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Chapter One

1793

 



 



It was an hour before noon and Senara Loveday was enjoying what had become her daily walk around the grounds of the estate that would one day be her home. The land that had been neglected for decades was overgrown and the healing herbs that she used for her remedies grew in abundance. Boscabel, as its name suggested, had a magic of its own, and the wildness of nature reclaiming the once-formal flowerbeds and knot gardens held its own beauty for Senara.

Senara tilted her face towards the sun, her skin the colour of palest amber from her long hours in the open air, her hair the warm brown of freshly tilled earth. She breathed in the scent of roses and honeysuckle, which climbed unrestrained amongst the ivy-covered walls of the outbuildings, hiding the scars of crumbling wattle-and-daub walls, broken windowpanes and disintegrating thatch. Through an archway leading to the garden, marigolds and marguerites had self-seeded to form a  white and golden carpet around the borders. In the stable yard, brambles laden with dark, succulent fruit twisted around a rusted plough and harrow, and spread across the flagstones.

Her wicker pannier filled with blackberries for preserving, Senara turned to study the Elizabethan manor house. The stone cladding around the porch was cracked and mottled with lichen. No one had lived here for over twenty years, and winter storms had taken their toll on the beautiful house. The stonework was broken on the upper storey of the turret. Tall brick chimneys rose above the long gallery whose lattice windows ran the entire length of the upper floor of the house. From a bonfire in the courtyard rose blue spirals of smoke as the flames consumed old timbers riddled with woodworm and deathwatch beetle. One of the apprentices from the Loveday shipyard threw more wood on the fire, and two carpenters unloaded a wagon of cut timber.

As the wife of Adam Loveday, Senara had accepted that the heir to a shipyard owned by one of the oldest families in Cornwall would wish to raise his family in style. Yet a grand mansion with immaculate gardens would have stifled Senara’s gypsy blood. Adam had promised that the grounds of Boscabel would be her domain and should be landscaped as she desired. The renovation of the old house would be his creation and responsibility, for she knew nothing of grand mansions and she felt uncomfortable in large buildings.

Senara hummed softly as she walked to the wood at the edge of the gardens to collect the herbs she  needed to attend her patients. Boscabel Wood was purpled in places by deep shadows. The late summer sun was low in a cloudless sky, its rays piercing the canopy of foliage to cast golden spears of light against the gnarled tree trunks. Senara paused to collect some lady’s mantle, a herb that was effective in treating wounds, vomiting and the bloody flux. Engrossed in her work, she could push to the back of her mind the duty expected of her that evening. She had been invited to the end-of-harvest feast at Trevowan.

Trevowan was the home of Adam’s family and this was the first time she had been invited to visit without her husband. She should be delighted that the Lovedays were holding out an olive branch and finally seemed to be accepting her as Adam’s wife. Yet with Adam at sea it would be a traumatic ordeal, especially since the family expected her to stay the night at Trevowan. At least the harvest feast was a simple celebration for the tenants and farm workers, and she would not be forced to mix with the local gentry who she knew disapproved of Adam’s choice of bride.

Senara was under no illusions that the Lovedays approved of her. They simply wanted to present a united front to their neighbours following the trial of Adam’s twin brother, St John, accused of murder. St John had been declared innocent but the scandal had been the gossip of the county and it had harmed the reputation of the shipyard.

Senara rubbed the tender spot at the base of her spine. She was carrying her second child, though little evidence showed as yet in her slim figure. She pushed  aside her misgivings about the visit to Trevowan as she walked to the grass slopes on the far side of the wood in search of horehound to ease cases of consumption or rheum of the lungs. As she worked, raucous cries from pheasants in the undergrowth and magpies and rooks in the treetops were accompanied by the songs of linnets and blackbirds. A fox carrying a dead rabbit peered at Senara through a lace fretwork of meadowsweet and tansy before continuing to his lair.

Senara gathered a bunch of comfrey and laid it in her basket, enjoying the tranquillity and solitude of Boscabel. Here she could savour the peace that only nature could bring her. The constant hammering and shouts of the shipyard, which was her current home, were the sounds of an alien world where she still felt ill at ease.

A distant shout made her look towards the crest of the next hill, which sloped down towards an inlet of the River Fowey. A woman in a blue riding habit galloped at a dangerous pace over the rough ground dappled with granite boulders. Recognising the sable Arab mare belonging to Gwendolyn Druce, Senara frowned. It was not like Gwen to be so reckless. Then a second rider appeared - a man, in pursuit of Gwen. Was the second rider another suitor encouraged by Gwendolyn’s mother, the Lady Anne? How galling that must be for Gwen. She would love only one man and he was as feckless as he was charming. Gwen had been in love with Japhet Loveday for years, but Japhet relished his freedom far too much to consider marriage. Unfortunately, whilst Gwen steadfastly refused  all alternative suitors, the Lady Anne Druce was equally resolved that her daughter would marry any man except Japhet Loveday.

Senara shook her head as she stooped to slice the sharp blade of her dagger through the stems of a bunch of St Peter’s wort that she would use in a purge to ease the sciatica of a shipwright’s wife. Dew from the morning mist still clung to its leaves. Unaccountably, the hairs at the back of Senara’s neck tingled, a sign that forewarned her something was amiss.

Her eyes narrowed as she straightened to study the two riders once more. Gwen’s mare had stumbled and her companion was gaining on her. The man was dressed as a gentleman and, as there was no accompanying groom, Senara surmised he was known to the family. But the grim determination in his posture increased Senara’s unease and she could not dispel the feeling that Gwen was in danger. Her intuition was rarely wrong.

Senara ran to where she had tethered her mare, Hera. Abandoning her herb basket, she called to Scamp, her husband’s dog. As she swung into the saddle, the liver and white crossbred spaniel appeared out of the undergrowth where he had been chasing squirrels.

Senara had covered less than half a mile when she heard a scream, which was abruptly cut off. Her unease turned to a sickening dread and she urged Hera faster. She was a fearless horsewoman, raised by her gypsy father to ride bareback as a child, but a fast-running inlet of the River Fowey cut her off from  the direction of the scream. The two riders would have crossed by the stone bridge further upstream but Senara, fearing for the safety of Gwendolyn Druce, plunged Hera into the reed bed at the edge of the bank. Startled moorhens and coots squawked and flapped their wings noisily as they flew away from feeding in the reeds. The water was several yards wide but not so deep that Hera would lose her footing.

Scamp loved water and shot like an arrow into the water at her side. The cold water swirled around Senara’s legs, drenching her green riding habit, but she did not falter.

A horse whinnied in the trees on the opposite bank, followed by the sound of scuffling and a muffled cry. There was a flash of blue through the branches and waist-high bracken, then silence. The wood was too thick to ride through so Senara dismounted, staggering under the weight of her sodden gown, which wrapped around her legs, making walking difficult.

Fear churned her stomach. ‘Is that you, Gwen?’

A loud growl was her only reply. Senara pushed through the bracken into a small clearing to discover Gwen pressed against a tree trunk, striving to push away a man who held her tightly and was forcing his kisses upon reluctant lips. The pins had fallen from her chestnut hair and it was in disarray about her shoulders, while her lace stock and lapel of her jacket had been ripped in the struggle.

‘Stand away from Miss Druce, or the dog will attack,’ Senara commanded. ‘Are you unharmed, Gwen?’

Gwen nodded, too shaken to speak as she struggled to regain her composure.

The man turned and pulled a pistol from inside his jacket. ‘Set that cur on me and I shall shoot it.’

The arrogance of his tone roused Senara’s anger. She recognised the thin figure and haughty features of Lieutenant Francis Beaumont. All summer Lady Anne Druce had encouraged him to call upon Gwendolyn.

‘Sir, how dare you force yourself upon Miss Druce in such a despicable manner?’

Senara summoned Scamp to her side and ordered him to lie down before moving forward to confront the man. As she approached, his expression became sullen at her intrusion. He viewed her wet skirts with chilling derision and Senara could feel his scorn for her gypsy blood. But if he intended to intimidate her he failed. Senara despised such men.

‘You mistake the matter, Mrs Loveday.’ The words were a venomous hiss. ‘I hold Miss Druce in the highest regard. We are to be betrothed. I have the blessings of her family.’

The colour was returning to Gwendolyn’s cheeks and she shook her head. She was not an established beauty but when animated the soft lines of her oval face and almond-shaped eyes were striking. Her voice shook with outrage. ‘You lie. I never agreed to wed you. You do not have my blessing, sir. Neither shall you. You sought to compromise me this day. I will not be browbeaten into a marriage that is repugnant to me.’

He rounded on Gwendolyn, his thin lips twisting  into a sneer. ‘Your conceit astounds me, mistress. You should be grateful that a man of my position and family would consider you as his wife. Your reputation has been tarnished this summer by consorting with that rakehell Japhet Loveday.’

Gwendolyn flushed but the anger continued to spark in her eyes. ‘It is your conduct which is reprehensible, sir. Japhet Loveday is a man of honour. He would never give false evidence in a court of law as you did at the last assizes. Your lies could have hanged St John Loveday. You sicken me.’

He squared his shoulders and stuck out his narrow chest. ‘I was carrying out my duty as an officer of His Majesty’s Excise Office. St John Loveday is a smuggler and murderer. I spoke the truth.’

Senara had heard enough. ‘Mercifully, your evidence did not hold up in court. St John was acquitted. There was no evidence that he murdered Thadeous Lanyon. Lanyon had won many enemies as a smuggler and he killed anyone who crossed him.’ She strode to Gwendolyn’s side, the two angry women flanking the officer. Senara bristled. ‘No gentleman would force their unwanted attentions upon a lady of Miss Druce’s position as you have done.’

‘What would a gypsy brat know of gentlemanly conduct?’ Beaumont sneered.

The insult had no power to hurt Senara for she felt no shame in her heritage. Pride lifted her head. This man had been her husband’s enemy for years - since the days that Beaumont and Adam had served together as midshipmen in the navy. After instigating a  duel with Adam, Beaumont had been dismissed from the navy to serve upon an excise cutter. Unable to get his revenge upon Adam, Beaumont had taken up a vendetta against Adam’s twin, St John. Again he had failed. Beaumont had abused his position as an excise officer, taking bribes from Thadeous Lanyon to turn a blind eye to the smuggler’s trade.

‘A true gentleman is a man of honour and integrity both in word and deed.’ Her tone was scathing. ‘I see no evidence of that in yourself.’

There was hatred in his eyes as he glared at Senara. He clearly held her responsible for thwarting his plans to damage Gwendolyn’s honour in such a way that she would be forced to marry him. It was not love that drove him but greed for her substantial inheritance.

Beaumont grabbed Gwen’s arm. ‘You will marry me.’

She cried out at the pain he was inflicting and wrenched her arm free to slap his face. ‘I will marry the man I love or no man at all. And certainly not an arrogant blackguard as you have shown yourself to be this day.’

Beaumont did not move and his face was rigid with fury. ‘I will have you as my bride.’

Senara’s flesh prickled in fear for the heiress at the menace of his threat. Scamp growled, his fangs barred as he edged closer to the lieutenant.

‘You are on private land, Lieutenant Beaumont,’ Senara informed him. ‘My husband’s land. Leave now or I shall be forced to summon the gamekeeper and bailiff to arrest you for trespass. I will also bear  witness if Miss Druce presses charges of assault. That would ensure that you are never accepted within polite society again.’

His belligerence was frightening but Senara refused to back down. She had lied, for there was no gamekeeper or bailiff at Boscabel - Adam had acquired the property in recent months and they could not afford servants to work here while they continued to live at Mariner’s House.

Gwendolyn added her vehemence. ‘If you present yourself at Traherne Hall again I shall inform my mother and Sir Henry of your conduct today.’

Lieutenant Beaumont smirked. ‘The Lady Anne said you would be difficult. She has already placed an announcement in the Sherborne Mercury and informed the Reverend Mr Snell that the ceremony will take place in the old chapel at Traherne Hall in one month’s time.’

‘Mama, would never—’

Beaumont’s cruel laughter cut across her words. ‘It is all arranged. Unless you wish to create a scandal and be shunned by society, you have no choice but to marry me.’ He turned on Senara. ‘The Lovedays think that they are invincible. But they are not. They had better stay out of my affairs in the future.’ He bowed mockingly to the women and marched away.

‘I will never marry you, Lieutenant Beaumont.’ Gwendolyn sagged against the trunk of a beech tree, her legs stripped of the strength to support her.

He whirled and flung out his arm in an intimidating manner. ‘Marry me you will, or you and anyone who  crosses me will live to regret it.’

Gwendolyn put a shaking hand to her temple. ‘Does Mama hate me so much to wish me to wed that monster?’

The heiress’s pain was heartrending to witness. Gwendolyn had been one of the few people of her class to accept Senara as Adam’s bride. Putting a comforting arm around Gwen, Senara was fearful. Lieutenant Beaumont was a vindictive man and his threat was no idle one.

Gwendolyn ripped off the torn stock and crumpled it in disgust. ‘I love Japhet. He is the only man I will marry.’

Senara shivered, chilled by the premonition that if Gwendolyn continued in her infatuation with Japhet against the wishes of her family, it would bring further retribution to the Lovedays.

Senara did not want to be unkind but she felt the need to be truthful. ‘I can understand you not wishing to marry such an unpleasant man as Lieutenant Beaumont. Yet as Japhet has left Cornwall again you must realise that it is unlikely he will marry you.’

Gwendolyn shook her head and looked around to locate her mare, which had wandered to the river to drink. As they walked back to the horses, Gwendolyn continued, ‘I believe that Japhet loves me. Mama said such dreadful things to him after St John’s trial. She caught Japhet kissing me.’ For a moment Gwendolyn closed her eyes as though hugging that memory close to her heart. She sighed and her throat worked as she struggled against her anguish. ‘Mama called him a  scurrilous knave, a lecher and a blackguard. She accused him of corrupting me and declared he was the worst reprobate in all Cornwall. That was so unjust.’

‘Your mother spoke in the heat of the moment.’

They had reached the horses and Gwendolyn rested her head against her mare’s neck. ‘Mama will not have Japhet’s name mentioned in the house. She told him that she would never allow her daughter to marry a profligate, a man who shames the Loveday name by his base living and gaming.’

Senara was shocked. Japhet did have a wild streak but he was no worse than many other young gentlemen of his class. He was loyal to his family and had spent many weeks this summer helping his sister, Hannah, on her farm when Hannah’s husband, Oswald, had been ill. Japhet was a complex man, but if he dallied with a woman’s affections, he would never sway them with false promises. Women adored Japhet and welcomed the handsome rogue into their beds.

‘Mama wanted to drive Japhet away and she succeeded. But only because Japhet had convinced himself that I would be happier without him.’ The pain was stark in Gwendolyn’s eyes as they pleaded with Senara to support her faith in Adam’s cousin. She gripped Senara’s hands as she spoke with passion. ‘You love Adam no less than I love Japhet and many said that your relationship was doomed. I know Japhet’s faults, but I adore him. I can accept that if it means I am part of his life. He makes me  feel alive, gives me confidence to be myself. I used to be such a timid mouse. He made me see that I can stand up against my domineering mother.’

Gwendolyn tipped back her chestnut ringlets, her eyes fierce with determination. ‘I will not marry Lieutenant Beaumont. I am of age and I am in command of my own fortune. I am going to London, for eventually Japhet will visit there. He never stays away from the capital for long.’ She hoisted herself into the saddle and gathered up the reins. ‘Mama will learn that I will no longer be bullied by her, or anyone.’

The tremor of her lower lip showed the vulnerability beneath her bravado.

Senara mounted Hera, and as they turned the horses towards the stone bridge Senara did not doubt that Gwendolyn would carry out her scheme. That took courage, for by such an act Gwendolyn’s reputation would be damaged. The heiress could find herself cast out from society and shunned by her friends.

Caution prompted Senara to reason with the distraught woman. ‘Lieutenant Beaumont could be bluffing. Your mother would not have announced your betrothal without your consent.’

‘Mama wants me wed. And he is desperate to get his hands on my fortune, for if he is not wed before his cousin has a child, his grandfather will disinherit Beaumont in favour of his cousin. The baby is due in two months.’

The greed of people never failed to astound Senara. Providing that her family had a roof over their heads  and enough food to eat, money had never been important to her, although poverty was not something she willingly embraced, for there had been too many nights in the past when she had gone to bed hungry. Senara could sympathise with a woman who was desperate to marry the man she loved, but she found it hard to understand the reasoning of gentry who would bully a wealthy woman into an unhappy marriage.

‘Gwen, surely your family would not tolerate such underhand tricks from Beaumont? From the way Adam speaks of Sir Henry, he is a man of honour. He never would allow you to be forced into such a marriage. Beaumont is a fortune-hunter.’ When Gwendolyn continued to look distressed, Senara added, ‘You must go to Sir Henry and explain how you feel, but it would be prudent to keep your feelings for Japhet from him. His friendship with Japhet does not mean that he would see a man without a profession, or the means to support a wife, as a suitable husband for you.’

The tension in Gwendolyn’s shoulders relaxed. ‘You are so wise, Senara. Sir Henry will help me. I will be free of Mama’s tyranny. But I mean to marry Japhet.’




Chapter Two

A late summer haze hung over the wheat field on a slope of the hills at the northern part of the Trevowan estate. The air was spangled with a fine powder of dust and straw, stirred by the long-handled scythes, as a score of men in loose linen smocks worked in a line across the land. The rhythmic swish of the scythes was accompanied by the song of skylarks that were no more than specks against the cobalt sky. Sweat ran down the ruddy faces of the workers and flattened their hair to their skulls.

Harvest time banded together the estate labourers, living in their tied cottages, and the local villagers of Penruan and Trewenna. All able-bodied men worked to cut the wheat - a competition running between them as they vied to cut the most. Edward Loveday rewarded the winner with an extra silver crown in his wages.

There was a flow of banter from the men as they teased or encouraged their companions. While the women tied each sheaf and stacked them in rows, they  gossiped, laughed and reminisced over the events of past years. Babies were laid on shawls in the shade and were watched over by an arthritic grandmother. The older children worked with the women, while the younger ones carried water to the workers to drink, or separated weeds and wildflowers from the cut wheat. Most of the children regarded the harvest as a time of play and not of work. They were easily diverted from their tasks to give chase to each other and hide amongst the stooks, or run after a rabbit or pheasant that had been startled from its hiding place.

Everyone had been working since daylight. Now, as the sun skimmed over the hills to the west, the folk songs and ribaldry faded and the workers concentrated on cutting and stacking the final sheaves before dark.

The field had turned to the warm gold of honey in the evening light and Edward Loveday leaned on the handle of his scythe to watch the last sheaf stacked. He wiped the sweat from his brow with a coloured kerchief, weary from his work but filled with a deep contentment. He had been working in his shirtsleeves since early morning, putting in as many hours as the labourers. For thirty years he had worked on his land and also laboured as a master shipwright on the vessels built in the Loveday shipyard. Born with the privileges of money and land, he was no stranger to back-straining work, and calluses and blisters roughened his hands. The crop had been a good one and some of the tension that had beset him in recent weeks eased. The harvest would pay off a substantial  part of the debts that had mounted on the estate.

The workers cheered as the last sheaf was placed with its companions. Nora Tonkin, whose family worked on the estate and lived in one of the four tied cottages, rose from where she had been sitting amongst the stooks and held up the woven corn dolly. It was presented to Edward with a curtsy.

‘May the spirit of this prosperous harvest bless Trevowan’s fields in the coming year, sir.’ Nora Tonkin blushed as Edward’s fingers brushed hers as he took the offering. She was ten years younger than Edward and had borne seven children, the youngest still a babe in arms. She was plump and pretty and like many of the local women was affected by Edward’s still handsome looks.

Edward smiled and bowed graciously to Nora. ‘Thank you, you have made a fine corn god.’ He handed it to Isaac Nance, the estate bailiff, to place in the barn for safekeeping. Next spring it would be cast into the field with the sowing of the seed to bless the field with fertility and abundance. It was an old and revered tradition, and one that any farmer would no more fail to honour than to leave his tools out to rust through winter. Tradition and folklore were an integral part of a farmer’s year, and when the harvest was good you gave thanks to the realms of nature and also to God in his church.

Edward was a tall and imposing figure as he addressed the workers. ‘Well done to get the crop harvested before nightfall. There will be drink and a feast to mark the end of the harvest. Make your way  to the field behind the barn where refreshments have been laid out for you.’

He turned to Isaac Nance, who had collected the scythes and placed them in a cart to be stored in the barn. ‘I have much for which to thank you, Isaac. You reaped most of the harvest whilst we were in Bodmin for St John’s trial. If the weather had not held we would have stood no chance to ease our debts.’

“Twern’t nothing, master. I but did my job.’ The stocky bailiff was muscular and strong; his eyes, creased into walnut folds, were vigilant as he surveyed their work. ‘It be a goodly yield. Master St John has done you proud with his hard work on the estate this year.’

Edward nodded. He was saddened that St John was not here to receive his gratitude. The elder twin had now proved his worthiness to inherit the estate in a transformation from the wastrel ways of his early manhood, when Edward had feared that his heir would squander his fortune on gambling.

Not that St John had become the respectable citizen Edward would wish. His involvement with smugglers had led to the charges of murder and St John’s trial. Though his son had been found innocent it had been agreed that he must leave the country for a year or two until speculation and the gossip surrounding the trial died down. Gossip could wreck the family’s rickety finances. Edward needed customers to regain their confidence in the integrity of the Loveday shipyard. The family had been the centre of too many scandals in recent years. Respectability and stability were  needed to bring them back from the brink of financial ruin. Whilst St John stayed with their cousins in Virginia, Edward hoped his son would reform and cast off the wilder, dissolute side of his nature.

Edward returned to the house, walking with a long assured stride through his fields. There was still warmth in the evening air and he breathed deeply. There had been so many financial problems in recent years that he had forgotten the simple joy of walking over his estate and being at peace with his accomplishments and home. The prospect of the harvest cancelling many of his debts lightened his step.

As he entered the grounds of the house he could detect the song of the sea as it broke over the beach of Trevowan Cove. The three gables of the house were in shadow; the ivy recently trimmed back from the stonework had left a tracery of black lines where the stems had clung to the wall. The glass walls of the orangery had been added as a wedding present to Edward’s first wife, Marie, when they had wed twenty-seven years ago. Marie was French, and Edward had built the orangery to remind his wife of her French home. Marie had died a year after their marriage, giving birth to the twins.

Through the windows of the orangery he saw his second wife, Amelia, whom he had married five years ago. He raised his hand in greeting to her, but the gesture was not acknowledged as she sat staring out across the gardens.

He hesitated before entering the house. The trials and scandals of the last two years had been difficult  for Amelia to accept. She had led an unworldly life in London before her first husband died, and her upbringing had been puritanical by the general standards of the day. The Lovedays were by nature wild and reckless, and Amelia had struggled to accept her new family, but St John’s trial had been too much for her to bear and it had put a strain on their marriage.

He entered the house by the side door and was met in the entrance hall by Amelia, the sound of her heels agitated on the black and white marble floor. He smiled in greeting, conscious of the sweat and dirt on his clothing.

‘The last of the wheat is cut. It is the best harvest for several years. I am proud of St John.’

He was disheartened that Amelia remained aloof, almost guarded, as though she was bracing herself against an unseen attack. The worries of this summer had slimmed her figure, brought hollows to her cheeks and a heightened prominence to her fine cheekbones. Her auburn hair, worn high in a chignon and covered by a square of lace, had lost its brightness and was threaded through with recent streaks of grey.

‘Our luck is changing, my dear,’ he added to cheer her.

The effort it took Amelia to return his smile was obvious. ‘Let us pray that is so. But we still must live through the scandal that has been thrust upon us. Have you seen how the villagers look askance at Rowena and whisper behind their hands?’

The laughter of the five-year-old child in question  carried to them as Bernie Tonkin, Nora’s eight-year-old son, chased her in the courtyard.

Amelia put a trembling hand to, her mouth and shook her head. ‘The county gossips that Rowena has been deserted by her scapegrace father. And as for her trollop of a mother ...’

‘We have only hearsay that Meriel did not sail with St John.’

‘Lady Traherne lost no time in informing us that Meriel had run off with Lord Wycham after St John’s trial.’ Amelia kept her voice low but there was anger in her eyes. ‘The way Rowena was left without explanation is something I will never forgive. Your son and his wife have a great deal to answer for. I love Rowena dearly, but she has been crying herself to sleep every night since her parents abandoned her.’

‘Abandoned is a harsh word, my dear.’ Edward curbed his annoyance at Amelia’s condemnation. ‘You wanted St John and Meriel away from Trevowan until the gossip of the trial died down.’

Amelia stiffened with affront. She adjusted the placement of a Chinese vase on a carved Jacobean chest. ‘As any self-respecting woman would wish her family free from gossip. Meriel’s flight and Rowena’s presence here but adds to the scandal which has hung over us since St John’s trial. How will we live with the shame of it all?’

‘St John was judged innocent. I never believed him capable of murder, nor would anyone who knew him.’ Edward’s patience was wearing thin at his wife’s obsession with appearances. It was a trait that had not  been apparent when he had first met her. He rolled his shoulders to erase the pain from the hours bent over a scythe. ‘I see no reason to be ashamed of anything my family has done. Rowena is a resilient child. St John will be away a year or two, but she has the love of her family and the friendship of her cousins to sustain her. Rowena will come to no harm.’

‘I pray that will be so.’ Amelia’s voice rose to echo around the high ceiling of the hall, its curved staircase lined with ancestral portraits.

‘Is everything in readiness for the feast tonight?’ Edward deliberately changed the subject.

Amelia turned away. ‘I will check with Winnie Fraddon that the food has been laid out in the barn. With everyone involved in the harvest Winnie had only one maid to help her. I spent two hours working in the kitchen myself.’

Amelia looked so pale and drawn that Edward wanted to make amends for the pain she had suffered through the behaviour of his sons. He did not like dissension within his home. Amelia had never complained of the economies that he had enforced, neither did she balk at taking on a servant’s task if the situation required it. He tenderly cupped her chin with his forefinger and turned her face towards him.

‘Now that our fortunes are looking brighter, you must employ another maid to help with the running of the house. You have made many sacrifices in the last two years. All will now be well. These last years have been far from the life of entertainment and luxury you left behind in London. Our luck is changing. St John’s  time in Virginia will be the making of him. Adam is married and settled now.’

Amelia gave a strained laugh. ‘I would not describe Adam’s life as settled. He is roving the seas in his ship, seeking his fortune. Now we are at war with France and Adam has been granted letters of marque, he is no better than a government-approved pirate. Adam should be helping you in the shipyard, not putting his life in danger.’

‘He needs the money from his voyage to rebuild Boscabel. The loans we have to repay, which were raised to sustain the shipyard, leave little in our coffers to spare for Adam. We also have to recover our reputation after Thadeous Lanyon claimed that the wreck of the Sea Sprite, which was built in our yard, was caused by her unseaworthiness. Our name was cleared but we lost orders and it takes time to re-establish the trust of our customers.’

‘All the more reason for Adam to take on the responsibility of the yard which will one day be his.’ Amelia remained unsympathetic.

Edward tried again to reason with her. ‘If Adam returns successful from his voyage, it will prove that the speed of Pegasus puts her ahead of anything in her class. Pegasus and the cutter that Adam designed are the way forward for the yard to recoup our fortune. Otherwise we return to constructing fishing smacks. For three generations our family has worked to build the prestige of the Loveday yard and I will not allow it to go under.’

‘I still do not approve of piracy,’ Amelia returned.

Edward shrugged and allowed his hand to drop to his side. ‘It was how my grandfather made the fortune, which enabled us to start the yard. Our family is not without skeletons in its cupboards. But I suspect that few families are without secrets which they would prefer left buried.’

Amelia laid a hand against her heart. ‘I pray there will be no further scandals in my lifetime. St John and Adam are in their mid-twenties and have responsibilities. It is time to put their wildness behind them. And as for their cousin Japhet ... Again, I can only pray that he brings no further shame upon us. It is time he married and settled down to a respectable life.’

As he washed and changed from his work clothes Edward’s thoughts echoed some of his wife’s. Surely the trial would have shaken St John enough to curb the wildness that had made him join a band of smugglers. Adam had a wife, a child, and a new home to work for.

Edward would have preferred that Adam had sailed with a valuable cargo and made his fortune as a merchant adventurer, instead of intending to prey upon any enemy ship now they were at war with France. Life at sea was dangerous enough without Adam becoming involved with the war. But a privateer could reap high rewards. The sea had been in the blood of many of his family and Edward did not condemn his son’s quest for riches and adventure. One of his brothers had lost his life whilst blockading the American ports when the colony had fought for its  independence from England. And Edward’s youngest brother, William, was a naval captain and commanded a ship that had sailed with the English fleet.

The pressure of the last few years was making Edward feel his age. He wanted to reap the rewards of his years of hard work expanding the yard. It was the heritage of his children. St John, as the elder twin, would one day inherit Trevowan, and Adam the shipyard. There was now also two-year-old Rafe, the son Amelia had borne him, to provide for.

Edward looked out of the window of his dressing room. The apple and pear orchard contained the beehives tended by Amelia, and beyond that a few hardy blooms covered the wall of the rose garden. In the distance the sea was dotted with a handful of sailing ships heading either for Fowey or Falmouth harbours. As he pulled on his navy broadcloth jacket Edward hoped that all his family skeletons were securely buried and peace would return to his home life.

Even as the thought surfaced, his conscience mocked him. There was one recent secret from his own past that could threaten the very foundation of his marriage if Amelia ever discovered it.

 



The young woman pulled her weary body over a stile and paused on its wooden step to survey her surroundings. No more than a mile ahead the peak of a cliff showed the line of the coast. Tamasine closed her eyes in relief. An hour ago an old woman gathering early blackberries had told her that  Trevowan lay four miles along the coast.

Tamasine shielded her eyes from the evening sun, the breeze snaking her long, dark hair around her face. Three gables of a house were visible through the trees. Could that be Trevowan? She glanced self-consciously at her attire. Her cloak and plain grey school dress were dusty from a week walking from Bodmin. It was ten days since she had run away from the Mertle Moxon Ladies’ Academy in Salisbury, refusing any longer to tolerate the strict regime.

There were grass stains on her skirt. Her feet were swollen and raw with blisters and she had removed her shoes and hose, tying her sturdy shoes by their laces and hanging them around her neck.

Her initial confidence at presenting herself to her guardian, Edward Loveday, had begun to fade when she arrived in Bodmin to witness the end of St John Loveday’s trial. Following immediately upon the trauma of the trial was not the right moment to approach her guardian’s family.

Now she was worried that Mertle Moxon would have contacted Mr Loveday about her disappearance. She had not expected to be received with open arms by her guardian, but she hoped that the surprise of her arrival would prevail upon his mercy. Her stomach growled with hunger. She had not eaten since waking in the deserted charcoal burners’ hut yesterday morning where she had spent the night.

Tamasine climbed from the stile and pulled from her pocket a small cube of cheese. It was all she had left of the food she had purchased in Bodmin to  sustain her on her journey. She was light-headed from lack of nourishment, and the urge to lie down on the grass and sleep was almost irresistible.

When she’d run away from the academy she had viewed the escapade as an adventure. The mail coach she had taken to Bodmin had been an exciting journey and she had been idealist and enthusiastic that all would be well. Although she had had to fend off the unwanted attentions of a man who had tried to seduce her when the coach stopped overnight at an inn, she had avoided any further molestation from strangers after she left Bodmin.

The nights alone on the road had been frightening, and several times she had hidden behind hedgerows when she heard riders approaching after dark. Neither had she risked asking any wagon driver for a ride.

The excitement of her journey had faded to become an ordeal and a battle against hunger and exhaustion. Twice she had woken chilled and on the point of despair when she was drenched from a night shower of rain. Her determination had kept her going. She would not arrive weak and broken. She would be strong and succeed. The idealism of youth and naivety bolstered her strength. She must be close to her goal. To sleep now would delay her and, weak from hunger as she was, would only make the final stage of her journey even harder.

Tamasine lifted her skirts to tramp over long tussocks of grass, but halfway across the field she swayed and fell to her knees. She dragged herself upright. What if they did not welcome her? It had been  presumptuous of her to assume that after one meeting with his ward Edward Loveday would open his home to her. Was it not more likely that he would have kept her identity a secret from his family?

Tamasine tossed back her dark hair, a determined fire returning to her azure eyes. She had come too far to turn back now.




Chapter Three

On the same night as the harvest feast at Trevowan, Japhet Loveday sat with his arm resting on his bent knee under the canopy of an ancient chestnut tree. The branches were as thick as a woman’s thigh and curved in shielding arches around him. He was as motionless as the air, and his stare was brooding as he studied the moonlit road across the heath. On the horizon the lights of London hovered like sparks from a bonfire. Since late afternoon he had sat waiting but the highway across the heath remained deserted.

His stomach growled at not receiving food for two days. It was not the first time he had faced deprivation, for Madame Fortune was a fickle mistress and, while he chose to live by his wits, he doubted it would be the last time hunger was his companion. The sourness in his stomach matched his mood. He was nine-and-twenty and until now he had prided himself on being master of his own fortune and freedom.

Japhet narrowed his stare. He loved life and women in equal measure, and for years he had shied away  from any relationship once his precious freedom was threatened. But suddenly that complacency had been stripped from him and from the most unexpected quarter - Gwendolyn Druce.

Japhet rubbed his long slender fingers across his brow. For years he had enjoyed Gwendolyn’s friendship. Gwendolyn was an heiress who would one day marry well. Japhet had always known she was not for him. Yet to have his own reputation and unsuitability as a husband thrown in his face by Gwendolyn’s mother had struck him more forcefully than he would have deemed possible. He had chosen to leave Cornwall to safeguard Gwen’s reputation. So why did his conscience bray as stubbornly as an ass that he had failed Gwen?

The feeling of discontent intensified. The Lady Anne had been justified in her accusations when she had discovered Gwen in his arms. The woman’s fury had been vitriolic.

Japhet had been born a gentleman, though as the son of a parson he had no fortune of his own, and had to make his own way in the world. He had been a womaniser and a gambler - as were many men of his generation and background. Also, when financial necessity drove him, he had even been a rogue who had stepped too often and too close to the wrong side of the law.

He picked up his sword belt that lay on the ground at his side. There was a pistol in his belt, another in his saddle holster and a dagger secreted in his boot. Japhet never ventured anywhere unarmed. The sword was the weapon of a gentleman and he was an expert  swordsman. He had needed that skill to save his life on several occasions. His rakehell existence was not something he was proud of. Gwendolyn was not like his other women - who were usually neglected wives looking for the love and excitement a man like Japhet could provide. Gwen was an innocent and that had always been the greatest problem between them.

It had been as much to push Gwendolyn from his thoughts as to re-establish his finances that he had chosen the reckless path of highway robbery. Danger brought its own excitement. A restless wildness had driven Japhet since he left Cornwall. It needed to be dissipated if he was to find peace. As though sensing his master’s sombre mood Japhet’s Arab mare, Sheba, nuzzled his shoulder. He absently stroked her nose. ‘My beauty, you are the only female who does not complicate my life.’

Sheba snorted, blowing the long tendrils of Japhet’s ebony hair, which was tied back with a black ribbon. Japhet grimaced. ‘Do you also doubt my integrity?’ Sheba shook her ebony head, rattling her harness as she turned away to tear at the long grass. At least his mare was not starving from his current lack of funds.

At a stirring on the heath that was louder than the song of the nightjars, Japhet tensed. The distant pounding of galloping horses and rumble of an approaching coach were unmistakable.

He rose and gathered Sheba’s reins. ‘So my beauty, it seems that fate decrees that I become a highwayman this night. I was about to abandon the notion as ill-conceived.’

Japhet pulled a black silk kerchief over his lower face and jerked the wide brim of his hat low over his eyes before mounting Sheba. They trotted out of the cover of the trees to stand across the road. In the moonlight, the track ahead curved in a silvery arc as it skirted a coppice and he would be hidden from the coachmen’s view. When the coach, pulled by four grey horses, rounded the curve, Japhet drew two pistols and cocked them in readiness.

‘Halt, or I shoot.’ Japhet adopted a rough accent to aid his disguise.

Apart from an ageing driver there was a burly liveried postillion whose close-set eyes and heavy brow were those of a man who used brawn before brains. Another liveried servant stood on the footplate at the rear of the vehicle but he had raised his hands and looked too terrified to move.

Sheba stood without moving as she had been trained. Nerves tightened Japhet’s stomach and he began to sweat. He had picked many a pocket when driven by need, but this was the first time he had taken to highway robbery. The idea had been born out of anger and a desire to get back at society for Gwen’s mother’s condemnation.

As the coach slowed the postillion raised a pistol. Japhet reacted by firing his own weapon as a warning. At the same moment the horses pulled to the left and Japhet was aghast to see the postillion clutch his shoulder, his weapon clattering to the ground. Japhet’s throat dried and his heart raced with growing fear. The hold-up was not going to plan. He could have killed the  postillion. No robbery was worth taking another’s life.

It was too late for him to back down. Even if he rode away, he would be pursued and hunted. ‘That was foolish. The next man who draws a weapon against me dies.’

He replaced the spent pistol in the saddle holster, his stare fixed on the coachman and footman as he guided Sheba with his legs to the side of the coach. He leaned forward to wrench open the door to address the passengers: ‘No one inside is going to do anything foolish, I trust.’

A middle-aged and still beautiful blonde-haired woman glared at him with defiance. There were jewels sparkling at her throat, wrist and ears. The man beside her was some years younger. He was dressed in a yellow and black striped cut-away coat and a profusion of lace was at his throat and wrists.

‘Get out of the coach,’ Japhet ordered, easing Sheba back as the two passengers stepped to the ground. ‘Hand over your valuables and no one will be hurt.’

‘Damn your eyes!’ The man was rigid with anger and his hand went to his jacket as he alighted.

‘Put your hands in the air,’ Japhet commanded. ‘If that’s a pistol you are reaching for, you’ll be dead before you draw it.’

The man raised his hands. ‘You err gravely if you think to rob us.’ His eyes glittered in the moonlight and there was suppressed fury in the set of his jaw as he found himself helpless to retaliate.

Japhet recognised him as Sir Pettigrew Osgood, a profligate and gambler. Japhet had sat at cards with  Osgood on several occasions. He had never liked the baronet, who had a country seat in Berkshire and houses in London and Bath. He was reputedly mean with his money and a poor loser at cards.

Japhet trusted that his mask and altered voice would disguise his identity. It was cursed ill luck to hold up someone who knew him. Japhet was glad that he had taken the precaution of rubbing soot over Sheba’s white markings so that his horse could not be identified.

‘You will live to regret this night,’ Sir Pettigrew Osgood warned. ‘You’ll hang for this infamy.’

Japhet ignored the taunt but was aware that his position was precarious. Danger had always excited him and overriding his fear was a rush of exhilaration. ‘That remains to be seen. In the meantime I would relieve you of your purse and jewels.’

At any moment the driver or footman could draw a hidden pistol and shoot him. Japhet could not keep his eyes on them all. He brought his riding whip down on the lead horse’s rump and shouted, ‘Ride on! Get up there, my beauties!’

The horses plunged forward, forcing the driver to haul on the reins to control them as they bolted into the night. It would be some minutes before the driver had them under control and he could return to his master.

The thrill of the moment heated Japhet’s blood and he began to enjoy the escapade. ‘Now, sir, your gold hunter watch, purse and jewels, if you would be so kind.’

‘Devil take you for a lily-livered knave! Put down that pistol and face me like a man, then we will see how brave you are.’ Sir Pettigrew pulled out his money pouch.

‘No tricks!’ Japhet took the heavy pouch and dropped it into a bag that hung from the pommel of his saddle.

Osgood glared at him with impotent fury as he withdrew the hunter chain from his waistcoat and removed three rings with large gemstones from his fingers. ‘You may hide behind a mask but you will not escape justice. My uncle is a magistrate.’

‘They have to catch me before they can hang me. And I’ll have your diamond stock pin,’ Japhet mocked, then bowed to the woman. ‘Now, madam, your jewels, if you please.’

‘If you want what is mine you must take them for yourself,’ she challenged. ‘What cur steals from a defenceless woman? These jewels were my mother’s and she but recently died. They are all I have to remember her by.’

Japhet chuckled as the woman placed a hand theatrically to her heart. He recognised her as an actress who was famous for her bawdy roles. She claimed to be in her late twenties but, close to, Japhet guessed that she must be a decade older. Even so, she was a voluptuous temptress and possessed a sexual allure few women could match.

‘The world knows that Celestine Yorke was a penniless orphan. Those trinkets were gifts from your paramours. They can be easily replaced.’

‘Insolent knave!’ Celestine Yorke’s eyes narrowed. Her hands clasped her hips and she thrust out her breasts in provocative defiance. ‘So, cur that you are, you recognise me. I am fêted as “the Darling of London”. There will be an uproar and a price on your head for this outrage.’

Japhet unclasped the necklace and bracelet. He was close enough to smell her heady perfume and was intrigued by the brazenness of her stare. She showed no fear, but then the woman was notorious for her audacity. Her talent as an actress was debatable, but her amours over the last fifteen or so years had made her infamous. ‘Are these not the diamonds which you insisted Lord Egerton paid you for a single night of your company? The story was the talk of London for weeks. Those jewels were all that remained of Egerton’s wife’s legacy that he had gambled away. He shot himself a week later when you spurned his further advances.’

Celestine Yorke tilted her head to appraise Japhet. ‘Egerton was weak and dissolute. If I had not taken the necklace it would have been his next gaming stake. I’ve never underestimated my value. Do you truly intend to deprive me of my jewels? I am but a poorly paid actress.’

She stepped forward, her manner coquettish in a bid to save her finery. Japhet allowed his finger to trail along her neck but he was too worldly to be tricked by her duplicity. ‘Stand back, Mistress Yorke.’ His natural gallantry made it hard for him to steal from a woman. The bracelet would fetch fifty guineas  and the money pouch had been heavy enough to contain another hundred in gold. Tonight he would be generous.

‘Dear lady, your bravery moves me. I shall take only the bracelet, a trifling trinket compared to the diamond necklace. It will be something for me to remember you by - a memento from London’s most alluring actress.’

‘Damn your insolence!’ Sir Pettigrew Osgood choked, having given her the bracelet last week.

The actress smiled at Japhet. ‘Oh, I am sure the trinket will be replaced by one of far greater value if my admirer wishes to retain my favours.’

The ruthless streak in Japhet admired her audacity. He raised her hand to his lips. ‘It has been a pleasure meeting you, dear lady.’

She ran the tip of her tongue across her lips. ‘Under other circumstances I am sure the pleasure would have been all mine, sir.’

Japhet backed Sheba away from the couple and bowed to Celestine Yorke. ‘Your pardon for delaying your journey.’ He handed her the necklace. ‘The driver will soon have the horses under control and by then I shall be far from here. Your servant, madam.’

He rode off to the sound of Sir Pettigrew Osgood’s curses.

 



Celestine rounded on her lover. ‘Fool! What use to stand there damning the knave? Why did you not challenge him?’

‘He would have shot me before I could fire.’ Osgood’s eyes narrowed as he watched the rider  disappear into the night. It had been too dark to see his face clearly even if he had not been wearing a mask. The villain may have dressed like a gentleman but his accent was that of a common man. If the heath was the vagabond’s haunt, Sir Osgood would pay ruffians to lie in wait for his next attempt to rob his betters. He would be caught. ‘Highwaymen rarely escape the gallows and I shall enjoy watching that rogue dance at Tyburn. That knave shall pay for his infamy this night. I shall remember that voice and I shall personally post a reward of twenty guineas for his capture.’

‘Twenty guineas! You would place so paltry a sum upon my safety, or the gift you gave me, which you presented with your undying love.’ Celestine poured out her scorn. Sir Pettigrew had been her paramour for less than a month and the bracelet had been his only gift. A clutchfist of a lover was no use to her. ‘All highwaymen should be hounded by the law. Make it one hundred guineas.’

Sir Pettigrew Osgood winced at such extravagance. Celestine was too free with her demands on his money, but she was a sensuous and exciting mistress and he had no intention of losing her. The money pouch was a trifling amount compared to his monthly income from his vast estate and investments, but he was an innately greedy man, and to lose any possession to a common thief was something he could never forgive or forget.

The carriage returned, and as he assisted Celestine inside, he said, ‘It will be as you say and your ruby  bracelet will be replaced by one of diamonds.’

When the carriage set off he pulled her down on to the seat. After the ordeal of the robbery he needed to make love to her.

Celestine laughed at his ardour and eagerly accommodated him. But even as she responded to his lovemaking her thoughts were on the bold highwayman. She had always admired the exploits of the gentlemen of the road and had visited several of the most notorious in Newgate Prison before they were hanged. The highwayman who had robbed them tonight was no common thief. The devil-may-care twinkle in his eye sent a shiver of anticipation through her. He would be a deliciously wicked and exciting lover ...

The last six months had been difficult. Celestine saw a rival in every young actress who appeared on the London stage. Recently the playhouses had not been filled to capacity, and she had begun to fear that she was losing her appeal to the public. That must be recaptured, and how better than for it to be known that she had faced near death from a highwayman? She wove a story where the rogue had only spared her and her companion because of her fame and favour with the people.

Celestine warmed to her ruse. She would engage a pamphleteer to pen her ordeal. Her courage would win the hearts of the people and she would retain her place as ‘the Darling of London’.

Celestine had no intention of losing her popularity and returning to obscurity. For seventeen years she  had been the mistress of any man who could further her career, or provide her with jewels and riches. Born Mary Grey, she had spent her first thirteen years as the favoured child of a major in the King’s Hussars. Her mother, Lily, had been indifferent to her existence, but basking in the love of her father, the young Mary Grey had been content. Unfortunately, the major had a wife who was not Celestine’s mother. When her father was killed in a duel, shot by Lily’s latest lover, Celestine learned the cruelty the world could inflict upon a bastard child.

A year after her father’s death, Celestine awoke to the sound of creditors banging on the door. She found herself alone in the rented house that had overnight been stripped of furniture. Later she learned that Lily Grey had left with a new officer lover when his regiment sailed to India. Lily had taken all her possessions except the daughter whose blossoming beauty she viewed as a rival to her own. Celestine was penniless, homeless and alone.

There followed a year of fear and nightly terrors that she chose to forget. She thieved and whored to survive, until an ageing actor heard her singing in a tavern for any coppers the men would throw at her. He made her his mistress, changed her name to Celestine Yorke and schooled her in acting. At sixteen she made her first appearance in a play. Her voice thrilled the audience, and her beauty and hourglass figure became her fortune.

Within a month she left the actor and was set up in rooms paid for by a young and handsome nobleman.  She became the toast of the playhouse, courted by the wealthiest men in England.

Gradually in the last two years, the royal lovers and politicians who vied for her favours became less eager for her company. She had amassed a large house and a fortune in jewellery, and a thousand pounds was lodged in her account at Mercer and Lascalles Bank.

Celestine had a voracious appetite for new lovers and was rarely faithful to any, no matter how wealthy or important.

In the darkness of the carriage Celestine’s lips curved into a smile. Sir Pettigrew dozed after their lovemaking when he should have been attentive and admiring of her charms. She was becoming bored with him.

The interior lantern in the coach had briefly revealed the highwayman’s greenish hazel eyes and fme-shaped black brows. He was a bold, dashing adventurer with a self-possession and commanding air that marked him as a gentleman. If they ever met again Celestine would certainly recognise him.




Chapter Four

Gwendolyn was in a rebellious mood and her thoughts were in turmoil. She had not returned to Traherne Hall after leaving Senara but had ridden to the moor where she had spent hours trying to devise how she would escape her mother’s schemes to wed her to Beaumont.

Even when darkness fell she remained too angry to reason coherently. The mare had been ridden hard and needed rest and water. When the sun had vanished behind the hills to the west Gwendolyn had dismounted by a stream and sat on the grassy bank. When darkness fell it was a protective cloak around her and gradually the soothing sound of the water began to calm her. It became easier to think more rationally how best to deal with the situation, for she knew that her mother would do everything in her power to force this abhorrent marriage upon her.

The evening was warm but the heat of her anger would have kept away any chill in the air. Her timidity, which had always made her shy away from  confrontations with her family, was blasted away by her fury.

Always she had been meek and mild, controlled by her domineering mother and sister, Roslyn. From childhood her confidence had been crushed by their overbearing wills. The constant criticism by her mother for her lack of social graces had increased her shyness in the company of others. Gwendolyn had come to accept that she lacked the qualities of many women of her class. Used to her mother and sister talking over her, she had also lost her sense of worth in her ability to be witty or to charm others.

Yet that attitude had changed in the last two years. Gwendolyn had loved Japhet for as long as she could remember and had blushed and stammered like a callow schoolgirl whenever they met. Throughout their teenage years he had barely noted her existence, nor did she expect such a handsome man to look her way. But she had cherished every word or glance he had casually thrown her when they mixed at social gatherings.

Her change of outlook had come from an unlikely source: Meriel Loveday, who had been newly wed to St John and was striving for acceptance amongst their friends and neighbours. Meriel had teased Gwendolyn about her infatuation for St John’s cousin, and then unexpectedly helped Gwendolyn to win his attention. Meriel had suggested that Gwen change her hairstyle, styling her thick rich chestnut hair in a more flattering manner. She also insisted that Gwendolyn rid herself of the demure, old-maidish gowns that Lady Anne  insisted her daughter wear. Meriel had chosen several stylish gowns that flattered Gwendolyn’s rounded, feminine curves.

Gwendolyn knew that Meriel was not acting out of kindness, for the young woman had always been too self-centred for that. St John’s wife could not forget that she had been the daughter of a tavern-keeper before her brothers had forced St John at gunpoint to marry her, after he had got her with child. Meriel resented that Gwen’s sister, Roslyn, who was married to Sir Henry Traherne, had never accepted her as an equal and had patronised Meriel and belittled her in public.

It was to spite Roslyn that Meriel, who never forgave an insult, had helped Gwendolyn - for once Roslyn had been infatuated with Japhet. After Japhet spurned Roslyn, she tried to hide her pain behind vitriolic condemnation of his lifestyle and behaviour. If Meriel could assist Gwendolyn to capture Japhet’s interest Roslyn would be jealous that her sister had succeeded where she had failed. Roslyn’s marriage to Sir Henry had been one of convenience and there was no great affection between the couple.

After the transformation to Gwendolyn’s appearance no one had been more surprised than herself when Japhet began to compliment her looks. Gwendolyn gained confidence when she realised her natural wit made him laugh, and she never condemned him for his wayward life. When Japhet was in Cornwall and they attended the same hunt dances or soirees, he frequently sought her out. Yet despite his wicked reputation he had  never attempted to seduce her.

Once she had been hurt enough to challenge him that he found her too unattractive. His shocked response had heartened her: ‘I respect you as I respect no other woman.’

It had been a bitter-edged compliment. The few occasions that Japhet had kissed her, he had roused Gwendolyn’s sensuality.

Now the memory of those kisses bathed her body in a hot flush and her flesh tingled with excitement. She lifted her face to the gold-tinged harvest moon. Her voice was impassioned. ‘If I cannot marry Japhet I vow now that I shall wed no man. I can love no other man and I will not accept second best. Better to live alone with dignity and pride than with a man who could never fill the ache in my heart.’

The hoot of an owl in a tree overhead startled her, reminding her how late the hour had become. She remounted her mare and as they trotted home her resolve strengthened. It was time to fly free of the constraints placed on her by her mother and discover her destiny.

To reach Traherne Hall Gwendolyn skirted Trevowan and could hear the fiddler playing at the harvest feast. The music seemed to be celebrating her resolution.

When Gwendolyn arrived at Traherne Hall the first maid she encountered burst into tears. ‘Thank God you be safe, Miss Gwendolyn. I were afeared some dreadful mishap had befallen you. Though Lady Anne kept informing the family that no harm  would come to you with Lieutenant Beaumont as your companion.’

Gwendolyn ran up the stairs to the grand salon to confront her family. When she entered the room her sister stopped playing the harpsichord and looked expectantly towards her. Lady Anne, who was seated at her writing desk, put down her quill, her expression equally excited. Sir Henry put aside the newssheet he was reading but did not meet her gaze.

‘There you are, my dear child,’ Lady Anne giggled. ‘Such a long ride you two lovers have taken.’

The gilded and ornate plasterwork on the ceiling with its central panel painted with cherubs seemed to swoop down to smother Gwendolyn. Even the pattern of the red and blue Persian carpet danced chaotically before her eyes. Gwen had left Traherne Hall seven hours ago. On her return she had expected to find her family distraught that she had been away so long. Her mother’s words confirmed her fears. She was expecting Gwendolyn to announce her betrothal to Lieutenant Beaumont.

When Gwendolyn did not respond, Lady Anne stared past her daughter. She frowned and two circles of red on her fleshy cheeks showed her displeasure. ‘Where is Lieutenant Beaumont?’

‘As far away as possible, if he has any decency,’ Gwen retorted.

Lady Anne threw up her hands in horror and the flesh around her eyes puckered, their depths glittering with contempt. ‘You refused him. You stupid, inconsiderate woman. Your reputation will be in tatters.’

‘If it is, it will be your doing, Mama, not mine.’ Gwen faced her mother without flinching. ‘Beaumont forced his attention on me in the basest manner to shame me into accepting him as my husband. He was foiled by the appearance of Senara Loveday. Your scheming plans have all been in vain.’

Sir Henry shot from his chair with an exclamation of anger. His cinnamon hair flopped over his brow and his slim figure strode to tower over Gwendolyn. ‘Are you saying the man tried to force himself upon you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then he must be called to account,’ Sir Henry declared.

‘Oh, nonsense. You know nothing of this matter, Henry,’ Lady Anne defended. ‘Gwendolyn has overreacted and is being foolish.’

‘I did not imagine his attack, Mama.’

Gwen’s fierce glare made her mother grow pale but Lady Anne was never daunted for long. ‘I am sure you mistook his ardour. This match is for your own good. You have brought shame upon yourself by your disgraceful conduct with that ne’er-do-well Japhet Loveday. Marriage with Lieutenant Beaumont will save your reputation.’

‘And condemn me to a life of misery. I will not marry him and that is an end to the matter.’ Gwen felt the control on her emotions slipping. Her gaze fell upon the cluster of Sèvres figurines on a walnut table, and in her frustration she had to grip her hands together to prevent herself sweeping all the porcelain to the floor.
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