me first.’

      
      Thomasina made no reply and they rode on in silence for a while. Then Jeffery said, ‘It beats working, Thomasina. I’ve got
         things now I could never have bought if I’d worked all my life.’
     

      
      ‘But … it’s not honest.’

      
      ‘Isn’t it, Thomasina? Perhaps you can tell me what honesty is? Do you know how that Mr Vincent of yours can afford a fine
         house, lots of servants and all the other things he has?’
     

      
      When she said nothing, he continued, ‘I’ll tell you. He’s got shares in half the mines down Camborne way. He takes a huge
         profit from them, although he won’t spend a penny on safety measures. A month or two back there was an accident at one of
         the mines. Five men were killed. Your Mr Vincent parted with twenty-five pounds for the widows. Five pounds for each man’s
         life. Five men dead, and twenty-five pounds is all it takes to wipe his conscience clear. Afterwards he probably went home
         and spent more than that on the drink he and his friends enjoyed while he boasted about his generosity in looking after the
         families of the “poor dead miners”. No doubt he added that their deaths were caused by their own carelessness.’
     

      
      As he spoke, he jerked angrily on the reins and the horse threw up its head uncertainly.

      
      When he had brought it under control once more, Jeffery said, ‘I take money from the rich, Thomasina. Vincent and his kind
         take fathers, husbands and bread-winners from their families. Tell me, which of us is the robber?’
     

      
      Thomasina said little for the remainder of the ride home, but Jeffery was aware of her side-turned head resting against the
         expensive cloth of his coat back, and of her arms encircling his body. He knew she was thinking deeply about what he had said
         to her.
     

  

OEBPS/images/Art_Pcommon.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781405519045.jpg
WINDS OF
FORTUNE

E. V. Thompson






