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For Evan

Happiness is the settling of the soul into its most appropriate spot.

Aristotle
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    The map contains two separate circular projections, representing the Western and Eastern Hemispheres. The map is in a vintage style with calligraphic labels for continents, oceans, and key locations like London, New York, and New Holland (Australia). It includes lines for the equator, tropics, and polar circles. The continents are shaded, and major rivers are drawn.

  

  [image: A detailed black and white map titled 'Map of VAN DIEMEN'S LAND 1825'.]
  

    
    The map shows the island with surrounding islands like King Island and Flinders Island. Key locations are marked, including Hobart Town, Launceston, Port Arthur, and the Derwent River. The map includes a compass rose, a scale in miles, latitude and longitude lines, and a small inset map showing Australia (labeled NSW) and New Zealand. The style is vintage, with decorative title lettering.

  

Based on several true stories.


Thanks to the human heart by which we live,

Thanks to its tenderness, joys and fears,

To me the meanest flower that blows can give

Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.

William Wordsworth
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It is a warm midsummer evening in the city of London in the year 1836. Caroline hears her father whistle outside the house in Chelsea where she is employed. She lays down the book she is reading and, wrapping a light shawl about her, she takes the stairs up to the street. He is standing by the wrought-iron fence, his manner agitated, skin ashen in the streetlight.

‘Papa, what has happened?’

His eyes will not meet hers. She reaches for his hand to console him and is stung by something. She gasps and sees that her palm has been cut. She seizes his sleeve and withdraws a short knife he is concealing. It is smeared with blood but it is not from the small wound on her hand.

‘What have you done, Papa?’ she asks. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘There is nothing that can hurt me now,’ he replies, as if it is a diagnosis.

And then he is gone, walking away from her. She hurries to keep up with him, but sees that it is fruitless. He is in the other world he inhabits, where nothing is familiar, sometimes not even her.

The knife is still in her hand. It gives her an ill feeling. What has it done? She wants it gone where it cannot hurt him or anybody else. She walks the short distance to the Thames and flings it into the languid black waters.

The next day the story is everywhere. A woman has been murdered on the Battersea Bridge. There are witnesses. A manhunt is underway for the well-known Frenchman Jacques-Louis Colbert, apothecary and chemist. Four days later he presents himself at the police station in Chelsea and admits his guilt. He is imprisoned awaiting trial at the Old Bailey. He refuses all visitors.

In the crowded courtroom, the judge sentences him to death by hanging. Jacques-Louis does not raise his head to look at Caroline, or her sister Augusta weeping beside her, before he is borne away by guards. Awaiting the noose at Millbank Prison, he is deemed insane. He is transferred to Bethlehem asylum for appraisal; the Crown averse to the hanging of madmen.

He is insane, Caroline thinks, and it is the first time she has allowed it. He had held her, nurtured her, imagined a bigger world for her. She had failed to understand that he had become dangerous not only to himself but to other people. How had she let it happen? How is she to find any peace knowing he has done this thing?

Through the year that follows, she is a wintering tree unable to respond to spring. She cannot grow new leaves, nor feel the sun or breeze. There is an immense solitude at the heart of her life. There will be no future for her in medicine. No father to assess a suitor and deem him sufficient. He has made their family name infamous. The stain will never leave them.



When a letter arrives from the asylum, it is the first word she’s had from him since that full moon night.

Ma chère Caroline,

I feel as if I have been away on a long voyage and I am only now returning. The land I left is greatly changed. I am not sure where I have been but I know I have done terrible things. The pain of this is indescribable.

I do not ask for your forgiveness. If you harbour any vestige of affection for me, I beg you to do away with it. Forget me, my beloved daughter, and encourage your sister to do the same. Read the words that follow and know them not as exculpation but as both a reckoning and a warning to you both.

She wore a blue bonnet and a dress of light blue muslin. We stopped at a pub where we liked to have a gin and cloves, which she favoured.

The lanterns were lit as we strolled across the bridge. She was gazing at a group of men gathered about a fire, their fishing boats pulled up on the shore of the Thames. A barge was gliding upriver in the moonlight. I took the knife from my pocket.

I might have held her in my arms and kissed her, for she was dear to me, as you know. But instead, when I embraced her, I sank the knife into the sweet part of her neck, above the collarbone. It was an easy thing, the blade very sharp, the skin very soft, the vein at the ready. She gasped, cried out, and I withdrew the knife. Instead of guiding her to help, I stepped away and left her there.

When I awoke days later, in some dank place upriver, I knew then what had been done. I knew that within me there was another self who departed from reality and returned days later uncertain, ravaged. I had tried to walk my loathing for him out of myself. I had tried to draw him close that I might know him better, but he was not to be befriended.

You are familiar with that man.

I was insensible, insane. I had intended the knife for myself.

She had made a fool of me. Any man would have done the same.

But I cannot excuse myself with such inventions or explanations. The truth is, I had imagined myself in love. Worse than that, I had imagined that I was loved. When it proved to be untrue, and I found I had been blind and deluded, I took her life.

May you and your sister never again know such a man as I.

From he who was once privileged to call himself your loving father,

Jacques-Louis Auguste Henri Colbert







. 1 .

Caroline





Caroline examines a map. The eastern and western spheres of the world resemble two orbs of an amulet. She sees, to the far left, Great Britain. How unlikely that it is so small. France dominates it. All of Europe dominates it. She thinks of her father saying, ‘The British are never to be underestimated. Look what they have done with so little.’

She sees North America and, passing over the words Hudson Bay, her hand moves down to Florida, Gulf of Mexico and Caribbean Sea. How easy it is to travel on a map. Amazonia, Brazil and South Atlantic Ocean.

Alert to the danger of approaching footsteps, her gaze lingers on a finger of land as far south as that continent stretches. She has heard stories of the Straits of Magellan and Cape Horn. Tales of men shipwrecked and rescued after months of living on seabirds. Men who drew sticks to see who would be eaten next. She considers the notion of eating a friend. Perhaps it would be easier than eating a stranger.



She moves her hand back to Europe, across Arabia, Hindoostan and the great landmass of Asia until it rests on the autumn leaf of New Holland. It is almost as big as Europe, but without cities or history. She wonders what it smells of there. Prisoners, she imagines.

And there she finds it, at the edge of the Western Hemisphere, a black mark at the 30th latitude smaller than a flea. Norfolk Island. The dream returns. Her father caught in a shaft of sand. The walls are collapsing and he is reaching up, calling her name.

Tante Henriette is at the doorway indicating they must depart. She is sporting a neat black beard, cravat and frock coat, and carrying a satchel. Caroline quickly rolls up the map and slides it into a long leather cylinder beside the desk. She swings it over her shoulder. Her aunt raises an eyebrow but says nothing. Downstairs the party is continuing in the ballroom. Music, dancing, conversation, all receding as they stroll past unnoticed. They meet no one as they step from a side door into Belgravia, and they are away.

Back at Tante Henriette’s apartment, they shed their wigs and shoes, frock coats, braces, collars and cufflinks. They peel away beard and moustache. They brush out their hair and pin it up, then button and lace their dresses.

Caroline makes chocolat chaud in two silver cups and carries them on a tray into the sitting room. As she sits she sighs deeply, her body settling after the evening’s activities. Tante Henriette places a polished wooden box on the low table. It is finely carved with a budding vine of gold entwined around a pattern of squares. Caroline opens it to reveal ebony and ivory pieces laid on green velvet. The horses look as if they are rearing in the wind. The robes of the clergymen each bear a tiny crucifix.

‘Beautiful,’ she whispers, examining the pieces. ‘From tonight?’



‘Bien sûr,’ says Tante Henriette and begins to set up the game. Despite making London her home for many years, Henriette prefers her native tongue. Caroline has moved between French and English all her life.

They each lead with a pawn, then Tante Henriette brings out her bishop. As Caroline weighs her next move, she describes the dream of her father being swallowed by sand, his hand reaching out to her.

‘You have had such a dream before?’ her aunt asks.

‘Several times now,’ says Caroline. ‘The same dream. The sand. His face.’

‘The map? Did you think it could lead you to him?’

Caroline says nothing.

‘Sometimes,’ says Henriette, ‘I see him in the fields walking between the vines. A boy again. Strange, non? Though it is best not to think of him; what good can it do?’

Caroline moves her knight, and her aunt responds by moving another pawn. Caroline loves the loyalty of the smallest pieces. They could easily be disregarded in the face of more powerful players. Yet they remain obstinate and steadfast in a battle waged to defend an ideal.

She says, ‘There are offers of passage for unmarried women to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land.’

Her aunt arches an eyebrow. ‘You are not still considering that?’

‘I am,’ says Caroline.

‘But why?’ asks Tante Henriette. ‘He will never be released—and even if he was, he will not be the man you remember.’

‘It is nothing to do with him,’ says Caroline, progressing her attack on the board, keenly aware of her aunt’s greater skill.

‘Then why would a young woman of your talents take herself to such a place? Hardly to raise sheep, I think.’



Caroline does not want to admit to the fear that has shadowed her of late. The cry of ‘Police!’ at a most unexpected or inconvenient moment.

‘Of course,’ continues her aunt, ‘someone of military rank may offer his hand. Perhaps he is blind in one eye from a wound he took for England as a young man. It oozes and smells. He has the gout, too . . . and four or five very ugly children in need of a new mother . . .’ She takes Caroline’s knight.

Caroline admonishes herself for her lapse in attention. She stares at her pieces. But her mind is thinking of the map. Atlantic Ocean, Indian Ocean, Pacific Ocean.

‘You could come with me,’ Caroline says. 

‘And be without my ladies to take me on their tours of Europe?’ replies Henriette. ‘Without the shops and cafes and theatres of London and Paris that bring me so much pleasure? I have no wish to see these fingers dirtied by potatoes.’

‘We have enough, though, don’t you think?’

‘A sweet notion, but if we are to forgo our ways, enough must last us a very long time.’

‘Still . . .’ Caroline says.

‘This wriggling worm of loyalty, it is making you restless.’

Caroline does not reply.

‘I assure you, dear Caroline, there is no debt you must repay,’ says Henriette, her voice kinder now. ‘The past is not something that can be left behind, but nor is it wise to carry it ever upon your shoulders.’

For some time there is only the drinking of chocolat and the quiet movement of pieces.

‘I could advertise,’ Caroline says at last. ‘Young woman of disreputable family seeks rich husband for colonial adventure.’



‘Young woman of unique talents seeks a man unworthy of her character,’ says Tante Henriette. ‘And you must remember to beware the strong man offering you his hand, Caroline. Your father was one of those . . .’

Caroline sees she is entangled in a series of strategies her aunt has employed and feels momentary dread. She moves her queen out of danger, only to realise that she should have moved her king.

Henriette says, ‘If you go, you must invent a new story.’







Caroline meets Captain Willem de Hoog in his offices near the Hudson River. His ship, the Alliance, a brigantine of one hundred and twelve feet, is soon to depart for South America and the Pacific island of Otaheite. De Hoog is a Dutchman with a bald pate and narrow silver eyes. He was a merchant in China and California before embroiling himself in the commerce of New York. In this city of wealth, filth and relentless industry, there are many people whose knowledge of the world surprises him, yet the young woman seated before him is particularly intriguing.

Caroline is wearing a dress of black silk, a black bonnet and a silver cross about her neck. Although she has found New York intoxicating, and learned to be at ease with her new identity, she has remained vigilant. London is but a few weeks across the ocean and there are frequent arrivals.

‘I have the means to make a modest investment in the journey, if your ship were to continue on from Otaheite to Van Diemen’s Land,’ she says. ‘I believe you have some experience in acquiring a suitable cargo of goods, Captain de Hoog?’

Captain de Hoog regards her, and she is a pleasure to regard with her youthful prettiness: the dark curls and attentive gaze; the dimple he glimpses in her left cheek. How had she acquired her head for business? The black man standing guard outside his office also intrigues him. Servant or slave, he cannot be sure, but he is well dressed and clearly a formidable protector of the petite Mrs Douglas.

‘Does Mrs Douglas have any hesitation in investing in sugar and rum? Coffee? Salt?’

She does not. But she would require a comfortable cabin. The most spacious he can make available. She will also require a servant, a maid.

‘And your manservant?’ he asks.

‘Jefferson will remain here,’ she says.

‘I see,’ says Captain de Hoog. ‘Well, it may not be what you are used to, but there is a capable lad.’

‘A maid would be preferable.’

‘The boy will do. You will not be displeased. He has been under my instruction for three years and more.’

The captain’s weathered head sits on a long narrow neck, a neck that Caroline finds improbable on one who spends so much time at sea. Where are his tattoos? she wonders. Did he have a rose or a trident upon a forearm? An anchor on his shoulder? Or was he the sort with a naked Aphrodite rising from her shell above his buttocks? What words would he utter, what god might he pray to, what woman does he imagine when the seas threaten to break his ship in two?



‘We do not like to stretch our luck on a voyage more than necessary,’ the captain adds.

Caroline pauses, almost willing to let this pass, but cannot. ‘I suspect, Captain de Hoog, the success of the voyage relies on whether a captain has the skill to bring his ship to harbour without incident rather than the surfeit, or absence, of women aboard.’

The captain offers a wry smile. ‘There you have it, Mrs Douglas. The superstitions of a sea dog. I could beg your forgiveness, although it would hurt me a little to do so, for in my experience superstition is often grounded in fact—aboard a ship, at least.’

Caroline raises her eyebrow, waiting for an example, but he offers none. Instead he says, ‘If the boy does not do all your ladyship requires, he knows the punishment.’

The evening before their departure, Caroline alights from a carriage wrapped in a long fur coat and hat. The Alliance is at anchor amongst trading ships, military vessels and ferries. A carpet is quickly laid to assist her crossing the deck.

Jefferson carries the trunks, and together they see them safely stowed in the hold before he transfers the remaining luggage, containing her personal items, to her cabin. Jefferson’s assis­tance in navigating this maritime city of men, ships and cargo has been invaluable. As has his companionship in the sprawling house in Harlem where they have both been employed by the eccentric and adventurous Audubon family this past year. She farewells him, squeezing into his hand a gift, a set of cufflinks with ruby studs, a relic of her life with Tante Henriette. It is a poignant moment, for they are sure they will never see one another again.

After he departs, Caroline removes her furs and tidies her hair. The cabin is not large but it is well appointed. The linens are fresh, the wash jug filled and the brass lamps polished, all with particular care. The ship itself has an odour of brine and fish, a smell she understands she must befriend. The captain has invited her to dine with him in his private quarters along with two fellow passengers on their way to Brazil. She has insisted that he refrain from disclosing her intention to travel beyond Otaheite to Van Diemen’s Land, and her financial interest in the voyage.

Señor Clementi bows when they are introduced and kisses Caroline’s hand. He wears lace cuffs and several turquoise rings. His necktie is a turquoise amulet on a length of dark leather. He has the lined, lean face of an aristocrat. The scent of aniseed drifts about him, and Caroline suspects it is in his hair oil.

‘How fortunate to find ourselves with your companionship, Señora Douglas,’ he says. ‘I am told by the captain that you are in mourning, but beauty must always be noted. I offer my condolences. I know well the pain of the grieving heart. I lost my wife some years ago.’

Despite the man’s charm, Caroline senses in him a reptilian coldness. His son José is stooped in gait with soft jowls and a stutter that prevents him from speaking easily. His father ignores him.

Over a joint of pork, the captain tells Caroline that Señor Clementi and José are bird collectors. Clementi tells her that in Brazil he has collected more than three hundred and eighty species of toucan, macaw, ibis, parakeet, parrot, manakin, curassow, aracari, vulture and rhea. Some three thousand birds in total. Caroline almost speaks of Monsieur Audubon, her recent employer in New York, and his extraordinary illustrated book, Birds of America. But she bites back her words and asks instead, ‘And what do you intend to do with all these birds, Señor Clementi? Are they in an immense aviary?’



José shakes his head in an almost indiscernible gesture but he does not look up.

Clementi smiles and says, ‘I doubt you have heard of the Teotihuacanos of New Spain, Señora Douglas? They sacrificed young men to encircle their kings when they died. The birds in my collection are at my home in Madrid, arranged by species, size and colour in many drawers and glass cabinets. When I am at last laid to rest, they will surround me in a design of ancient significance.’

The following day José’s two sisters and their children board the ship. They are returning to their estates in Brazil. Twelve Jesuit priests are the last to board, standing at the railing as the ship departs, black-robed and silent, as if the voyage is to be one of biblical significance.

Caroline is twenty-three. Her mother lies in a grave in Chelsea, reunited with baby Isobel who had been lost to a fever at age two. Her sister Augusta lies beside them, taken only the winter before last. Each loss evokes unfathomably painful recollections. Their bones have been left behind. Frost and falling leaves, new grass and sunshine, wind and cloud shadows will be their only visitors now.

It is more than eighty years after the birth of Mozart. More than fifty years since America absolved itself of all allegiance to the British Crown. Soon someone will write that ‘. . . it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way . . .’

Time curves and bends like a prism through which one may observe a lunar eclipse or calculate the mathematics of an unfolding rose. But what of time and the chalice of the human heart? Surveying the receding city, it is not a biblical story that comes to mind for Caroline, but Scheherazade. A woman who must summon a new story every day in order to live.

Caroline will tell the story of how she came to Tasmania, when it was still called Van Diemen’s Land, many times. She will cast her inventions into the future. Those who carry them on will call it history, but she will call it her life.







The cabin boy’s name is Quill, he tells her, and his movements are quick, as if he is ready for flight at any moment. When he brings her breakfast, she gives him a cloth for his face and makes him scrub his hands. She inspects his head and discovers the anticipated lice in the brown tumble of hair. She requests and receives from him a kettle of hot water, a bottle of oil and a blade. On deck she cuts his hair, and then she shaves his head. He complies, ignoring the cries and jests from the crew as they witness this transformation. Afterwards, he startles at his reflection in her mirror. She insists he go wash his body and return in fresh clothes.

‘You do have fresh clothes, Quill?’ she asks.

The boy nods.

When he reappears, she says, ‘Now you may bring food and tend to my cabin. But I will inspect your hands and face each day, and I will expect you to be clean.’

•



As the ship turns south, the sky is heavy with clouds. A piercing wind whips the sea, rain thrums the decks and the coastline evaporates. For two days Caroline steels herself for each dreadful pitch of the ship. She drifts and dreams, gritting her teeth against the rising tide of her stomach, determined not to vomit. Quill carries her slops bucket, replenishes her water jug and refills the oil in her lamp. He lays a cool damp cloth upon her brow. She listens to the sea running along the hull beside her bunk and imagines her mother’s fingers running through her hair.

‘Ah, Mousie, you’re a brave lass,’ she hears her mother say.

She hears her father murmuring, ‘With sloping masts and dipping prow . . . and southward aye we fled . . .’ and feels for a moment his presence.

‘Papa,’ she whispers.

When she wakes on the third morning, the nausea has passed. Quill brings her broth and a small loaf of bread which she devours, suddenly ravenous. She leaves her cabin, reeling with the movement of the ship. On deck she finds a malachite sea, marked at the highest tips with white froth as the waves crest and the ship succumbs, falling and climbing, an undulating seascape. Above them, an army of clouds is moving north.

Gulls accompany the ship, broad in wing and graceful in flight, and she thinks briefly of the Spaniard Clementi, but he is nowhere to be seen. Fish jump in schools, fluid as mercury, bright as quicksilver, rising above the waves then diving as one.

She observes the horizon, a curve of faded light that conveys what had only been agreed when first Copernicus and then Galileo focused their attention on the heavens: the world is a mighty sphere. The earth is not flat and the oceans do not come to an end with sea monsters and a crescendo of waterfall. Yet what folly it seems to trust to canvas and timber, halyards and sheets, iron and brass. To rely on a compass and a sextant to traverse this blue invitation, calculating their position by invisible magnetic forces and a canopy of stars.

She hears her father say, ‘Your future is a catapult you must launch into the sky.’

She hears her mother say, ‘You’d be a fool not to try.’

She stares into the sea and knows she is a thing of little account who would hardly be missed if she tumbled into the Atlantic Ocean. She wonders how Tante Henriette fares. But she puts this thought aside, disturbed for a moment by a parting vision of her aunt.

She reflects on the investment she has made in the cargo housed below, and what she might acquire with the proceeds of this venture. There is no retreating now. The sails crack, the rigging whistles, the wind burns chill on her cheeks, and her body learns to gimbal with the ship’s momentum.

At some point Quill comes with a blanket and she wraps it around herself. The captain shouts his orders, the crew respond. Day five passes, day seven, day fifteen, and still they travel south.







Her preference is to be on deck, facing the sombre sea and the keening wind. She is rocked and knocked, buffeted and blown, cradled and lulled. A book of verse allows Caroline the guise of distraction while she observes the sailors’ rituals, the inclinations of her fellow passengers and the hierarchy of the men.

The Spanish sisters, Clementi’s daughters, approach her and attempt to engage her in conversation, inviting Caroline to join them below for cards. They quickly realise she is not to be persuaded. One surreptitiously offers her a bottle of Aromes de Montserrat saying that she, too, was widowed young—but she remarried, and look at her now, with three children and another on the way. Caroline thanks her, refusing the bottle gently, saying she finds solace only in her Bible. After this exchange, they offer her the hushed deference only the devout can summon. Her black-garbed demeanour also earns her a muted respect amongst the crew.

Early in the voyage she seeks communion from the most senior of the Jesuits. She takes confession, offering her narrative into the ears of the good servant of the Lord, doing exactly as Tante Henriette had instructed: replacing the past with invention. She receives God’s grace and is forgiven for her sins. On Sundays, the captain leads a service which all attend, crew and passengers alike. Caroline considers one of de Hoog’s greatest achievements is to keep these services brief.

At first, when Señor Clementi notices her on deck, he comes quickly to her side, taking her elbow with some pretended concern or affection. One morning he tells her that she is too beautiful to be a widow for long. He offers her a book. She finds it is an account of the tribes of Amazonia with illustrations of children and adults, their heads and necks wreathed in feathers and bones, their eyes staring back at her with curious detachment.

‘You have seen these people?’ she asks.

‘Trade has made me a rich man,’ he says. ‘I am willing to go to places other men are not.’

‘They have a dignity,’ she says, of the people in the drawings.

‘They are all dead,’ he says, ‘so their dignity was of little use.’

She realises he was expecting her to laugh.

‘Señor Clementi,’ she says, ‘forgive me this abruptness, but I intend to use this voyage to grieve my husband. I wish to surrender conversation and companionship for prayerfulness and contemplation. I am sure a man of your sensitivities can understand that.’

After this, he too leaves her alone.

In her quarters she boils water from a barrel, plucking out dead mice, squeezing the water out of their soft bodies and stowing them in a jar until she can toss them overboard later. She kills the cockroaches that are also making their way south.

She reads the many books she has brought, eats the bland and limited fare of meat, biscuits and porridge. Most of the fresh vegetables have been consumed by now. She rations her stores of marmalade and tea, preserved lemons, pickles, sugar, hard cheese, dried fruit and cacao. She washes her smalls and hangs them to dry on a line she has fixed in her cabin.

If a storm is brewing, rats run across her feet in the companionway. After a battle of gale and ocean has been won, the wind in retreat, the sea subdued, she descends into the hold. When she is certain she is quite alone, except for the cats that lurk below decks seeking mice, she hangs a lamp and unlocks the wooden chests. She touches linens and silver, china and jewellery, boxes of herbs, powders, seeds and vials, all that has survived yet another drowning.

She meets Señor Clementi’s daughters in the passageways with their children. She has an urge to reach out and touch a small arm, to offer a riddle or a game that might light up those young faces, but she resists. Sometimes the children’s cries wake her in the night.

On occasion the captain orders her to return to her cabin. Sailors are clambering up masts, crawling along the crossbeams, roping in sails. A bellowing fury descends upon them seeking to whip away anything unfixed. Ocean washes over the railings and sweeps across the deck. During such events, the timbers in her cabin are prone to leakage and she sleeps in damp bedding until she and Quill can carry up the straw mattress, linens and blankets to dry on deck. Together they bail out her room. The restoration of the ship after such events occurs as a ritual of reprieve and increases her respect for captain and crew.

Another visitation of lightning and thunder has them in its grip. She has invited Quill to stay in her cabin until the worst has passed. She considers the boy and their circumstances, the two of them far from home.



‘A person without family is a person in darkness,’ the boy says, the longest sentence he has uttered in her presence since they set sail. She is stirred by his prescience. His eyes are golden in the lamplight. A faded scar the shape of a crescent moon marks his left cheekbone. Had it been caused by an accident or a fist?

‘We are all capable of darkness, Quill,’ she says. ‘Sometimes it is because we have a family rather than because we do not.’

The boy looks hard at her and she adds, ‘But we must remember to urge towards the light. Sometimes it is a daily struggle, the hardest thing we do.’

He blinks, his lashes shadowing his cheeks. They are both gripping timber, she the edge of the cot upon which she sleeps, he the table fixed to the wall.

‘Why are you on this ship, Quill?’ she asks.

‘Given to the captain to settle a debt,’ he replies perfunctorily.

‘Your father’s debt?’ she asks.

‘Yes.’

‘And where was your home?’

He shrugs as if he has no recollection. She cannot place his accent. A hint of Irish, perhaps. Cork, Cardiff, Boston, New York? Or some other place where gambling men give up their sons?

‘And what of your mother? Does she await your return?’

The boy gives a shake of his head but says nothing.

They are nearing the equator. The breeze has steadied and the bilges are pungent. The moon is a swelling ripeness amidst unfamiliar constellations, a blazing omnium gatherum that leaves her awestruck night after night. The air has warmed and softened. By day the sea is peacock blue. She exchanges her garments of wool and fur for the discreet pleasure of light black muslin. When the ship crosses the equator, muskets are fired into the air. The captain is given a dousing, and several officers, too. There is a general mood of merriment amongst the passengers and crew.

Some evenings as she lingers on deck, unwilling to go below, she sees columns of light that appear to plummet to the sea floor. Other times she is enthralled by a swathe of vibrant green phosphorescence that trails the ship. On the upper topsail yard, sailors sing a shanty in Gaelic and others from the Caribbean sing in a language Caroline has never heard, their music hypnotising and bittersweet.

She invites Quill to listen to a poem. Afterwards, she hears him repeating it softly to himself as he sets her cabin to rights.

‘Continuous as the stars that shine

And twinkle in the milky way.

They stretched in never-ending line

Along the margin of a bay . . .’







‘I could write a letter for you, to your family,’ Caroline offers.

Men are mending sails, the blacksmith is taking measurements for some part of the rigging that has broken away. The sea is a slow rolling swell, the breeze a steady sou’easterly. The Spanish women’s maids have hung out washing to dry. The sailors make fun of the undergarments pinned to the makeshift line, until the Jesuits walk the deck and silence descends. Even the children, playing hide-and-seek amongst the barrels and rowboats, quell their cries and begin to whisper to one another when the priests are present. Caroline wonders what Quill makes of children his age playing while he is part of the crew. He appears to take little interest in them, as if they are other than him.

‘We could tell them you are doing well. That you have become quite the sailor.’

He shakes his head. ‘Father said not to look back.’

‘I know what it is to have your life determined by your father,’ says Caroline.



The hair on Quill’s head has grown back, a chestnut fur she keeps trimmed. She wants to run her hand through it as it stands to attention, but she does not.

‘Shall I read to you?’ she asks.

He shrugs.

She opens a small volume and finds a page.

'And now the STORM-BLAST came, and he

Was tyrannous and strong:

He struck with his o’ertaking wings,

And chased us south along.

With sloping masts and dipping prow,

As who pursued with yell and blow

Still treads the shadow of his foe,

And forward bends his head,

The ship drove fast, loud roared the blast,

And southwards aye we fled.'

‘A ship,’ he says.

‘You can learn the words, Quill. And write words of your own, if you are able to read and write. It will make you more useful, more valuable, than someone who can only fetch and carry.’

He says nothing.

‘Learning will free you from all manner of smallness. And in time, it might be used to gain you something of great importance.’

‘They call you “the Widow”,’ Quill says.

‘My husband died.’

‘How?’

‘He drowned.’

‘In a storm?’

‘He fell into the most enormous waterfall you have ever seen.’

‘Did someone push him?’

‘No . . . Perhaps.’



‘Nobody wants to die,’ he says.

‘I’m not sure about that,’ says Caroline.

She could record in her journal the hard bread with barely an ounce of butter in a week, the daily measure of lime juice in water that tastes of the pungent barrel from which it was drawn, the precariousness of the weather, the unceasing movement of the ship and the strange thoughts and dreams she is having. She could write of Captain de Hoog, who is both respected and feared by his crew. He takes the whip to those who have broken some sailor’s code or disregarded his authority. She watches a flogging and walks away. The broken skin could use some salve but she does not offer it. She could describe sailors who seem born to this life, and those who appear to have abandoned all feeling, but she does not. The blank pages of the journal seem to require a different kind of honesty from her and she doesn’t want to explore what that honesty might reveal.

Instead, she slices the pages away from the binding. On each one she writes a word—apple, mouse, cat, rat, ship, rope—and with varying success draws each item.

Quill identifies the objects and she has him practise writing each word in chalk on a tray that makes a useful surface. She encourages him to sound out the words and then think of another that might be like it. Sail, pail, tail, hail, sea, pea and also tree and bee . . . these she writes and he copies.

When he is writing well enough, she offers him one of her unused journals. She invites him to inscribe his name below the words she has written: This book belongs to . . .

Quill, he writes carefully.

‘My name has a porthole at the front,’ he says.



‘Yes,’ says Caroline. ‘Or an eyeglass to see the world.’

Quill’s hand becomes steadier. Each letter of the alphabet takes on a personality that is his alone. He draws numbers. He counts the headsails and staysails, the clews, buntlines and leechlines, the hens, ducks, cows, sheep and goats in the hold. He counts, too, the sacks of grain and tobacco, the boxes and bags of provisions, the barrels of water, beer and rum. He draws an iron shackle, a cup, the anchor line, the bowsprit, the sails filled, flying fish skipping across a dappled sea. He runs out of numbers when trying to count the porpoises accompanying them as they move down the coast.

The afternoon before they are to make landfall, Caroline meets Señor Clementi in the passageway. She suspects he has been waiting for her to descend.

‘Señora Douglas, all this time and we have barely spoken. Must you travel on quite so soon? I have a plantation beyond the city where the orange groves are very beautiful. It would be my pleasure to host you there.’

He pauses. ‘If you are running from something, Señora Douglas,’ Señor Clementi continues, ‘I would be happy to shelter you. I am a powerful man. You would wish for nothing.’

‘Perhaps I would wish for my freedom, Señor Clementi.’

‘Ah,’ he says, ‘but would you? A woman of spirit is always looking for her match. I find that most compelling.’

He is very close now. He strokes her cheek. An incident in London comes back to her with ferocious clarity.

‘Señor Clementi,’ she says, ‘your proximity gives me the sensation of being traversed by cockroaches. Move away, or I will scream.’

At that moment, Quill’s head appears in the open hatch above.



‘Señor Clementi,’ he says, ‘there is a condor.’

Señor Clementi moves back and is gone. Caroline leans against the wall, chagrined and weary. A small hand takes hers and she realises it is Quill’s. He has dropped through the hatch to stand beside her.

‘There is a condor?’ she asks, calming her breath.

‘No,’ he says. ‘Just a cockroach.’

The following morning, six miles off the shore of Rio de Janeiro, they are surrounded by fishing birds, the sky filling with dark wings and soaring cries. Clementi has José shoot at them. Many fall into the sea but one falls to the deck and is claimed.

Mountain peaks lie ahead and islands rise high and green within the harbour. The heat and clamour of the jungle envelops Caroline, the noise of insects, the scent of flowers. As the ship docks, she feels the city quivering with voices, people, music and lights. She is unexpectedly awash with loneliness, an emotion that has ­hitherto been kept at bay. There is no one awaiting her arrival. Yet this voyage had called her. How often she had taken the map from London out of its leather cylinder and traced her fingers across it. To round Cape Horn. To sail the Southern Ocean. She wants to be able to say to herself, ‘I saw that. I was there.’ But perhaps more than that she wants to know herself capable of this.

Clementi and his son depart the ship along with his daughters and their entourage of children and servants. The senior Jesuit and five other priests disembark. One of the remaining priests offers his services for the ongoing voyage, but Caroline makes no commitment. She has established her disguise. Perhaps there is no need for further pretence.



•

For the weeks the Alliance must reprovision, she takes rooms in a guesthouse Captain de Hoog has recommended. It is high above the city, overlooking the harbour with a view to the Corcovado mountain. Quill accompanies her.

In the Botanic Gardens, she is mesmerised by a boulevard of royal palm trees, their trunks patterned with quivering butterflies. The proliferation of flowering plants amazes her, as does the exquisite fragrance of the orchidae. She and Quill sit by the fountain and let the spray settle on their faces. The air vibrates with the wings of insects, the cry of birds, the call of monkeys. They eat pão de queijo bought from street sellers and drink passionfruit juice. They devour bananas and oranges. Caroline acquires camphor leaves, cinnamon bark, cloves and three different kinds of pepper for her supplies.

When night falls, the boy is awed by the singing of frogs in the gardens, fireflies in the hedges, the haunting cries from the nearby hills. She tells him stories of jaguars, alligators and parasitic plants. He is startled by the jumping spiders and avoids the long yellow webs that span the pathways. He gently touches lizards on the walls and uses a stick to investigate nests of mud in high corners, running inside when wasps chase him away. He is fascinated by the tiny wings of hummingbirds.

‘There are so many things I do not know,’ he says.

They see Latin ladies in their finery and Catholic priests and merchants, all carried in palanquins by slaves like Egyptian queens and pharaohs. There are barefoot slaves shouldering goods for their mistresses and masters, driving carriages and pushing carts laden with sacks and boxes. One day they pass a cathedral and, just beyond, see a group of slaves being herded into a wagon. The men, women and children are scarred and mutilated. Missing ears, missing fingers, missing eyes. All of them in tattered clothes, two of the children white.

‘What happened to them?’ Quill asks, but Caroline is at a loss to explain to a boy whose own life has been purchased.

‘It is the way it is,’ she says. ‘I have learned that no amount of wishing for life to be another way will make a feather of difference.’

She might have told him that, even if you once had a title, a grand house on the rue Saint-Honoré in Paris with carriages and many servants, and an estate with ten thousand vines, when the houses are gone, the fields and the servants, and all the money, then the laws that have defined your world, that might offer you restitution or protection, also disappear. There is no point in outrage or petitions. No point in fighting at all.

‘This is something we share, Quill,’ she says. ‘We both know how easily everything is lost—which makes each day worthy of appreciation.’







Returning to the ship, Caroline moves into a large cabin below the poop deck where the senior Jesuit had resided. The movement of the ship is easier here, and from the portholes she can while away time watching the wake of the ship and all the wide sea. It gives her a new appreciation of the distance she is placing between herself and the past.

Nearing the port of Buenos Ayres the ship is beset by thousands of black beetles that cling to the rigging and rise in clouds. When the ship is at last at anchor in the harbour, two more of the Jesuits disembark. Tobacco is added to the cargo, another investment Caroline has made. Two Quakers come aboard, a husband and wife who have lived in Argentina for five years.

‘They have waited three months to find a ship,’ says de Hoog. ‘They will come first to Van Diemen’s Land and then on to Sydney where I understand they have family.’

‘Perhaps they will pray for us as we round the Cape,’ Caroline says.



‘Especially now we have again added to the number of women aboard,’ says de Hoog, with a brief smile.

Caroline offers him a wry look in return.

‘I have heard men pray in many languages in those waters,’ de Hoog adds. ‘Even the most ardent of non-believers.’

‘And women?’

‘If they were all as fearless as you, Mrs Douglas, perhaps there would be no need of prayer.’

Caroline knows she must endure at least one meal with the new passengers. They are dressed in their muted grey Quaker garb and speak of the school they established in the city. Later in the evening, once brandy has been offered by de Hoog, but refused by his new guests as they had also refused the wine, the Quakers talk of an expedition on which they witnessed the wild Indians being shot en masse.

‘The children, some just a year or two old, were shackled and taken for slaves,’ says the husband. ‘It is an old war and many of the Indians are tamed now. By nature they are a gentle people in my observation.’

‘The coffee farmers use slaves, too, but they are all blacks from the African coast,’ says the wife. ‘In the morning, we could hear them across the valley, singing their hymns. I do not think I will ever forget it.’

‘If one can blind oneself to the suffering and brutality,’ says the husband, ‘it is an idyllic way for some to live. It has made many families immensely rich.’

I have invested in slavery, Caroline reflects. The coffee in the hold, the tobacco, the sugar. Perhaps even the muslin of my dress. 

‘Nothing is achieved without sacrifice,’ she hears Tante Henriette say. ‘Sometimes the sacrifice is other people.’



•

Near the Falkland Islands large seabirds attack the rigging, hungry for the leather. Many are shot and some are taken to be cooked. Flocks of turkey buzzards pass over the ship, too. More than one hundred and fifty-six, according to Quill’s count. Several are brought down. They have an oily meat that Caroline finds delicious.

Through a hailstorm, Caroline glimpses the impenetrable black cliffs of Patagonia, the bare land rising up and away into towering embankments of thunderous clouds. Hundreds of seals and thousands of penguins play in the ship’s wake. The sea becomes increasingly turbulent, the barometer dropping along with the temperature.

In Tierra del Fuego she sees snow-capped mountains. Condors soar and she marvels at the spread of their wings, their floating grace. One of these is also brought down with a shot from one of the officers, but it is unable to be retrieved. Whales that might swamp the deck pass nearby, the noise of their breath searing the air, their spumes of water rising into the sky.

She is glad of her furs again as she grips the railing, her body moving with the ship’s heavy dance. She lets it come, lets the blast of ice burn her eyelids, pushes her face into the fury of it. The cold seeps through her woollen stockings into her legs, into her fingers, making her cheeks sting and her teeth ache. The mountains are shrouded by fog and rain.

‘Best to get below, Mrs Douglas,’ de Hoog says.

Quill is at her side, his eyes alive, though he says nothing. She retreats with him to her cabin, hail rattling on the deck above.

The weather becomes violent, the waves terrifying. Icebergs are sighted, green and gigantic, that might split a ship in two. Caroline and Quill curl in blankets in her cot, holding one another as the Alliance is assailed by wounding seas and rampaging winds.



Fear serves no useful purpose, Caroline tells herself. No useful purpose.

‘You do not need to be scared,’ Quill tells her. ‘She is a good ship.’

Day after day it continues. Caroline recounts for Quill the story of Odysseus and his long voyage home after the Trojan War. When there is light, she tries to read to him from the illustrated edition of The Arabian Nights she has kept from childhood.

At last they are beyond the Cape, beyond the Straits of Magellan, through the East and West Furies. The sailors take respite. Beards are shaved, uniforms are restored.

Courage is a form of excitement, Caroline thinks, emerging from her cabin to billowing spray. Despite the weeks of tempest, still the Alliance holds them. Or is it the sea that holds them?

Quill is at his favourite pursuit; he has climbed to the fore upper topsail set.

‘I’ll flay him when he comes down,’ says the captain, looking up.

‘You will not,’ says Caroline.

‘And why would that be, Mrs Douglas?’ he asks.

‘Because, while he may be counted as a member of this crew, until I take leave of your ship any flaying falls to me.’ She surveys her black gloved fingers, as if imagining a whip resting across them.

‘There will be other days,’ says the captain.

‘Of boys climbing the rigging, I am sure,’ Caroline replies. ‘For the flaying of them, too, I assume.’

‘He’s a good lad,’ the captain says.

‘He is. Do you know why he is called Quill?’ she asks.

He shrugs. ‘The only name I was given.’

‘Was it a game of cards? A wager?’

‘No business of yours,’ the captain says.

‘Perhaps he is writing his own life,’ she says.



‘Rain coming,’ he replies, as if she had not noticed the squall approaching.

She looks up and sees Quill descending the mast with the ease of a cat. She knows she will miss this uncommon life of sea and sky when it is at an end.







They make repairs and reprovision in the port town of Valparaíso before heading west into the Pacific Ocean.

The trade winds are a relief after the low grey skies and irascible seas of South America. Still, it is a long passage, punctuated by turtle soup and Quill’s increasing facility for reading and writing. Otaheite is but a week away when the Quaker wife knocks on Caroline’s cabin door.

‘Will you come?’ she asks. ‘My husband has taken ill.’

For days the man has been afflicted with headaches and nausea. Now he is becoming more agitated and will take no fluids. The ship’s surgeon diagnoses malaria, acquired in the jungles of South America, but he does not have the fever dreams Caroline knows are common to that disease. The surgeon wishes to bleed the man, but the wife won’t allow it. She says to Caroline that it will only weaken him, and the rum he is offered by the surgeon is merely poison.

‘Can you help?’ she asks. ‘I had a sense that you would know what to do.’



Caroline does not wish to draw attention to her stock of medicines, nor her knowledge, the thing she has been good at, the future her father had envisioned for her. But when she finds the puncture wound on the man’s leg healed over, red and hardened, she knows she cannot abandon the woman.

‘He was bitten?’ she asks.

‘A dog, in Valparaíso,’ says the wife. ‘I treated it with a powder. You do not think . . . ?’

‘Rabies,’ says Caroline, nodding. ‘Or hydrophobia, as some call it. I am so sorry.’

The woman retreats into an anguished silence. The man is strapped down. Caroline descends below to fetch the ointment of Datura metel and Piper nigrum from India which she had packed in one of her trunks. She rubs it into the wound and drops laudanum tincture into the man’s mouth. He has moments of lucidity followed by increasing periods of violence. It is a death of ferocity and desperation.

The captain and first mate bring a sailcloth to wrap his body. On deck it rests on a pallet set across barrels. A sunrise of crimson and saffron spears a sombre mass of tropical cloud. Prayers are spoken and a hymn sung before the body is slid from the pallet into the sea.

The following morning the black volcanic peaks of Otaheite loom on the horizon.

Crossing the reef and entering a small harbour, the breeze carries an exotic fragrance. The ship is quickly surrounded by canoes. Native peoples, laughing and calling, urge them to inspect a selection of shells and carved items. Captain de Hoog will not let them aboard, telling Caroline they would take anything that caught their eye.

The last of the Jesuits are rowed ashore in a longboat. Caroline and Quill are also ferried to the brilliant white-sand beach. Caroline had invited the Quaker widow to join them but she had declined
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