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Chapter 1



Cornwall, June 1768

Jonathan Cadwallader, Earl of Kernow, suppressed a yawn and tried not to fidget. Luncheon had finished some time ago, and Uncle Josiah seemed determined to talk all afternoon; but the sun was shining, Susan would be waiting for him and he was desperate to be with her.

   ‘Do sit still, Jonathan,’ admonished his mother, with a cluck of impatience.

   ‘Leave the boy be, Clarissa,’ rumbled Josiah Wimbourne. ‘Seventeen’s a restless age, and I suspect he wants to escape to the great outdoors, not listen to an old fossil like me expound on the advantages to Britain of winning the Seven Years’ War.’

   ‘Seventeen is old enough to mind his manners, brother,’ Lady Cadwallader retorted. She snapped open her lace fan to emphasise her displeasure. ‘If his father were still alive, he’d be appalled. Jonathan seems to have learnt nothing from his time with you in London.’

   Jonathan caught his uncle’s eye and suppressed a grin. They both knew this wasn’t true, but to distract his mother, Jonathan encouraged his uncle to continue. ‘So what are the advantages, Uncle?’ he asked, as he took in the customary carelessness of the older man’s attire.

   Josiah’s eyes twinkled as he scratched his head, dislodging the scruffy wig until it settled askew over one ear. He was a bluff man, who spoke as he found, suffered no fools, and cared little for his appearance. At almost forty-five he remained steadfastly unmarried. Not that he didn’t like women, he had often explained to his exasperated sister, he just didn’t understand them and preferred the sober company of books and scholars.

   ‘Unlike earlier wars, this was a global conflict, fought not only in Europe but in America, India and the Caribbean islands. Britain’s victory means that the strategic balance of power lies heavily in her favour.’

   Jonathan affectionately eyed the old-fashioned, threadbare frock-coat that strained over the paunch and draped almost to the sturdy calves. ‘I know France has lost most of her North American possessions and considerable territory in India to Britain, but what of Spain?’

   ‘We have emerged with unparalleled naval superiority over our old enemies,’ rumbled Josiah, as he clasped his hands behind his back and stuck out his stomach. ‘Our victory is so complete that we can turn our attention to the Pacific and Spain’s claims there.’ He rocked back and forth in his buckled shoes, eyes bright with excitement, wig now in danger of falling over his brow. ‘The lure of the Great Southland and the riches of India and the South Seas are magnets to explorers, buccaneers and those seeking glory. These are exciting times, my boy.’

   Jonathan had only recently turned seventeen, but he had always been infinitely curious about the world in which he lived, an ever-expanding world in this age of exploration and invention. Although he’d spent the past four years in the gloomy halls and dour surroundings of a London school, he was Cornish born, and his formative years in that county had instilled in him a passion for the sea and the desire to climb aboard a great sailing ship and discover what lay beyond the horizon. How he envied those buccaneers – and wished he could join them.

   The legend of Terra Australis Incognita, and the rumours of an almost uncharted southern continent of staggering riches, had whetted every adventurous schoolboy’s appetite since Marco Polo’s expedition. Portugal, Holland, Spain, France and England had taken to the sea in search of empire, trade and plunder, but it was the Spanish and Dutch who had begun slowly to establish the existence of such a land. ‘According to those who have navigated the western shores, it’s an inhospitable place,’ he said.

   ‘That opinion was certainly confirmed by the unfortunate English crew of the Triall, which was wrecked on the reef off the Monte Bello Islands in 1622. More than sixty years passed before William Dampier set foot in New Holland and survived to write about it.’

   Jonathan smiled. ‘He wasn’t impressed either, so why do I imagine there’s adventure to be had in searching for the mysterious New Holland?’

   Josiah ignored his sister’s look of reproach and spent some moments lighting his clay pipe. His ruddy face was alight with interest: there was nothing he liked better than lively discourse with his beloved nephew. ‘Scholars and geographers argue that New Holland lies in the same latitudes as regions renowned for their fertility and mineral wealth. Why should it be any different? Mariners have seen only a small portion of what appears to be a vast continent. Who is to say that that is representative of what lies further inland?’

   ‘The Dutch East India Company wasn’t interested in establishing a colony there, despite Jean Purry’s advice,’ Jonathan reminded him.

   Josiah sucked at his pipe until he’d worked up a good fug, and stoically ignored his sister’s frantic fan-waving. ‘Purry was no explorer,’ he said. ‘His advice came from intelligent reading of geography and climate. Besides, the East India Company had already colonised South Africa, which is, of course, a useful stopping-point on the trade route to Indonesia and Batavia.’

   Jonathan rose from his chair and tugged at his embroidered waistcoat. In his imagination, he was already on the high seas. ‘I wish I was free to explore the southern waters.’

   ‘You have responsibilities here,’ intoned his mother. There were high spots of colour on her powdered, imperious face that had nothing to do with the artful use of rouge or the fire’s heat. ‘With your title comes responsibility, Jonathan, and I cannot be expected to carry the burden of the estate any longer.’

   It was a familiar argument, but it held little force: the estate was well managed by an efficient manager, Braddock, and a host of others, and despite her willowy figure and delicate features, Clarissa Cadwallader kept her hands firmly on the reins of her household. ‘Surely it would be good for me to explore the world outside the estate, Mama?’ he said quietly, as he glanced at his pocket watch. Susan would be wondering where he’d got to. ‘With education and travel comes maturity, and I’m sure both would enhance my capabilities here.’

   Her patrician nose seemed to narrow and the pale eyes lacked warmth as they regarded him. ‘Your time in London should have been enough,’ she said finally. ‘But it appears you still lack the wisdom to understand the constraints of your blood-line.’ Her chest rose and fell beneath the froth of lace. ‘And the impropriety of consorting with the lower orders.’

   Jonathan reddened. His love for Susan Penhalligan was another source of contention between them, and it seemed there was to be no softening in his mother’s attitude. He was about to retort when his uncle broke in.

   ‘Dear sister,’ he boomed, ‘you are too harsh. The boy’s young, and has wild oats to sow. His penchant for fisher-girls will wane.’ He must have noted her flush of distaste for he hurried on: ‘Anyway,’ he blustered, ‘the estate will come to no harm if the lad is permitted to escape for a while.’

   Jonathan’s interest was piqued. He’d long suspected his uncle’s flying visit had been prompted by an ulterior motive, and now he knew the older man was up to something.

   Clarissa’s lips thinned and her severely plucked brows rose beneath the elaborate wig. ‘Escape? Why should he need to escape?’

   Josiah shuffled his feet, cleared his throat and dared to look her in the eye once more. ‘I have a proposition, my dear,’ he began, with a glance at Jonathan. ‘Although I cannot offer the excitement and adventure of searching for the elusive Terra Australis, I can promise the opportunity of a lifetime.’

   Jonathan tensed, his imagination taking him far from the stifling room and his mother’s annoyance.

   ‘You speak in riddles,’ she said crossly.

   ‘As a respected astronomer and member of the Royal Society, I have been asked to join the expedition to Tahiti to plot the transit of Venus over the face of the moon. I should like Jonathan to accompany me.’

   Jonathan could hardly breathe. Tahiti! And the chance to sail the seas unencumbered by the strictures of life in England would be the fulfilment of all his dreams. He watched his mother’s face, willing her to give her consent.

   ‘Is it to be an educational expedition?’

   ‘Certainly,’ replied Josiah, refusing to meet her eye.

   ‘Will it be dangerous?’

   The tension was almost unbearable, and Jonathan had to perch on the window-seat to still the trembling in his limbs as his uncle explained the nature of the trip. The importance of a lunar eclipse would mean nothing to his mother, but if anyone could persuade her to let him go, Josiah was the man.

   ‘You wish for the boy to gain a mature understanding of his place in the world, Clarissa,’ Josiah said. ‘As his uncle and guardian, I will see that he comes to no harm.’ He tapped out his pipe into the hearth. ‘You have permitted me to control his education and care for him over several years. Allow me to continue a little longer and return him to you fit and ready to take up his duties.’

   Jonathan could almost read his mother’s thoughts. As a young widow, Clarissa had found the raising of a son beyond her. She had handed him to nursemaids until he was old enough to go to Josiah in London, and was so grateful for her brother’s help that she found it difficult to refuse him anything. There was also the perceived complication of Jonathan’s love for Susan Penhalligan. She was torn between the desire to pass on the running of the estate to her son and the likelihood that time and distance might put an end to a romance she found inappropriate.

   Her gaze met Jonathan’s across the room. Clarissa Cadwallader had supplied the late earl with an heir, and considered her duty done. She did not love her son: to her, he was merely assurance that the blood-line and title would endure, and that he would take over the vast estate when he’d reached his majority.

   Clarissa selected a sweetmeat from the silver tray that sat on the table next to her. With the delicacy of a high-born lady, she nibbled the edges, then dabbed her lips with a napkin before she spoke again. ‘I can see the advantages, brother, but the expense of such a journey . . .’ The earl’s death had revealed his numerous gambling debts from which the estate was only now recovering.

   ‘It will be met by me, sister,’ Josiah stated. ‘I take it we have your approval?’

   Jonathan stood up, his pulse pounding in his ears. He watched his mother select another sweetmeat and nibble it. His impatience was so great that he wanted to stride across the room and snatch it from her, but it seemed that she was aware of her central role in the little drama, and determined to play it for as long as possible.

   She finished the confection and nodded. ‘But on his return he is to take full responsibility for the estate and find a suitable wife, who will bring with her a generous dowry.’

   Her meaning was all too clear, but Jonathan refused to rise to the bait. He would fight that battle when he returned from this adventure. Susan was his love – his only love – and nothing his mother could say or do would change that.

   ‘That’s settled, then.’ Josiah gathered Jonathan into a bear-hug that almost squeezed the life out of him.

   Jonathan caught sight of his mother over his uncle’s sturdy shoulder, but she was intent on the confectionary. ‘When do we leave?’ he gasped.

   ‘As soon as the Royal Society has settled on a leader for the expedition,’ replied Josiah. ‘But we must away to London tomorrow to prepare. There is a great deal to do.’ He released his nephew and stood back, his expression quizzical yet understanding as he looked into Jonathan’s face. ‘Go, my boy,’ he said quietly. ‘We will talk this evening.’



‘His sort don’t marry the likes of you, and you’re a fool to think otherwise.’

   Susan Penhalligan left the steep, cobbled lane and began the long climb from Mousehole village, through the tall grass to the top of the cliffs. Her mother’s words rang in her ears, and although she tried to ignore them, they wouldn’t go away. ‘She doesn’t understand,’ she panted, as she negotiated the steepest part of the track. ‘Nobody does. But one day we’ll prove them wrong.’

   She reached the summit and stood still, allowing the wind to whip her hair from her face and tug at her skirts as she waited for her breathing to slow. There wasn’t far to go now, and Jonathan would be waiting. She took a deep, appreciative gulp of the salt-laden air. It was so clean and fresh up here, away from the stink of fish, and she never tired of escaping the cramped cottage and busy quayside to be renewed by the silence and the majesty of the vista before her.

   Mousehole lay far below, a cluster of tiny cottages huddled beneath the cliffs, sheltered from the sea by a stone quay and a narrow beach. The fishing-boats rode at anchor in the shallow waters of the harbour, the nets hung out to dry, the lobster-pots stacked and ready for Monday morning. The smokehouse and herring barrels were abandoned on this day of rest but, come morning, the quay would be alive with the cries of the fishermen and women as they struggled to make a living.

   Susan pulled the ragged shawl more firmly round her shoulders and tucked the ends into her waistband as she set off, barefoot, across the hills. Her bodice was a little tight, and her skirt only just reached her ankles, but they were her Sunday best and she’d taken special care in washing and mending them. There was little enough money to go round as it was, so a new set of clothing would have to wait, even though at sixteen she had grown out of everything she owned. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered today, except her meeting with Jonathan.

   The cave was their special place, and they had been going there since they were children. It lay at the base of the dark cliffs, out of sight behind tumbled rocks. The only way to reach it was down a treacherously steep slope, but familiarity lent wings to her bare feet as she scrabbled and slid down the little-used path.

   Susan paused for a moment to dust off her clothes and bring some order to her hair. There was no sign of Jonathan’s horse, so she had time to prepare for his arrival. She picked her way over and round the rocks and pools, then entered the chill darkness of the cave. The tide was out, and wouldn’t turn for another hour, so it would be safe.

   The cave stretched back into the heart of the cliff, the ceiling as high as that of a church, the walls solid, covered with lichen and stained the dark red and ochre of the minerals mined around Newlyn and Mousehole. Susan lit the candle she’d brought with her and fixed it in a pool of wax to a handy ledge, then settled down to wait.



Pulse racing, Jonathan hobbled the horse and slithered down the cliff path towards the cave. There she was, her slender figure silhouetted against the darkness of the cave, fair hair framing her heart-shaped face and spilling over her shoulders to tumble almost to her narrow waist. How beautiful she was.

   ‘I thought I’d never get away,’ he said breathlessly, ‘but I have so much to tell you, I hardly know where to start.’

   ‘Then it will do little harm to keep it to yourself for a while,’ she murmured, as she looked up at him and smiled. ‘You haven’t kissed me yet.’

   He took her hands and gazed into eyes that seemed to encompass the ever-changing moods of the sea. From the deepest green to the most limpid blue, they spoke to him in a way no words ever could. He drew her close until he could feel the beat of her heart against his ribs, and as she lifted her face to him he captured her lips in a kiss that he hoped would demonstrate the depth of his love.

   It was some while before they drew apart to catch their breath and stare in wonder at each other, hardly daring to believe the strength of their feelings. ‘How can anyone say this wasn’t meant to be?’ he asked softly.

   Susan pressed her cheek into his palm as he caressed her face. ‘They know nothing.’ Her eyes darkened to deepest blue and a dimple appeared in her cheek as she grinned. ‘But let’s not spoil today by thinking about them.’ She slid her fingers into his dark hair. ‘Kiss me again, Jon.’

   He crushed her to him and kissed her deeply, longing to make love to her, yet knowing that to do so would be wrong. She was not some cheap doxy, but the girl he hoped to marry one day. Their love was perfect, and for it to remain so they would have to gain the approval of their parents. But they would overcome petty prejudice and prove to the world that they were meant to be together for always.



Susan sat beside him on the flat rock at the cave entrance as he told her about the voyage to Tahiti. She had never heard of the place, but understood that it was on the other side of the world, would take a long time to reach – and that the journey might bring danger, perhaps even death. She watched his face as he spoke, saw his excitement, and realised that no matter how much he loved her, she would never hold him until he’d had his fill of adventure. Life with her in Cornwall would seem tame after such a journey, and she feared she would lose him.

   He seemed to sense her disquiet, for he held her close and kissed her. ‘I’ll come back for you, Susan,’ he murmured. ‘I promise.’

   She leant into him, wanting to believe him. His words had been honestly spoken, she knew, but would they carry the same sincerity once he’d tasted the thrills he’d always craved? She drew back and studied him. With his black hair and dark blue eyes he was handsome, despite the small teardrop birthmark that reddened the flesh on his temple. Jonathan had told her that one in every generation of the Cadwalladers bore this mark somewhere upon their person and that he barely noticed it. To her, it was another precious part of the man she loved and now she planted a kiss on it.

   She looked into his eyes and remembered the small boy who’d come down to her cottage with a housemaid to play with her among the lobster-pots and nets. She could see again the eleven-year-old shedding his stiff, formal clothes to wade into the sea with the rest of the villagers when the great shoals of pilchard had been spotted coming into shore. And she remembered that special morning a year ago when they had realised they were more than friends, and that their childish affection had grown into something far stronger.

   ‘When will you leave?’

   ‘I have to return to London tomorrow,’ he replied, his arm tightening round her waist. ‘There are preparations to make.’ He tilted her chin with his finger and looked into her eyes. ‘But I’ve taught you to read and write so we can still communicate – at least until we set sail.’

   She nodded, unable now to speak. Her reading and writing were still in infancy, and his letters would be poor compensation for not seeing him.

   The tide had turned and the sea was rushing up the beach and splashing against the rocks. The sun was low in the sky, gilding the rocks and the water with a golden glow. It was time to leave the cave and return to their different lives. Jonathan swung up into the saddle and held out his hand. ‘Ride with me.’

   She put her foot on his dusty boot, her hand in his, and was lifted into the saddle behind him. Clasping her arms round his waist, she fought her tears. She would hold this memory in her heart until his return.





Chapter 10


Newlyn, Cornwall, January 1782

Life was good for Billy Penhalligan, and this year it would get even better, he thought. His rooms above the Beggars’ Roost were warm and comfortable, he had money to spend and his clothes were of the finest cloth. Smuggling was highly profitable, and Billy had a talent for finding customers and distributing the goods the Retallicks brought from France. As the years had passed and the Retallicks had come to trust him, he’d taken over as banker and middle-man. Now he was twenty-five, and rich beyond his dreams. His only regret was that he rarely saw his mother or sister.

   He settled the girl more comfortably on his knee and drank from the pewter tankard. She was willing, the alehouse was crammed and noisy, and his belly was pleasantly full of the dinner he’d just eaten.

   ‘Revenue men!’

   The silence was instant as everyone turned towards the urchin in the doorway.

   ‘They’re already at the corner and coming this way!’

   Billy was on his feet, the barmaid dumped unceremoniously on the floor as he ran behind the bar and grabbed the landlord. ‘Have my horse taken to Tinners Field,’ he said quietly, as he pressed a gold coin into the man’s hand. He didn’t wait for a reply and hurried up the narrow stairs to his rooms.

   The wooden wall panels concealed a secret doorway that led to a dark chamber and a rope-ladder. A carpet-bag lay packed there, ready for just such an emergency. It contained his money, account books and a change of clothes. He closed the panel behind him, grabbed the bag and climbed the rope-ladder, which he drew up behind him when he’d gained the attic space. He paused to catch his breath and allow his eyes to grow accustomed to the gloom. The shouts of men and the clatter of horses’ hoofs drifted up to him from the street. He didn’t have much time.

   The attic ran in a low tunnel above the line of houses. He crouched and hurried across the mouldering rafters praying they would hold his weight. The smell of vermin was strong in the fusty air, and dusty cobwebs stuck to his face and hair, but he scarcely noticed. Having reached the last house, he paused to listen. There was no sound from below.

   He swung down from the attic and landed softly on the floor of a deserted room. The wheelwright had obviously decided it would be better to remain at the alehouse while Billy made his escape. He would be well rewarded when all the fuss had died down.

   Billy raced down the narrow stairs and into the workshop and living quarters. The shouts were louder now, the sound of approaching horses making his pulse leap.

   The hatch was well hidden behind a stack of unplaned wood, and Billy crawled through it and down into a labyrinth of tunnels designed to confuse the ignorant. He knew the way well, for these tunnels had been in use over many years, and he’d had to come down many a time. He began to run as fast as he could beneath the streets and houses of Newlyn.

   He emerged to a moon veiled by scudding clouds, the wind sharp from the sea. Tinners Field lay at the eastern end of the town, and if he’d had either time or inclination, he could have looked across the headland and seen the flickering lights of Mousehole.

   The grass was already damp and he lay there for a moment to catch his breath and look out for any sign of the Revenue men. The crumbling stone chimney of the played-out tin mine was a darker silhouette against the feeble, irregular gleam of the moon. Nothing stirred but the grass in the wind. He gave a low whistle.

   The horse whinnied and trotted towards him out of the darkness. Billy climbed on to its back, secured the bag to the saddle and, with a soft dig in the ribs, coaxed it forward.

   ‘You there! Stop, in the name of the King!’

   The shout came from the shadows of the old chimney, and was accompanied by the emergence of several riders.

   Billy froze, then yanked the reins to turn his horse. His spirits plunged as he saw yet more men on the skyline. The only way open to him was the cliff. He was cornered. He swore as he twisted the horse round and rammed his heels into its sides. Startled, the animal lurched into a gallop.

   ‘Halt or we fire!’

   Billy leant forward in the saddle, urging the beast to greater speed. There was a gap between the riders in front of him. If he could get through it he had a chance of escape, for his horse was swift, and he knew the country like the back of his hand.

   The men behind were gaining and the ones in front were up to something.

   Billy narrowed his eyes and peered into the darkness as his horse hurtled across the grass towards the line of armed men. A hay-wagon was being pulled into his path. He had no option but to gallop straight into that line and risk being shot. He lay low on the animal’s neck, making himself as small a target as possible. He could see their pistols now, and the gleam of their eyes.

   ‘Fire at will!’

   Something thudded into his shoulder, and Billy knew he’d been hit. The horse flinched beneath him and, with a terrible scream, crumpled to the ground. Billy was thrown from the saddle, his boot caught in the stirrup. He looked up, dazed and in pain, at the men who gathered round him.

   ‘We meet at last, Billy. It is my pleasure to inform you that I am arresting you for crimes against the Crown. It is to be hoped you will receive a long sentence.’

   Billy dredged up the last of his bravado as the horse was dragged off him and he was pulled painfully to his feet. ‘Very well,’ he drawled. ‘But it’s taken you eleven years to catch me, and you’ve killed a good horse.’

Bodmin Assizes, April 1782

The trial took place three months later and lasted a few hours. The evidence was damning and there was no chance of reprieve. Billy stood in the dock with Ben Retallick and a host of others. His shoulder still hurt from when the so-called surgeon had dug out the bullet. Ben had paid for medicine and clean bandages, so at least the threat of blood-poisoning had been reduced, but he still fretted that his arm would remain useless.

   The traitor turned out to have been the wheelwright, who had told all he knew in exchange for a pardon, but now he would be forced to move away from Newlyn and the close-knit fishing community, which relied heavily on the smugglers.

   As he listened to the lawyers drone on in the stuffy courtroom, he eyed the baying crowd who had come to watch. It was a rabble, and the court officials could barely be heard above the shouts and cat-calling.

   Her stillness marked her out, and as their eyes met he felt ashamed. Susan had come to support him, but she was a witness to his shame, an innocent victim of the disgrace he had brought to his family. He had hoped they would remain in ignorance of his plight, but the gossip had reached them within days of his arrest. He tried to return her smile, but his heart wasn’t in it. He just thanked God their mother hadn’t come too.

   ‘Benjamin Retallick. You will be hanged by your neck until you are dead. Take him down.’

   Shocked beyond words, Billy could only look at the man he’d admired for so many years and grasp his hand before he was dragged away. Dear God, were they going to hang them all? He looked at the judge, the sweat cold on his back as sentences were passed on the other men. They ranged from seven years’ hard labour and transportation to hanging. For once in his life Billy prayed.

   ‘William Penhalligan. You will serve fourteen years’ hard labour, and await transportation on the Chatham hulk.’

   Transportation? Good God in heaven, he wouldn’t survive that. His stomach heaved and all his childhood nightmares returned as he imagined the horrors of the endless sea journey in the holds. The noose would have been kinder. ‘No,’ he stuttered, struggling against the warder. ‘Not transportation. Please don’t send me—’

   ‘Silence.’ The judge crashed his gavel. ‘Take him away.’

   ‘Please, sir. Don’t do this. Transportation will kill him.’

   Billy shot a glance at his sister, who was now on her feet, her face almost bereft of colour.

   ‘Silence, madam,’ the judge roared.

   Billy saw her tears and was almost grateful to the gaoler for shoving him out so he didn’t have to bear her distress.

   The holding cells were infested with vermin and fleas. The straw was filthy, the slop buckets overflowing. Women were crying, children bawled and men fought over a bottle of liquor that someone had smuggled in. He looked for Ben and the others, but was told they’d been taken to another prison to await execution.

   ‘Penhalligan! Get over here.’

   He pushed his way through the seething mass of stinking humanity and approached the gaoler. ‘What now?’ he muttered. If the man expected money for extra food or blankets he’d be disappointed: the Revenue men had stripped him of everything but the clothes on his back.

   ‘Visitor,’ the man said, with a leer, as he opened the locked gate.

   Billy’s shoes slipped on the slimy cobbles as he passed through to the open courtyard of the prison where those more fortunately endowed could pay for a modicum of freedom within the granite walls. ‘Susan,’ he said. ‘This is no place for you.’

   ‘You’re my brother,’ she said, her voice catching. She threw her arms round him and burst into tears. ‘I tried to change his mind, but . . . Oh, Billy, I can’t bear to think of you transported.’

   He tried his best to contain himself, but the sight of his distraught sister was too much for him. ‘I’ll be all right,’ he murmured. ‘They’ll probably keep me on the hulk now that they can’t send us to the Americas.’ It was poor consolation and he didn’t believe a word of it.

   ‘Do you think so?’ She drew back from him and gazed up into his face.

   He saw the hope in her eyes and couldn’t bear to distress her further. ‘I’m sure,’ he said, the firmness belying his fear. ‘Now, dry your eyes, and show me what you’ve got in that basket.’

   She blew her nose, lifted the hem of her dainty dress out of the mire and drew him to a quiet corner where they were out of earshot of the other prisoners. ‘I’ve paid the warder enough so we won’t be disturbed,’ she said, as she unfurled a blanket and spread it on the straw.

   Billy’s heart ached as he watched her unpack the hamper. She was trying to be brave, but she knew his fear of the sea, and understood that for him transportation meant death or insanity. He forced the dread to the back of his mind as he listened to her news from home.

   Few would have guessed she was thirty, but there was barely a reminder of the girl who had worked on the quay in the elegant figure opposite him. Her hair had been smoothed back from her forehead and fell in ringlets at either side of her face, and her bonnet and dress were of the best quality. He noted the clarity of her eyes and the creaminess of her skin, and saw that time and circumstance had been kind to her. Her figure was still slight, although she had had five children, and her waistline was only marginally thicker than it had been on her wedding day.

   ‘You’ve done well, Susan,’ he said softly. ‘I always said that life with Ezra would turn you into a fine lady.’

   ‘It hasn’t been easy,’ she said, as she handed him a golden pasty, ‘with all the lessons in etiquette I had to endure before I was permitted to associate with the parish’s more genteel citizens.’ She grinned, giving him a glimpse of the hoyden he remembered. ‘I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to break away from it and race barefoot over the cobbles to join in the rush when the shoals of pilchard were sighted.’ She sighed. ‘I even envied you for a while, free to come and go as you pleased, without a care in the world. But you’ve had to pay a terrible price and I wish . . . I wish  . . .’

   Billy realised she was close to tears again, and didn’t reply. Nothing he could say would console either of them, and she needed to compose herself. He bit into the pasty and savoured the taste of proper food. The slops doled out in prison were disgusting but had to be forced down to sustain life. And if he survived transportation and the hulk, another fourteen years of filth lay ahead. He ignored these thoughts and concentrated on his sister.

   ‘Does Ezra make you happy?’ he asked, as he finished the pasty and began another.

   Susan nodded. ‘He’s a good man, and I am content.’

   He looked into her face and saw that she spoke the truth. ‘Have you grown to love him, then?’

   Her laugh was light. ‘I confess I never thought I would, Billy, but Ezra has earned my respect and affection and we rub along well. He is a good husband, and I have grown to love his gentle ways and the deep commitment he has to his parishioners and the church. We also have the shared love for our children to bind us closer.’

   ‘But he’ll never set you afire as Jonathan did?’

   Susan busied herself by cutting the cake she’d brought. ‘That,’ she said firmly, ‘is none of your business, Billy Penhalligan.’ She handed him a slice and became businesslike. ‘I have some money for you, not much but it’s all I could scrape up. There are medicines and clean bandages in this bundle, and a change of clothes.’ She wrinkled her nose as she eyed the ragged remains of his filthy clothes. ‘I’ve also put in some soap and lavender water.’

   There was a lump in his throat as he tried to thank her. He’d seen her tears as she’d noted how far he’d fallen and felt ashamed.

   She waved away his thanks, handed him the bundle, and began to pack away the hamper. The warder was approaching – their time together was almost up. ‘You’ve given us money in the past, and helped more than you could ever know. Now it’s our turn to help you.’

   She kept her attention on the hamper, but Billy could see the effort it took her not to cry.

   ‘I can’t believe they’ll transport you, Billy, and I can’t bear to think of you trapped . . .’ The words hung in the air. ‘I’ve made enquiries. The Chatham hulk is in Plymouth so I’ll be able to visit you.’

   ‘No.’ He got to his feet and winced as the movement sent a jolt of pain through his shoulder. ‘I forbid it. This place is bad enough, but I’ve seen the hulks. They’re no place for any woman, least of all my sister.’

   ‘You can’t stop me,’ she said.

   ‘I’ll refuse to see you.’

   Susan gave a trembling sigh. ‘You always were headstrong, Billy.’ Her face was a picture of anguish. ‘I understand why you don’t want us to see you,’ she said thickly, ‘but we need to know you’re safe.’

   ‘It will be too painful,’ he replied, as he took her hands. ‘Bad enough you came today – the shame in the years to come will finish me if you witness it.’

   She nodded. ‘Very well,’ she murmured. ‘I will arrange for someone to deliver food and clothes whenever I can.’ She touched his dirty, stubbled chin with her cool hand. ‘I must go,’ she said quietly, tears glistening on her lashes. ‘God speed, Billy. Remember that we love you and will help whenever we can.’

   When she hugged him, he smelt the freshness of her hair and the lavender water on her skin, felt the wiry strength in her slim body that seemed to encompass the essence of home. Fourteen years was a long time to serve, but he vowed that, should he survive, he would make it up to her.

Mousehole, April 1786

Susan stared at her reflection in the hand mirror and wondered where the years had gone. It was four years since she’d seen Billy. All her requests to visit him had been denied, and although they’d sent parcels, there had been no word from him.

   She put down the mirror and made a determined effort to put Billy’s troubles to the back of her mind: it was her daughter’s fourteenth birthday today and she had a party to host. She stood up, brushing the creases from her skirt, relishing the feel of the lavender cotton beneath her fingers. It was a new dress, made especially for today, and she knew it looked well on her, enhancing the blue of her eyes and the narrowness of her waist. As she slipped her feet into the matching slippers, and picked up her fan, she heard voices below in the walled garden and stepped over to the window to look out. The family were gathering and she should hurry down to them, but for a moment she preferred to be up here in quiet contemplation.

   From her vantage-point high above, she could see Ezra in deep conversation with his brother Gilbert, who had arrived from London with his wife, Ann. It had come as a shock when they had married three years ago, not least to Ann, for she had confided in Susan that she had always considered herself a rather ordinary woman, destined for spinsterhood, until at the advanced age of thirty-one she had caught the eye of the dashing General Collinson.

   Susan smiled. Ann’s marriage to Gilbert had been the making of them both, and although their union might have come too late for children, Gilbert took a great deal of looking after. From her correspondence, Susan knew Ann regretted the lack of little ones, but found it exciting to follow Gilbert all over the British Empire.

   She turned her attention to Maud, ensconced in a bath chair on the lawn, issuing orders to the housekeeper. Her weakened constitution had finally taken its toll and she could no longer walk, but her frail, bird-like appearance masked a will of iron that kept the children in awe of her. A game of croquet was in progress and a gaggle of girls sat beneath the tree, flashing smiles and flirting eyes at the young officers Gilbert had brought with him. Some of the boys were larking about, and received a stern reprimand from Maud.

   Susan breathed a deep sigh of relief. The weather had held, even though it was only early April, and tea was laid on tables covered with snowy white cloths, which undulated in the spring breeze that came up from the sea. The rectory was no longer a house of gloom but alive with colour, noise and the flit of pretty dresses and scarlet uniforms.

   As she watched the shifting kaleidoscope beneath her, Ezra seemed to become aware of her presence and looked up to the window. His smile told of his happiness, and she felt warmed by it. Their fifteen years of marriage had indeed brought her a contentment that had deepened over the years as she helped him about the parish, and although Billy had been astute enough to know she could never love her husband with the same passion she’d had for Jonathan, she was determined he should never learn of this failing in her.

   She caught sight of her daughter, flirting outrageously with the young lieutenant as they played croquet. Emma had come into the world fourteen years ago, her angry cries accompanied by flying fists and kicking legs – a precursor of the temper tantrums she threw during childhood and the boundless energy she showed in her work at the school Ezra had set up in the village.

   She searched for Ernest, and felt the familiar pang of loss. He and his twin had been born two months early, and Thomas had not survived a week. Ernest was the most placid of her children, and she often wondered if he missed the twin he’d never known. At thirteen, his roguish good looks and shy smile already cut a swathe through the local female population when he returned home from work on the farm at Land’s End. He hoped one day to have his own land, and Susan knew the life would suit him, for he was not academic and liked nothing better than to be outside in all weathers, looking after his stock.

   She watched him as he stood chatting to a couple of girls. He was tall for his age, his figure promising broad-shouldered manhood, and his light hair glistened gold in the sun as he bent to hear something one of the girls was saying.

   Susan was surprised he was there: usually he was absorbed in his work, and often forgot important occasions. Perhaps the lure of female company had concentrated his mind.

   Her gaze roamed further and settled on twelve-year-old Florence, who was organising the tables and chairs. She had been born exactly nine months after she was conceived, and was efficient in everything she did. She was a neat little body and more than a match for her grandmother when it came to a sharp tongue and a keen eye for detail, which was disconcerting, considering her youth.

   Susan gave a wry shake of her head as she watched her. The child might be a younger version of Maud, but with the advantages provided by Ezra’s income, she would never live in a fisherman’s cottage or go hungry and cold in the winter. Susan suspected that, when the time came, Florence would find a wealthy husband – she had already shown a liking for the finer things in life.

   A familiar pang tugged at her. Florence was a strange child. Even as a baby she’d had a particular way of staring at her that she’d found painful. It was as if Florence was measuring her, and found her wanting, and despite all her efforts, Susan realised the girl needed little from her. Ezra was the one who could still her crying – the one she would turn to when hurt or disgruntled.

   She left the window after searching the garden for George. He was out of sight, but she fancied she could hear him. With a cluck of disapproval, she left the bedroom and hurried downstairs. The boy was far too boisterous and, at eleven, should have been more concerned with his school reports than running wild about the place and getting into mischief. The manager at the quarry had already been up to the house to complain about him and some of the other boys, and there had been further trouble from the fishermen when they had hidden the nets and lobster-pots down a disused mineshaft. Ezra had reluctantly beaten him with a cane from the school, but it hadn’t done much good, and Susan fretted: his behaviour was all too reminiscent of Billy’s when he’d been that age.

   Billy was still incarcerated in a hulk at Plymouth, with another ten years to serve. The War of Independence had kept him from being transported to the Americas and, in a way, she was glad, for it kept him within reach and off the high seas.

   She and Ezra had ignored his demand that they stay away, and although they had not been allowed to see him, they had been appalled at the conditions in which he was living. She had had many sleepless nights, but had to accept that Billy had broken the law, had known the risks and was being made to pay for his crime. There was little she could do but pray that he would survive.

   ‘Hello, my love,’ murmured Ezra, as she emerged from the house. He greeted her with a soft kiss on her flushed cheek. ‘You’re lovely as usual, but I sense you’re a little distracted.’

   Susan shook off the dark thoughts of Billy and smiled fleetingly. ‘Have you seen George?’

   ‘I’ve sent him to his room for half an hour,’ replied Ezra, with a sigh that didn’t disguise the quirk of amusement about his lips. ‘He pulled Florence’s hair and earned himself a clip round the ear.’

   Susan grinned. ‘Our daughter can throw a punch worthy of a fisher-girl,’ she replied, ‘which serves him right.’


Jonathan knew it wasn’t wise, but after so many years away from Mousehole he had to see her. The shock of learning that Susan had married Ezra Collinson a few days before he’d landed in England had left him reeling. His mother, of course, had been delighted.

   Was Susan happy? Not that he could have done anything about it, he admitted ruefully. Their lives had moved on, yet her happiness mattered to him and he regretted the long years he had spent away from Cornwall. He should have made more effort to come down, but he hadn’t been able to face her now that she was married to another. He’d thrown himself into London life, and had pursued his thirst for exploration on the seas, which left little time for introspection and Cornwall. After his mother’s death two years ago, Braddock had proved capable of seeing to estate business in his absence.

   He helped his wife into the carriage and ignored her pained expression as he settled on the driving seat, caught up the reins and set the horse into an easy trot.

   Emily sat frostily behind him, her mouth a thin line in her thin face, her gloved hand welded to the handle of her parasol. ‘I don’t see why we have to call on the minister,’ she snapped.

   ‘He happens to be a distant cousin,’ he retorted over his shoulder, ‘and I’ll thank you, madam, to be civil.’ He kept his eyes on the track in front of him and his temper in check. It was pleasant to think of Susan and speculate on how she might have changed – and how he would feel when he saw her again, for he had never forgotten that last day in the cave.

   Unfortunately, he could not ignore his wife’s presence for she continued to snipe, and it became increasingly difficult to rein in his impatience. Emily had been foisted upon him in 1772, soon after his return to England. He was at a low ebb, heartbroken at what he saw as Susan’s betrayal, and his mother had taken full advantage of it. Before he knew it, the arrangements had gone too far for him to back out.

   The estate had never recovered after his father’s gambling debts had been paid, and an injection of capital was needed if the family was to retain its high profile in society. At the tender age of twenty-one, Jonathan had found himself tied irrevocably to a harridan.

   Emily was the plain daughter of a wealthy earl and was sharp-tongued even in her youth, which explained the generous dowry she had brought to the marriage, and the lack of other suitors. Bedding her was no pleasure for either of them, and when their son, Edward, was born, Emily considered she had done her duty and, to Jonathan’s relief, banished her husband from her bedroom.

   Over the years her sour countenance haunted him, and he’d sometimes sought comfort with other women. He’d felt guilty at first, since she’d been as much a pawn in his mother’s scheming as he. But she seemed determined to hate him, and he’d accepted there would be no reconciliation.

   It was a marriage made in hell, as far as he was concerned, and he’d spent the past fourteen years sailing the high seas rather than spend a minute more than he had to in his London home or on the benches at the House of Lords. If it hadn’t been for his son he would have left England for good.

   The high-stepping horse made easy work of the rough tracks and steep hills, and soon the house was in sight. Jonathan slowed the animal to a walk and took the opportunity to watch the ebb and flow of the party through the iron gates of the garden. His gaze trawled the faces and came to rest on the pretty woman in the lilac dress. His pulse began to race. He would have recognised her anywhere.

   Her hair had been tied back with a ribbon that matched her lavender dress, and her figure was trim, belying her age. He watched her animated face as he drew up outside the front door. Susan had always been beautiful, but now she was even more so, he thought. She seemed so alive, so full of energy – it was as if the sun and the wind of Cornwall were embodied in her slight frame, and that at any minute she would simply fly away.

   ‘When you’ve finished daydreaming, I’d appreciate your hand to get down,’ snapped Emily.

   Jonathan was thrust from his reverie and hastily helped his wife to alight. He looked at her pinched face and dull grey clothes and couldn’t help but contrast her with the lively Susan who could still make his heart beat faster. His spirits plunged. He shouldn’t have come.


Susan was laughing with Emma at Ernest’s antics as he tried to teach croquet to a couple of pretty young girls, when Ezra’s hand cupped her elbow. ‘We have visitors, my dear,’ he said quietly.

   She turned and her smile wavered. Her heart leapt and thudded painfully against her ribs as she saw him approach. He’d barely changed from the boy she’d loved and dreamt about for so many years. His black hair was only lightly salted with silver at the temples, his face was handsome, and his figure that of a man who was supremely fit. But it was his eyes that mesmerised her and brought back the memories, for they were as blue as the Cornish sea and fixed on her.

   ‘Susan?’ Ezra’s grip tightened on her elbow.

   She blinked and pulled herself together, aware of others watching and that she had to maintain a cool detachment despite the pounding of her pulse. ‘It’s a surprise to see them,’ she murmured. ‘I didn’t know they had been invited.’

   ‘I’d heard they were here and sent the invitation at the last minute. I hope you don’t mind?’

   There was no time to reply for Jonathan and his sour-faced wife were upon them. Susan executed a curtsy. ‘How very kind of you to come.’

   Emily nodded imperiously, mouth turned down, eyes like gimlets as she regarded Susan, who could feel the colour rising in her face as the woman’s glare of disapproval said more than words. She was sixteen again, a fisher-girl working on the quay, not the minister’s respected wife.

   Jonathan shook hands with Ezra and her colour heightened as he took her hand and kissed the air above her fingers. Their eyes met and the rest of the world melted away. Susan swayed towards him. ‘Jonathan,’ she murmured.

   Gilbert shattered the moment. ‘Ezra,’ he boomed, as he clamped a hand on his brother’s shoulder. ‘It’s time for the champagne I brought from London, and for me to announce my news.’

   Susan tore her gaze from Jonathan as she felt Ann slip a hand round her waist and propel her gently from the group.

   ‘You look quite flushed, my dear,’ she said. ‘Come, let me pour you some lemonade. It will cool you.’

   Susan trailed beside her, dazed. Jonathan had returned, and her feelings for him were as strong as ever. It was in the drum of her heart and the tingle of her skin – she hadn’t felt so alive for years.

   ‘I’m surprised to see the earl here,’ said Ann, as she poured lemonade from the jug into a crystal glass. ‘He’s so rarely in this country, and it must be years since he was in Cornwall.’

   Susan forced her thoughts into some coherence. ‘Ezra invited them.’ She couldn’t resist darting a glance at Jonathan, who was helping his wife to a seat in the shade.

   ‘How foolish of him,’ Ann replied, as she handed her the glass.

   Susan started. ‘Whatever do you mean?’ she stammered.

   Ann tucked her hand into the crook of her arm and led her to two chairs that were set apart from the others beneath a tree. When they were settled and their skirts arranged decorously, she said, ‘I’ve heard the rumours. You and Jonathan Cadwallader have a history, albeit an ancient one, but I don’t think it’s ever wise to return to the past, or to pine for what might have been. It only disappoints.’

   Susan blushed. ‘We were children,’ she said softly. ‘I’m perfectly content with Ezra.’

   Ann patted her hand. ‘As long as you remember that, my dear,’ she replied.

   Susan didn’t miss the gentle admonishment, and noticed how Ann drew back her shoulders and stiffened her spine as she watched the subject of their conversation join the game of croquet. She was positively bristling with dislike – which was unusual in such a sweet-natured woman – and Susan experienced a twinge of unease.

   Ann took a sip of lemonade before she spoke again. ‘Jonathan Cadwallader has quite a reputation with women, and in some quarters is regarded as an adventurer,’ she said flatly. ‘He might be dashing and wealthy, his discretion immaculate, but he’s the cause of many a broken heart. No wonder his poor wife looks so bitter.’

   Susan dismissed this as idle gossip, caught Jonathan’s eye and blushed as he flashed her a smile. She wished she could walk and talk with him alone. How she longed for the party to be over so she could think of a way to meet him.

   ‘My dear,’ murmured Ann, with a soft nudge.

   Susan realised she was expecting a reaction to her opinion. She was about to advise her not to listen to gossip when Gilbert bellowed, ‘My lord, ladies, officers and gentlemen.’

   Ann snapped open her fan and waved it. ‘My husband seems to think he’s still on a parade-ground,’ she whispered.

   Susan giggled with relief at having escaped from Ann’s well-meant interference.

   ‘But he does cut a dashing figure, don’t you think?’ her sister-in-law went on. ‘One would hardly believe he’s forty-eight.’

   ‘Marriage to you agrees with him,’ observed Susan.

   Ann blushed and fanned her face.

   Gilbert’s voice rang out: ‘Today is a day of celebration, not only for the birthday of my niece, Emma, but for the news I bear from London.’

   ‘He does so enjoy the sound of his own voice,’ remarked Ann, comfortably, ‘but I do wish he’d get on with it.’ She noticed Susan’s look of enquiry and patted her hand. ‘You’ll find out soon enough,’ she promised.

   ‘Following the unfortunate events of the American War of Independence, and the subsequent hostilities from France and Spain, our prime minister, William Pitt, has recognised that our continued presence in the East is our only hope for British recovery.’

   ‘Oh, dear Lord,’ Ann sighed, ‘he’s off. We’ll be here for hours.’

   Susan barely heard a word either of them said, for she was gazing at Jonathan.

   ‘But there are other concerns, which must be addressed if Britain is to regain her naval power,’ Gilbert roared. ‘The provision of hemp is vital to this sea-faring nation, and our supply of this commodity has been sorely depleted by Queen Catherine of Russia, who has seen fit to purchase all available supplies from the Baltic.’ He paused to catch his breath and smooth his flowing moustache. ‘The founding of a colony in New South Wales offers a solution. It will not only provide a source of flax and timber but will secure the military and strategic objectives of precluding French settlement and a prime naval base in wartime.’

   There was a murmur among the gathering and a rustle of impatience. He hurried on: ‘This brave venture will also alleviate the problem of what to do with the hundreds of convicts awaiting transportation who would have been sent previously to the Americas.’

   That harnessed Susan’s attention and her thoughts turned to Billy.

   ‘Lord Sydney, who holds the seals at the Home Office, announced this week that His Majesty has agreed on Botany Bay as a suitable place to establish a convict colony. He has instructed the Admiralty to provide vessels for seven hundred and fifty felons and such provisions, necessities and implements for agriculture as might be needed in the new land. The First Fleet will leave in the spring of 1787.’

   Susan’s heart was hammering. Would Billy finally be transported? Was he about to be sent to the far side of the world to a land of uncharted and savage character to live and die as a bonded prisoner with none of his family around him? She glanced at Maud, who had paled beneath her bonnet and their eyes met in silent anguish.

   ‘Make no mistake about it, ladies and gentlemen. This new colony is to be founded by convicts, not for convicts – they are merely a means to an end. Arthur Phillip is to be appointed Captain General and Governor in Chief of New South Wales, from Cape York to latitude forty-three degrees thirty-nine minutes south and westward as far as the one hundred and thirty-fifth degree of east longitude, including all islands adjacent in the Pacific Ocean.’

   Most of the party had no idea what he was talking about, for news took time to travel this far west, and the talk of longitude and latitude was as incomprehensible as ancient Greek.

   Susan sat beside Ann, her thoughts in a whirl.

   Gilbert still hadn’t finished: ‘To assist Governor Phillip in his administration there will be a strong military force, and I’m delighted to announce that I have been promoted to Field Marshal and will take up my post as judge advocate of the military court on arrival with the First Fleet.’

   A polite round of applause followed, and Susan turned to Ann, fear for her brother making her voice tremble. ‘What will this mean for Billy?’

   Ann patted her hand. ‘I don’t know, Susan, but Gilbert will make enquiries, and if he is to be sent, we will watch over him.’

   ‘You’re not going too?’

   ‘Of course,’ she replied. ‘My place is at my husband’s side, as any good wife’s should be.’

   Susan heard the uncharacteristically barbed remark. ‘But what will you do in that God-forsaken place? Surely it won’t be safe?’

   Ann watched her husband graciously receive congratulations from the people who crowded round him. ‘It won’t be God-forsaken, Susan,’ she replied. ‘We will have the Reverend Richard Johnson as chaplain to the colony, there will be other wives and many children, and more ministers will come with the Second and Third Fleets.’

   Susan looked at her in admiration. They were the same age, yet there was a world of difference between them. ‘You’re so brave, Ann. I don’t know that I would have the courage to go so far to an unknown land.’

   Ann’s eyes were alight with excitement. ‘It’s a thrilling venture, my dear, and one day, when the colony is settled, you and Ezra might wish to join us. There will be a great deal of work for a minister such as Ezra.’

   Susan shuddered. ‘I’ll never leave Cornwall.’ Her gaze drifted to Jonathan, and she found he was watching her.

   ‘Life has a habit of changing the most fervent beliefs,’ Ann murmured.

   But Susan didn’t hear her. Jonathan had moved away from the cluster round Gilbert, and was making his way towards the walled garden. With a glance over his shoulder he met her eye, then strolled out of sight.

   ‘I must congratulate Gilbert on his speech,’ said Ann. ‘Will you come too?’

   Susan shook her head. ‘I must see to George. It’s time he was allowed to rejoin the party.’

   She hurried towards the house before Ann could question her further, and once George had been shooed downstairs, she wove through the vegetable plot and slipped through the side door into the overgrown walled garden. She wouldn’t be missed for a while, and she had to see him – had to ask all the questions that had plagued her over the years, and try to come to terms with his sudden appearance.

   He was waiting for her in the shade of an old plum tree. ‘Susan. It’s been so long.’

   It would have been the easiest thing in the world to throw herself into his arms, but something in his expression stopped her. ‘Too long,’ she said quietly, her gaze devouring him. ‘Why didn’t you come back for me as you promised?’

   ‘I did,’ he protested. ‘But when I got here my mother told me you’d married Ezra Collinson. You only had to wait another eight damn days and I’d have been with you. I was wrong to trust your promises.’

   ‘How dare you?’ The longing to hold him was replaced by anger. ‘I waited three years without a word from you that you’d meant what you’d said.’

   ‘I could hardly have posted a letter in the middle of the Tasman Sea,’ he retorted. ‘You should have had faith in me.’

   ‘Three years,’ she repeated, ‘when it should have been two – what did you expect of me, Jonathan? To sit and wait while you were playing sailor?’

   ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘But three years is nothing when we could have spent the rest of our lives together.’ He took a step towards her. ‘I intended to marry you, Susan, but you couldn’t wait. And why Collinson of all people?’ He took a deep breath, evidently battling to keep his temper. ‘I trusted you, and you broke my heart.’

   ‘It couldn’t have pained you much,’ she retorted, unwilling to acknowledge the anguish in his eyes. ‘You were married to Emily within a year.’

   He ran his fingers through his hair and Susan could see the battle going on inside him as he told her about his mother’s meddling and his arranged marriage. ‘I had little choice,’ he said. ‘She was plotting to marry me off even before I left for Tahiti and had made it plain she expected me to agree to her plans the minute I returned. That was why I was determined to marry you before I found myself attached to someone I didn’t love. But your union with Collinson ruined everything, and without you, I didn’t care what happened to me.’ He was still angry as he looked down at her. ‘I’m sure you’ll be delighted to know it is not a happy match.’

   She could see his unhappiness and, having met Emily, understood it. ‘I’m sorry, Jon,’ she murmured. ‘It seems we are both victims of your mother’s plotting.’ She went on to tell him about the loss of her father and brothers and the reason for her own marriage.

   Jonathan balled his fists as the colour drained from his face. He let out his fury and frustration in a deep groan. ‘Dear God, I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to protect you.’

   She stepped back from him, remembering the hours she’d spent gazing out to sea, the prayers she’d made that he would come back in time, and her final acceptance on the church steps that he was lost to her. At length she looked up at him, all anger spent, heart heavy with sadness that Fate had dealt them such a cruel blow. ‘Why did you stay away so long?’

   ‘We went much further south and were caught in a series of bad storms.’ He told her of the long voyages round New Zealand, the search for and discovery of Australia, the nightmare of Batavia and the journey home. ‘There were no other ships to take our letters – I had no way to send you a message. But I thought of you constantly, Susan. You never left my heart.’

   She wanted to cry but tears couldn’t salve the hurt that had been caused. ‘Oh, Jonathan, your coral reef trapped you as surely as it did me. Now it’s too late for either of us.’

   He took her hands and she didn’t resist. ‘Seeing you today proved to me that I have never stopped loving you,’ he said softly. ‘You feel the same, I can tell.’

   The sounds of the party faded. She wanted to kiss him, to feel his arms round her again – yet she knew that she must resist. She had to be strong. ‘Yes,’ she admitted softly. ‘But this must be an end to it.’

   ‘But why, if we love one another?’ He pulled her closer, face drawn with pain.

   ‘Because I have a duty to Ezra and my children. I don’t wish them to be hurt – and because . . . because it’s too late.’

   He lifted her hands to his lips. ‘Can we at least be friends?’

   She heard the longing in his voice and wanted to comfort him, but any sign of weakness now would mean the end of her good intentions. ‘Friends always,’ she murmured.

The Dunkirk hulk, Plymouth, May 1786

Billy could see the reflection in the still, dark waters that reached almost to his waist, and wondered for a moment who it was. The young man he remembered bore no resemblance to the one he was staring at and, perplexed, he ran his roughened hands over his straggling beard and long hair. Billy Penhalligan had always been well groomed and upright, proud of his good looks and the fine clothes that moon-raking had brought him. This creature was unkempt, wore filthy rags, and his eyes were those of a man who had looked upon the world and seen the darkest evil. They were lifeless orbs in the haggard face of a man far older than twenty-nine.

   ‘Move yer arse, Cornish, or I’ll ’ave yer flogged again.’

   Billy emerged from his thoughts and picked up the heavy hammer. Wielding it high, he slammed it down on the piling, wishing it was the guard’s head he was driving into the mud. The man was forever on his back, and seemed to like nothing better than to deliver a flogging.

   ‘Only another twenty to go and then you can ’ave a rest.’ Alfred Mullins gave a sharp bark of humourless laughter and moved on.

   Billy kept swinging the hammer and cast a glance at the warder’s retreating back. ‘I’d love to teach him a lesson,’ he growled to Stan, working beside him.

   Stanley Irwin was a Norfolk man, sent from the Assizes with a death sentence commuted to transportation. He had a wife and child on board the Dunkirk hulk, both gained during his time in Norwich Castle gaol. His health was failing, and he’d suffered too many floggings to retain his once belligerent stance. ‘Chance’d be a fine thing,’ he mumbled. ‘Best keep your head down, Bill. Serve your sentence and get out.’

   Billy kept working, his thoughts racing. With another ten years to go, there were times when he wished he’d been hanged with the others outside Bodmin gaol. A smile tweaked his lips. The only brightness in his life was provided by Nell, a young London whore who’d come aboard a few weeks ago. With red hair and a temperament to match, she had latched on to him and they had recognised they were kindred spirits. Nell was a fighter, would never give up while she had breath, and her energy and determination kept him sane. He had yet to lie with her, but the time would come, he was sure of that.

   He stood back from the piling, measured it to make sure it was at the correct height, and splashed through the water to the next. He looked over at the Dunkirk and grimaced. The old naval frigate lay embedded in the Plymouth mud, her timbers rotting, the stink from the convict holds drifting across the water. It had been his home for the last twelve months after the Chatham had fallen to pieces and sunk. If it hadn’t been for the war in the Americas he’d have been long gone, probably working the cotton fields on some plantation as an indentured servant. There would have been the chance of escape there, of earning remission, but here there was only misery, each day dragging, each night spent half awake, alert for attacks and the rats that crawled over him. Thank God for Nell, with her raucous laughter, dubious jokes and endless energy.

   The light was failing. Soon they would be herded into the small boats and taken back to the hulk. Billy breathed in the warm, salty air, and flexed his still-powerful back and shoulders. He was tired and every muscle ached, but he wasn’t looking forward to the fetid stench of the convict quarters and the shrieking of the whores as they plied their trade in exchange for extra food from the sailors. All he wanted was to return to Mousehole and home – to the smell of baking fish and bread, the soft burr of the Cornish dialect. He felt a pang of regret for the freedom he’d squandered in his pursuit of riches.

   ‘Stand back.’ The shout came down the line and the warder shoved
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