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ODE


We are the music-makers,


And we are the dreamers of dreams,


Wandering by lone sea-breakers,


And sitting by desolate streams;


World-losers and world-forsakers,


On whom the pale moon gleams:


Yet we are the movers and shakers


Of the world forever, it seems.


Arthur O’Shaughnessy, 1874




CHAPTER ONE


At first it was rain. Blessed, cooling rain that washed the salt from the decks and sent passengers and crew alike rushing to collect it in all manner of vessels, from tubs to pans, and even hats.


After the limpid haze of the long summer crossing from the Cape of Good Hope, their ship, the sturdy Cambridge Star, stirred and shook like a dog from a bath. Sails lost their stiffness and billowed forth because with the rain came new winds, bracing winds that would send them speeding towards the coast of Western Australia.


Captain Bellamy’s grin split his trim dark beard as he grasped the wheel. This was his first voyage to the Antipodes and he had advanced into the Great Southern Ocean with trepidation, heeding the warnings about the savage winds, the Roaring Forties, that would speed his ship but could hurtle into wind-strengths of ninety knots and drive the waves into massive craters. Instead, though, the ocean had been kind to him, almost too kind, for there was no heavy weather during all those long weeks, not even a squall to speak of, just the relentless drift eastwards that had placed him behind schedule and, worse, had caused a severe shortage of fresh water.


But now the worst was over. The passengers could stop grumbling and drench themselves in the rain if they wished, while this fine wind would push the ship on to Perth. He calculated that they should reach Fremantle at the mouth of the Swan River within four days.


Twenty-four hours later his optimism turned to apprehension as a storm developed. Rain lashed the ship in torrents, winds were building and the barometer falling, and he began the struggle for mastery of his vessel. For two days the Cambridge Star battled the storm while the crew fought, high in the masts, furling and unfurling the sails to keep her on an even keel. By night the ship thrashed on through the raging darkness.


Below decks, the officers assured cringing passengers that they would be through this bad patch in no time, so the women prayed as timbers smashed above them, and the men rushed to assist with the pumps. And then, mercifully, all was calm. On the third day a hush fell on the seas, the sky cleared to a yellowy tinge, as if the sun were striving to offer relief from the steamy air. Cabin-class passengers, the élite few, strolled forward, eyeing the damage with interest, looking for the Captain to congratulate him, but he was unavailable.


He was resting, they were told, and so he would be, they agreed. The ship was hardly moving now. In a doldrum perhaps. They had heard of doldrums.


But in his cabin, Bellamy and his First Mate, Gruber, were studying charts.


‘We’re way off course, sir,’ Gruber told him. ‘Too far north.’


‘And not a bloody thing we can do about it,’ Bellamy worried. ‘Not a breath of air out there. And we’re so close,’ he lamented. ‘How much time do you think we’ve got?’


‘Hard to say with these things. Could be a couple of hours. Maybe a full day.’


‘Then get all hands working to repair what they can while they can,’ the Captain groaned. ‘We may have escaped.’


Gruber looked at the barometer and shook his head.


The three members of the Delahunty family were among the passengers on deck, but the stifling heat was too much for Mrs Delahunty. ‘James, I must go back to the cabin. I am broiling up here.’


‘Yes,’ he admitted, ‘the sun may be hidden but there’s power in it.’ He pulled his white panama hat down to shade his face and peered out at the milky sea. ‘Settled in this great millpond one feels like the Ancient Mariner. You are right, my dear. The heat is appalling. A retreat is in order.’


‘It’s worse down there,’ Sibell said, but her mother disagreed. ‘Nonsense. There’s no shade here. I already have a pounding headache.’ She lifted her heavy skirts to negotiate the steep steps, relying on her husband for balance and Sibell as train-bearer.


‘I must lie down,’ Mrs Delahunty said. ‘Now don’t you go back on deck, Sibell, you’ll ruin your skin with the reflection from the water.’


Her daughter sighed, wishing she had a penny for every time her mother had warned her about the ruination of her skin on this dreary interminable voyage with all these boring people. She was seventeen and there was no one else in her age-group among the cabin passengers, only older people and six atrocious grizzling children. Her parents’ new friends, companions of the voyage, had often commented on Sibell’s fair skin and good looks which, to her mind, was rather a waste since there was no one on board who really mattered to appreciate those good looks. Below decks, in intermediate and steerage, she had observed quite a few young people, but one could hardly associate with them; and, secretly, she had experienced some small satisfaction when members of the crew, rough fellows though they were, had nudged and grinned in her direction. Sibell had pretended not to notice these little flatteries but they did serve as tiny pinpoints of brightness to break the monotony of the dull days. She adjusted her bonnet and skirt and made for the saloon. At least the voyage would soon be over and the Delahuntys could begin their new life in the sunny land ahead.


James Delahunty was a gentleman farmer from Sussex who had become increasingly worried by a succession of severe winters and the economic malaise in rural areas. Just when he had reached a state of depression as to their future, though, a letter had arrived from his friend Percy Gilbert, inviting them to join him in the new British colony of Perth.


‘In this country,’ Percy advised, ‘we can run, not hundreds, but thousands of sheep. The climate is excellent, with temperate winters, snow being unknown. There are fortunes to be made, beginning with the purchase of great tracts of land at only 2/6 per acre. To date I have taken up several blocks and am faring exceeding well, with a house in the township to boot, but if the two families combine resources we could obtain large estates that would set us up for generations.’


To James, the letter was a godsend and he wasted no time in selling the farm and arranging to emigrate with all their goods and chattels.


‘Be sure to bring your own people,’ Percy had warned, ‘for decent labour is hard to come by down here. Freed convicts are lazy and insolent and the blackfellows refuse to co-operate.’


So, also on board the Cambridge Star were two servants and two shepherds who had loyally volunteered to accompany Farmer Delahunty to the new world.


There were only four people in the saloon when Sibell entered, since most of the others were still recovering from the ravages of seasickness brought on by the storm. A fortunate few, including the Delahuntys, had suffered only the discomfort of queasiness which had passed quickly as the seas subsided.


Mr and Mrs Quigley were seated at a table, playing cards, and they invited Sibell to join them.


‘Don’t look over there now,’ Mrs Quigley, eyes down, said to Sibell. ‘But those two women in the corner don’t belong here.’


Sibell, blinkered by her bonnet, hadn’t taken any notice of the other two ladies in the room, but now she was curious. ‘Who are they?’


‘They’re from steerage, Miss Delahunty,’ Mrs Quigley hissed. ‘I saw them down there when the steward accompanied me to the baggage room. I’ve just been telling Mr Quigley he should ask them to leave. Don’t you agree?’


Sibell was bursting to look around but did not dare. ‘They’re not allowed in here,’ she whispered. ‘What would the Captain say?’


Mr Quigley, a mild-mannered gentleman, blinked behind his spectacles. ‘One would not wish to bother the Captain now. The poor fellow must be very tired.’


‘That’s true,’ his wife said. ‘And so it is up to you, sir, to request them to depart.’


‘I’m sure that if you remind them this is the first-class section they’ll understand,’ Sibell offered primly.


‘There!’ Mrs Quigley said, pleased to have Sibell’s support. ‘I insist you speak to them, Mr Quigley.’


‘Oh, very well,’ he replied, straightening his black silk cravat before lifting himself from his chair. He stepped quietly over to them and Sibell took the opportunity to turn.


‘Excuse me, ladies,’ Mr Quigley began, ‘but perhaps you are not aware that this area is reserved for first-class passengers.’


‘So what?’ one of the women replied sullenly, and Sibell gaped. They were young women, dressed neatly, but nothing could disguise their commonness.


Taken aback, Quigley could only stutter his reply. ‘I’m afraid I shall have to ask you to leave.’


‘Why should we?’ the same woman asked, and her friend joined in angrily. ‘It’s slopping wet downstairs and like an oven, and we’re fed up with it. We’re staying right here.’ She reached over to a shelf that contained books and packs of cards, selected a pack and calmly began to set out a game of patience. Her companion watched her, laughing defiantly.


Quigley retreated, but his wife gained courage. ‘If you wished to travel cabin class, you should have paid for it,’ she called. ‘You do not belong here. If you stay we shall have to report you to the Captain.’


The women ignored her. They didn’t even look up from their game, which seemed to Sibell to be a worse insult than any bold reply. She was astonished.


Back in his chair Quigley whispered to the ladies, ‘I fear this is shades of things to come. I have been told we might have to face similar incivilities in the colony.’


But just then two gentlemen came in, old Mr Freeman and his pompous son Ezra who had been appointed a magistrate with jurisdiction in the colony.


‘Ah! Quigley!’ Mr Freeman said. ‘Just the man I want. I’m having a difference of opinion with young Ezra here . . .’


Despite the recent row with the female intruders, Sibell giggled and Mrs Quigley’s mouth twitched. Ezra was all of forty years.


‘It is my considered opinion,’ the old man continued, ‘that this storm is by no means over. I believe we have seen only the half of it.’


Ezra frowned. ‘Nonsense, Father, you worry too much. And you must not upset the ladies.’


Obviously the argument had raged for a while, because Mr Freeman thumped his cane on the boards in frustration. ‘I don’t wish to upset the ladies,’ he told his son angrily, ‘and if you please, I am addressing Mr Quigley here. I ask you, sir, have you ever heard of a cyclone?’


‘Yes, I have heard of such things, but surely, Mr Freeman, you can’t believe that storm was a cyclone?’


‘Not was, sir. Is!’ the old man exclaimed vehemently. ‘And we are in its centre. We should be making preparations for a worse storm . . .’


Never short of a word, Mrs Quigley intervened, taking Ezra’s side, and dismissing the very idea of the storm turning back on them. Sibell was fascinated. She pictured their ship in a cyclone, spinning around in a tight circle like a doomed minnow in a storm drain. The first storm hadn’t spun them around, so it seemed hardly likely that, if it came back, it could suck them into a huge whirlpool.


Ezra was putting up much the same view, but the old man shouted at him. ‘Don’t you understand? It isn’t a case of the storm turning about. We are in the eye of the storm, dead centre where it is calm. We should be ready for the lifeboats if need be, such as they are. There are only two aboard.’


‘He’s right,’ one of the strange women called to them. ‘That’s what they’re saying down below. Some of the men, they say there’s more to come.’


‘Too right!’ her friend added. ‘That’s why we’re not shifting from here until we see what happens.’


It was Mrs Quigley’s turn to ignore them. ‘I’m sure the Captain understands the weather quite well,’ she said to Mr Freeman, to reassure him. ‘He got us through the last tempest; if it returns, we are in good hands.’


‘Bah!’ the old gentleman spluttered. ‘You’re a pack of fools! The foremast is split and half the sails are in shreds . . .’ He stamped over to the two women. ‘Would you ladies care to join me in a bottle of claret? I have some excellent stuff to hand. We might as well go down smiling.’


They were delighted to accept, which put Mrs Quigley in a huff. ‘Come, Miss Delahunty,’ she said. ‘This is no place for a young lady now,’ and Sibell dutifully followed.


The storm struck again that night with a roar, bearing down on them with torrential rain and deafening winds of terrifying ferocity. Whether it was the same storm or not seemed beside the point to Sibell, but people were still arguing about it as they huddled in the saloon, taking refuge from swamped cabins. Deep into the night she clung to her father as the ship bucked and crashed and the passengers screamed in fear. The saloon was in pitch darkness and foul from the stink of vomit, and as she tried to control her nausea, Sibell could hear the furious rush of the waves. She wondered if they really were spinning in circles.


They heard a mast crash down and were hurled together in a scrambled heap of shouts and screams as the ship plunged on to its side and water surged about them; then the vessel righted itself. In the panic she lost touch with her father. She could hear him calling her, but slithering among the throng, she couldn’t reach him. Everyone seemed to be making for the door, so she went with them, fighting her way up to the deck which heaved and fell beneath her feet. She clung on to anyone and anything in the blinding rain, reacting to the shouts of ‘To the boats!’


Out of curiosity she had gone to look at the two lifeboats Mr Freeman had referred to, and knowing the ship well after all this time, she was able to feel her way to the nearest one. Hands grabbed her, a crewman shouted, ‘In you go, lady,’ and she was pushed, stumbling, into the arms of men and handed on like a sack of soaking potatoes. She wondered, incongruously, how they could see in this darkness. But then she began screaming for her parents. Where were they? Who were these people clutching her, falling on top of her? She was in the bottom of the boat as it crashed, swamped, into the sea, and the impact jarred every bone in her body, but she was in the safest place. She heard the screams around her as others were tossed into the churning ocean and tried to close her ears to the frightful, piteous cries for help, cries which were futile because it was impossible to see anyone in the dreadful dark sea.


Sibell could make out some people in the boat; men were shouting, cursing, pulling on oars. ‘No,’ she screamed. ‘My parents! Mr and Mrs Delahunty! You must know them!’ She was babbling, dragging at one of the men. ‘We can’t leave them. We have to go back for them.’


‘Get off me, you stupid bitch!’ an ugly voice shrieked at her. ‘Let go of me or I’ll chuck you overboard!’


Firm hands grasped her now, pulling her away, holding her down.


‘Be still,’ a woman warned her. ‘Don’t cause any more trouble, they haven’t got time for you.’


‘But the ship! We have to get back to the ship, it’s dangerous out here!’ It was madness, she felt, to be out in this tiny boat with the waves slamming over them, when they should be back on that big ship with all those people.


The woman shrieked, ‘She’s going down! Oh, God help us, she’s sinking!’


‘Where? Where?’ Sibell cried frantically.


‘Back there,’ the woman sobbed, and as the first shreds of dawn cast a pale grey tinge on the terrible morning, Sibell saw the shuddering silhouette of the Cambridge Star as she dipped behind the shifting horizon, never to reappear.


A great wail went up from all around her, from ghostly voices that Sibell was sure she would hear for the rest of her life, and then the woman beside her began to pray . . . ‘Our Father, who art in heaven . . .’ and Sibell joined in, praying that her mother and her father were in that other lifeboat.


The cyclone, they said it was a cyclone, had passed on by, and Sibell sat silent and numb among these strangers as they struck for the coast, congratulating themselves that they were not stranded at sea without food or water, for the landmass of Western Australia was clearly visible. There were only fourteen people in the boat and room for many more, so Sibell resented them all. In her grief she blamed them for not rescuing her parents. As she looked out now across the gloomy sea, she saw a man clinging to a spar and imagined it was her father.


‘Over there,’ she screamed suddenly. ‘It’s my father. Row that way!’


And they did. They turned the boat towards him, straining at the oars, but as they closed on the man in the sea she saw it was a young man, not her father. He waved to them, urging them on to him, and suddenly the four oarsmen were working frantically, as if against time itself. Sibell saw their muscles bulging and the sweat on their faces before she realised that they were racing after a sharp black fin that was cutting through the water ahead of them. And then the man screamed, a terrible, agonised scream which was suddenly shut off as he threw up his hands and disappeared. A circle of churning blood coloured the sea.


Shocked by what had happened and conjuring up images of her dear parents at the mercy of sharks, Sibell began to scream hysterically until someone slapped her. ‘Shut up,’ he snarled. ‘You’re more trouble than you’re worth.’


‘But my mother and father,’ she wept. ‘They might be in the sea too. We have to look for them.’


A woman, soaked and distraught, suddenly grabbed Sibell’s hair and pulled her back. ‘You’ve got my children!’ she shouted, her eyes wild. ‘Give me back my children!’


Men prised her away and shoved her to the back of the boat where she sat muttering to two elderly couples who must have stumbled into the lifeboat by a sheer miracle. At their feet a man groaned, clutching at a bloodied gash across his chest, but he was ignored as the men turned their attention to a woman with a broken arm, binding the limb with a torn cloth. Sibell stared in horror at her companions, still unable to grasp what she was doing in this boat.


Sunrise lifted a curtain on the desolate scene, and she rubbed her eyes, sure that this was some awful conjuring trick and that when she looked again the Cambridge Star would be there. It had to be! But the horizon was clear and the evidence lay on the surface around them, drifting wreckage of the doomed ship. And there was no sign of the other longboat.


As they drew towards the coast the four oarsmen became wary. ‘Do you hear it?’ one asked, and there was fear in his voice.


Sibell couldn’t understand why. All she could hear was the welcome sound of sea breaking on shore; she recalled it from family holidays in Devon. She had thought it was romantic then, but now it was just respite from this nightmare of sodden heat and confinement before the real fears surfaced. Had her parents survived? And what about their servants, Maisie and Tom, and the two shepherds, father and son? Where were they?


While the oarsmen talked, the other passengers lay listlessly under the gruelling sun. Sibell knew something was wrong, although she couldn’t imagine what else could happen to them. She leaned forward and tapped an arm. ‘Is it sharks?’ she asked.


‘Not if you stay in the boat,’ the man replied with a mad grin which frightened her.


The coastline became clearer. Sibell saw a long white beach, miles and miles of it spread out like a welcome mat before red-ochre land slightly tinged with tufts of green. The noise of the sea was louder.


‘I can’t swim,’ one of the men said.


‘It won’t matter here,’ another replied glumly. ‘We’ll have to ride the beast in.’


They were resting on their oars behind the breakers, rocking with the swell. A man with curly black hair and a dark beard squinted under the shade of his hand. ‘God Almighty,’ he muttered, peering along the coast, north to south, ‘those breakers are dangerous. We’ve got to get out of here.’


‘And where do we go?’ another asked. ‘’Tis the longest beach I ever saw in me born days. There’s no end to it. We can’t row on forever, we ain’t got no water. I say we give it a go.’


The bearded man looked nervously at their passengers. ‘We can’t afford to spill them, they’d never survive.’


The surf ahead of them sounded like a constant roll of thunder, and a sailor sneered at him. ‘Since when did you care? He’s only worrying about his own skin.’


‘What are we waiting for?’ Sibell asked, and the men turned to stare at her. ‘We can’t stay out here all day,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you just row to that beach?’


Suddenly they were laughing. Even the ugly one who had threatened to throw her overboard. ‘The princess has spoke,’ he chortled. ‘She’s made the decision. We go.’


‘Just a minute.’ The bearded man turned back to Sibell. ‘Will you shut your mouth. You don’t know what you’re talking about!’


‘Of course I do. You’re worried about waves when we’ve come through worse ones in this very boat.’


‘It’s not the same thing,’ he snapped impatiently. ‘That’s surf ahead, not just waves, and it’s my guess they’re riding at about twenty feet, as high as a two-storey house. We could all get smashed up. Best you back out of this argument.’


‘Why should I?’ she declared. ‘You people don’t seem to be able to make up your minds. All the others are probably on shore by now.’


‘Oh, Christ! She’s away with the pixies,’ the bearded man said. ‘Let’s row south for a while.’


‘Why south?’ a man they called Taffy wanted to know. ‘Perth is to the north.’


‘No, it’s not,’ a sailor argued. ‘Gruber said we’d been blown off course and were to the north of Perth.’


Sibell listened to their arguments while the dazed old people held hands and the befuddled woman began shrieking again. The decision was sudden. She heard the shout: ‘To the oars, mates!’ and the bearded man shrugged, spat on his hands and grabbed an oar.


Quickly, Sibell moved about, rousing their companions. ‘Wake up!’ she yelled at them. ‘Wake up and hang on.’ She took hands and clasped them to the sides of the boat. ‘Hang on tight,’ she told them. ‘The men are taking us in to shore and I think it might be difficult.’


They turned the boat shorewards with purpose, skimming merrily towards that shimmering sand, and at the first big swell, with everyone clinging on, they rode high, glimpsing the lilac-hazed mountains in the distance. Then they were down in a trough, but it wasn’t too bad, except that the rowers made no leeway against the outward rip, their oars almost dragged from their hands.


Again they mounted a swell, riding high again, oars wasted in space, fielding only salt spray, and Sibell experienced the thrill of speed as they were borne safely homewards on the muscles of a huge wave, racing to the shore at an incredible pace, warm seas brushing, foam flecking. But like a spent horse, the foam told its tale. They plunged into yet another deep trough, losing sight of the shore.


Sibell wasn’t afraid. This was the most exciting ride of her life, a journey that belonged in the void between life and death, in no man’s land, cut off from everything she had ever known, beyond civilisation. Beneath her the crystal-green sea was so clean and tempting that in her euphoria, she had to fight off the impulse to leap over into its inviting depths.


A family of dolphins joined in the fun, matching their skills against the power of the four oarsmen who were now dipping deep, jamming their oars into the fast-moving sea to climb the heights of the next breaker, desperate to reach the peak before it disintegrated into just another wave, for each one, closer now to shore, could be their salvation.


The dolphins leapt, dipped, dived and flew ahead of them, encouraging them to stay just behind the crest of the huge wave, balancing high above the dunes and enjoying a dolphin’s-eye view of the land.


Sibell looked down at these joyous creatures with their knowing eyes; she could have reached out and touched them, stroked them, had they not all been travelling so fast. Then she saw them pull back: she saw them balk, squeaking their warnings as the oarsmen took on the summit. She watched them dive deep just as the boat shot skywards over the top of a massive breaking wave. No slide to a trough here, this wave carried them fast, foaming, belligerent, rushing forward with such awful power that oars were snatched away and the rowers clung on with their terrified companions. On and on they went, roaring at the shore like an invading horde, their flimsy boat held aloft as they flew, a winner’s trophy high above the rest.


It was their last triumph. That wave, normal on the West Australian coast, did its duty, flung itself at the sands as waves had done from infinity, and having performed its task drew back in sucking rips to re-form and become just another roller, gathering green depths for a renewed assault on an anonymous shore.


Sibell knew it was too fast. She hung on as they swept up that wave. Before her the deceptive sea looked as dangerous as green jelly; they seemed to be enticed to slide up there, right to the foaming tip, and once again to join the hayride ever onwards. But something went wrong . . . the crest of that towering wave fell apart and their boat dropped headfirst into an abyss. The real strength of the wave loomed lower, catapulting forward, capturing the boat and tossing it like a matchstick into the sea-laden air.


Sibell was thrown, before she had time to gasp for air, into a long tunnel of green. Death rolled above her, a massive froth-laced curl of ocean that hung suspended for a few seconds before it thundered down on her, and she was pounded into the depths.


She fought for the surface, not knowing where it might be found and then the charge began. She was caught in a current that swept her to precious air but would not let her go, and her frail body was bundled, bouncing, crashing, twisting, turning, into the sand-logged shallows, and dumped unceremoniously, unconscious, on the shiny beach.


The bearded man waded through the surf, still unable to believe that moment when his feet touched firm ground and he could propel himself away from the churning green cauldron. As the last wave crashed about his shoulders he stumbled and allowed himself to collapse on to the smooth sand to watch the sea withdraw. Then, gasping with relief, he staggered up the hot, dry beach.


Taffy was standing there grinning at him. ‘See! Weren’t so bad after all.’


‘I thought I was drowned for sure,’ the exhausted man replied.


‘You’d have plenty of company, mate. The boat’s all splintered to hell and the passengers went to the deep. Can’t find Leonard, he was on the oars with us, but Jimmy’s down there throwin’ up gallons of sea.’


‘No one else?’


‘Nope. There’s a couple of dead ’uns dumped down there at the water’s edge and another one further up. You was right, it were too rough to tackle.’ He looked up in wonder. ‘By Jesus, look at them breakers! Can’t see past them, so I reckon if there are any more right out there, the sharks’ll have them.’


The bearded man shook his head trying to establish reality. Taffy seemed unconcerned that so many had drowned, and he himself couldn’t muster distress for them either in his relief at having survived. The others didn’t seem relevant any more.


‘On your feet, then,’ Taffy said. ‘We’ll burn up in this heat. We’re heading for Perth.’


Soon they were arguing again, the three of them. North or south? Taffy and Jimmy were set for north, and in the end he let them go, stubbornly certain that Perth lay to the south. For some strange reason he was pleased to be rid of them, to be left alone. Feeling light-headed, he slumped down on the beach not ready yet to make a move. It was as if the ocean had set him free, given him the chance to begin his life again, and he wanted to savour his luck.


There’d been Belfast. And a fool of a job for a lanky lad, all bones and joints, wedged into the office of that factory, being ogled by girls at their machines and never game to ogle back. He’d seen himself, that adolescent dope, as a great lover, but had had neither the wit nor the beauty to succeed. He laughed, listening to the whistle of the wind above the creamy waves. Nature took its own sweet time but he’d made up for the slack when his body filled out, his skin cleared and his jaw firmed, and the ogling was no longer a tease and a bluff.


But he’d moved on by then, working at all sorts of jobs, even as a bank clerk. He blamed women for his problems; they cost money to romance, and a bank full of cash had been too much for a poor man. He’d quit fast when the rumbles began, quit Belfast, too, and not sorry.


Liverpool was a raw place. Worse than Belfast. Hard on strangers, he mused, thinking back on those years. Never any work, but a man had to live: so, with the help of the bog-Irish girl, he’d found cash in the purses of fancy women, who were easy enough to charm. Then there were other matters, which he didn’t care to recall and which had brought him to the decision that it was time to quit Liverpool.


Just his luck to choose that damned ship, the Cambridge Star, but he always kept his ears open. He’d heard the warnings of the men with him in steerage that this was no ordinary storm, and it had put the fear of God in him. To hell with shipboard rules – he was up and out of there, to stay hid by the lifeboat. This fellow, he said to himself, has one talent. He knows when it’s time to quit. Now, he decided, it was time to get going: he would march south as far as his legs would carry him and he’d be bound to find someone.


As he rinsed his face with salt water he noticed a movement out of the corner of his eye. The woman up the beach had moved her head, startling him. He hadn’t bothered to inspect those bodies, prepared to take Taffy’s word for it that they had expired, rather than examine them. The very idea turned his stomach. But she was still alive and it was that damned girl from the boat, the one they’d called The Princess. Without enthusiasm, he moved over to take a look at her.


Someone was swabbing her face and it hurt. ‘Don’t,’ she said, pushing him away, spitting sand from her dry lips. Exhausted, she dropped her face into the sand again and he let her be.


‘Where am I?’ she asked at length.


‘Exactly where on a map I couldn’t tell you, but right at this minute you’re high in the sand dunes, safe in the shade of a fine pandanus tree.’


Somehow it didn’t seem to matter anyway. She spat sand again. Her mouth was full of it, irritating her tongue, scratching her throat. She groaned as he pushed her, rolling her over on to her back. ‘Go away,’ she told him.


‘Now, don’t argue with me,’ he said. ‘It was hard enough getting you up here, what with me feeling battered too. I’m just trying to wash your face.’


‘Leave me alone. My face is sore.’


‘Of course it’s sore, you must have come up that beach nose first. I just want to wash the sand away.’


‘Ow!’ she complained. ‘That stings!’


He went on with the task, then sat back. ‘You’ll probably have a few bruises, but apart from that you seem to be in good order.’ He pressed on her ribs. ‘That hurt?’


‘Everything hurts.’


‘But not too bad?’ He pressed again and when she didn’t react he stood up. ‘You stay there and rest, I’ll have another look around.’


She opened her eyes and saw it was the man with the dark beard, and she was glad he had gone away.


In the morning she awoke with the light, confused and frightened, trying to shake off the terrifying nightmares that lingered ominously within her. She walked unsteadily across the wide beach, watching with horror the great breakers that blotted out the horizon. Had her waist-length hair not been so uncomfortable, matted with salt and sand, she would never have gone near the sea, but it was necessary, so she lay down at the water’s edge, where a depression in the sand had formed a small pond, washed her face gingerly and soaked her hair. At least she was able to remove some of the sand. Then the impact of what had happened overwhelmed her and she sat shaking with fright, her hair drying in lank, clammy ropes.


She tried to take stock of herself. Her serge jacket and skirt were stiff and whitened with salt, and her blouse was torn at the neck. She had lost her shoes, so she slipped off her stockings and quickly buried them in the sand for modesty, and then that man came down, standing tall in shirt and breeches. He took her arm and helped her up. ‘Come now, I’ll take you back to the tree. I found a keg with some water, for which we can be grateful.’


Only then did Sibell notice that the beach was littered with wreckage. ‘My parents,’ she sobbed. ‘They were on board. Have you seen them?’


‘Were they in the boat with us?’


‘No.’


‘Maybe they were in the other one. We’ll find out in time.’


‘What about the rest of the people in our boat?’


‘I fear most were lost when the boat overturned. Two old souls were washed up on the beach, drowned, so I buried them.’


Sibell retched into the sand, choking on bile.


Back in the shade he poured some water into a pan and gave it to her. ‘I’ve been scavenging along the beach but there’s not much of use to us, I’m sorry to say.’


‘Isn’t there anyone else?’ His lack of concern upset her.


‘Only two sailors, but they didn’t want to stay. They’ve gone north, we’re heading south.’


‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she told him. ‘I’m staying right here to wait for the other boat.’


‘It’ll be a long wait, miss, there’s not a boat in sight. That sea’s as empty as my stomach.’


‘Someone will come for us,’ she insisted.


‘That’s possible, but we don’t know when, so we have to look out for ourselves. Now you sit quiet there, I’m going fishing.’


‘With what?’


‘There’s a great school of mullet running close to the shore. I might be able to trap some.’


Sibell was too disoriented to care what he did. She wondered vaguely what was behind the big sand dunes but was in no mood to investigate. ‘Oh God,’ she whispered. ‘Help me. What is to become of me?’


He did bring back some fish, and filleted them with his penknife. ‘I’m too hungry to waste time trying to light a fire with sticks – I never learned the art – but I’ve solved the problem. Look what I found . . . some jolly bottles of wine.’


‘I don’t drink wine.’


‘You’re not getting any, they’re for the fish.’


She watched as he soaked the raw fish in red wine and handed the pan to her. ‘There you are. Take a piece. It should soak longer but beggars can’t be choosers.’


Sibell stared. ‘I can’t eat raw fish.’


‘Please yourself.’ He picked up a dripping piece of fish and ate it.


‘That’s disgusting!’ she said, and turned away.


When he had eaten he placed the pan beside her. ‘There’s your share and you’d better get into it before those ants find it. There are whole armies of the big fat creatures marching about us.’


‘I don’t care.’


‘Well, that’s your decision. I’ll have a look around and see what else I can find, and if you haven’t swallowed that fish by the time I get back, I’ll eat it myself.’


She was starving. She broke off a few flakes of the fish and tasted it. It was warm and horrible, but she knew she had to eat it, so nibble by nibble, so that she couldn’t taste anything but the tang of the wine, she managed to get it down.


This time he brought back a sheet of canvas which he tore into wide strips. ‘Wrap this over your head for shade,’ he told her. ‘I don’t want you getting sunstroke. And by the way, my name’s Logan, Logan Conal. What’s yours?’


‘Miss Delahunty,’ she replied primly.


‘Very well, Miss Delahunty. Take that pan down and wash it while I pack up our treasures. We’ve got more wine than water, so that should be interesting . . . hurry along, girl.’


She ran across the hot sand in her bare feet, vainly scanning the broad beach for signs of life, sluiced the pan and ran back, hating him, hating his rude manner and his complete lack of sympathy for her terrible situation.


The pan was shoved into a makeshift bag and he knotted the canvas at the corners. ‘Now we go,’ he told her.


‘I don’t want to go with you,’ she muttered. ‘We should follow the other sailors.’


He stared at her. ‘I’m not a sailor.’


‘What are you, then?’


‘I don’t know. I haven’t decided.’


Sibell shrugged impatiently. She didn’t know what to make of him. He was a stockily built fellow with the muscles of a farm hand under those rolled-up sleeves. Piercing green eyes gleamed from the heavily bearded face, eyes that offered more mockery than care. He had definitely not been travelling cabin class, so God alone knew what sort of a person she was stuck with, living with, in fact. If only someone else would come along. Anyone!


‘Have you been to this coast before?’ she asked.


‘No.’


‘Then why are you giving orders? The sailors must know where they are going. You should have insisted they wait for me.’


‘Listen to me, miss. You thank your stars they ran off without us. You wouldn’t want to be in the company of men like that for too long.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘You work it out,’ he replied. ‘Now get up. We’ll travel at the water’s edge to keep our feet cooled.’


Sibell stumbled after him, resenting his attitude but afraid to argue with him any more. She ran, trotted, walked and limped along the great empty beach, well behind the determined figure who kept moving on relentlessly, his outline distorted in the shimmering haze because of the stupid bonnet of canvas that he too had wrapped around his head. On principle she wanted to throw her head-covering away but her face was already burning from the glare. She sobbed: her mother had worried so much about her skin, she’d have a perfect fit if she could see her daughter now, her face slowly turning beetroot red.


And her father, Sibell told herself, he’d have something to say about this fellow’s treatment of her. James Delahunty, she was sure, would be in Perth by now, with her mother. They wouldn’t have climbed into a boat with a bunch of madmen as she had – her father had more sense. She would have to explain to him that she’d had no choice. He would understand. And dear God! What would her mother say about her being out here alone with a strange man? It was so embarrassing, she hoped no one would ever find out. In her befuddled, weakened condition, the girl saw Logan Conal as her ruination. He had forced her to spend a night with him, alone, sleeping only yards apart, and by the looks of things they would be together again tonight, maybe even for days or weeks. For however long it took them to walk to Perth, if they were going in the right direction. She had seen those magazines with stories about couples alone on desert islands, not that she would ever stoop to reading them, they were too sordid. Sibell blushed and tears stung her face. She would never live this down: this man had compromised her.


Logan Conal was worried. It was mid-afternoon yet they’d travelled only a few miles. The girl was constantly stopping to rest. This time she had a stitch in her side. That was unavoidable so he gave her a drink of water and waited. She was so upset and confused that it was difficult to push her any harder, but they had to keep moving or they’d die out here.


‘Are you feeling better?’ he asked.


‘Yes, I think it has gone.’ She struggled to her feet and walked a few paces, the hem of her long skirt heavy with sand.


‘Let me cut some inches off that skirt,’ he offered, ‘to keep it above ground. It will make walking easier for you.’


‘You’ll do no such thing! I am not arriving looking like a ragbag. Have you still got my jacket?’


He nodded. It had taken quite an argument to make her hand over the serge jacket, even though she was wearing a blouse underneath, but the heat had forced her to relinquish it, on the promise that he would keep it intact in his canvas bag.


‘Come on, then, we must hurry.’


‘I have decided,’ she told him, ‘to stay here. I shall find shade up under those shrubs and when you reach the town you can send people back for me.’


‘That’s out of the question. You’re coming with me.’


‘I refuse to walk any further along this stupid beach. It’s far too hot out here in the open. Why don’t we go inland and find a farmhouse?’


‘Because there seems to be nothing out there but empty plains.’


‘I have looked out over the land, too, and at least there are trees, we’d have some shade as we walked. Did you think of that?’


He sighed. ‘Miss Delahunty, I am in charge of this expedition and you will go where you are told.’


She plodded away, taking slow, deliberate steps, and he strode after her, tempted to give her a good whack on the behind as he would a stubborn donkey. He chose, instead, a tongue-lashing.


‘I don’t want to die of thirst out here, but if I do, it will be your fault. I’ve had enough of your shenanigans. You’re not an old woman, you’re young and, so far, healthy, so you get a move on or I’ll take a stick to you.’


Her big grey eyes looked at him in shock and her mouth dropped open. Logan almost laughed: she was as pretty as a picture even with the sunburn and that honey-coloured mane of hair a tangled mess.


‘How dare you!’ she exploded, but she did pick up her skirts and run, presumably to get away from him. At least, though, they were on their way again. He smiled as he jogged along behind her, admiring her neat ankles and realising that it was easier to drive than lead her.


For four days they kept travelling south, living on fish and sips of water, and his companion had now fallen into a good loping stride. He blessed the Lord that fish were so numerous in these seas: migrating shoals of mullet made the catch easy.


The girl was quieter and by the end of each day was too tired to complain, sinking quickly into a heavy sleep among the warm dunes, her precious jacket for a pillow. He heard her call and cry out at night, sometimes even weeping in her sleep, but bad dreams or not he wouldn’t wake her, she needed the rest, such as it was.


By the time they did find company she had stopped worrying about her appearance. They both looked like derelicts, their clothes beginning to rot from constant dips in the sea as they tried to combat the heat and the subsequent baking along the shore.


Miss Delahunty saw them first. ‘There are people ahead,’ she screamed, and took off, racing away from him.


As they neared, he made out two naked black women doing what appeared to him to be some ritual dance in the sand, their hips swaying rhythmically, their heads down, intent on their movements. Then they stopped, watching the strangers approach.


‘Steady now,’ Logan called to the girl. ‘Go quietly. We don’t want to frighten them off.’


She stopped suddenly, as he caught up.


‘Don’t worry,’ he told her. ‘Put your hands out to show we are friendly, that we have no weapons.’ He dropped his canvas bundle on the sand and approached, hands free.


‘Come back here,’ the girl said angrily. ‘You can’t go up to them.’


‘Why not?’ he asked, without turning his head.


‘They are not clothed, Mr Conal.’


‘Oh, Jesus!’ he snapped. ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid!’ He smiled at the two women. They were both young, their firm black bodies glistening in the sun. ‘Good morning,’ he said slowly and bowed to them, and they burst into paroxysms of giggles, large white teeth in sharp contrast to their dark skin.


‘Speak English?’ he asked, only to be met by more giggles as they studied this strange pair of white people.


Logan thought some attempt at conversation might help. ‘What’s in there?’ he asked, pointing at their plaited dilly bags.


They understood and took out some small, closed shells to show him.


‘What are they?’ he asked, shrugging helplessly. The two black women enthusiastically recommenced what seemed to be their dance. Hips swinging from side to side, they drove their feet into the wet sand, dislodging more shells that were pounced on and placed in the bags. He realised that they were a food source and prised one open with difficulty. It was like a small white mussel shell, and, sure enough, inside was flesh which he dug out and put into his mouth, only to find it was thick with grit.


The native girls stared in astonishment, and he nodded. ‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘I think they have to be washed first.’


They were laughing again, probably at his foolishness, so he took the opportunity to begin drawing in the sand, his companion’s silent presence behind him making him uncomfortably aware of their nakedness. He drew houses, pointed at them and in a charade tried to enquire where these houses might be.


They studied the picture he had drawn, looked at one another, mystified, and then the taller of the two clapped her hands and pointed inland.


‘There you are,’ Miss Delahunty said. ‘I told you so. Inland!’


‘Oh shut up!’ he said. ‘Where inland?’


But as he spoke, he realised that they were pointing at a fearful-looking Aborigine, standing high on the nearest dune and holding a huge spear. He jerked his head and the two girls grabbed their dilly bags and ran up into the dunes. Then he beckoned to the strangers to come forward.


The blue sky behind the stark black figure looked so dense that Logan felt he could poke a finger into it, and for a few minutes he was distracted by this impressive scene. An impatient gesture from above brought him back to reality.


‘You stay here,’ he told the girl, but as usual he might just as well have told the wind to stay put. He heard her scrambling up behind him.


‘Good morning,’ he called cheerfully, concealing a shiver of fear. The native was a large, muscular fellow, dressed, Logan thought ruefully, aware of his own unfortunate choice of expression, to kill. The Aborigine’s hair was bound into a thick top-knot, secured with a bone, and his face and body were daubed with yellow and white paint. He wore no real clothing but around his neck was a brace of coloured cords, and his bulging biceps displayed similar tight cords. Slung low from his waist hung a narrow cord belt which seemed to serve no purpose at present since his substantial genitalia were well displayed. Logan grinned as he held out his hand in friendship. Serve her right, he told himself, thinking gleefully of the snooty Miss Delahunty who didn’t want him to approach the naked women. This sight will give her a heart attack. Surreptitiously he glanced back at her and, sure enough, she had stopped dead in her tracks and was staring fixedly in another direction.


The black man did not accept his hand, but made some remark and tapped Logan with his spear, forcing him to keep his distance.


‘Logan,’ he told the black, pointing to himself. He indicated the sea to try to explain where he had come from, and having identified himself, pointed to the native with what he hoped was an expression of enquiry.


The dark eyes watched him closely, and then the Aborigine spoke, tapping his chest: ‘Nah-keenah.’


Logan nodded and produced his precious penknife from his pocket. He might as well hand it over, he decided. It wouldn’t be much use to him if the natives proved nasty, and right now he needed their help. ‘A gift for you, sir,’ he said, smiling.


Nah-keenah looked warily at the closed knife and then gave a piercing whistle. Three more blacks came up from behind the dunes and strode forward, all of them eyeing the newcomers curiously. They lined up behind Nah-keenah and watched as Logan undid the knife, demonstrating two blades, followed by a pipe cleaner and a corkscrew. He doubted the latter two would be of any use to them but they created interest simply by emerging from this small item.


At last Nah-Keenah took the knife. He studied the blades, tested them on his large hand and grinned. The gift was accepted. He spoke to his companions and then beckoned to Logan. Obviously it was time to move off.


Logan felt faint with relief. At least if they could travel with these people they’d find food and water. He remembered the bundle he’d dropped on the beach and pointed to it, so the two women, who had been standing well back in the dunes, were sent to collect it.


‘We’ll go with them,’ he told the girl, ‘so look pleased about it. His name is Nah-keenah.’


‘Nah-keenah,’ she repeated, smiling uncertainly at the native. ‘My name is Sibell.’ Gathering her courage, she pointed to herself: ‘Sibell.’


Nah-keenah didn’t seem impressed, which should have been a warning to Logan, but he was intrigued to hear her Christian name for the first time. Sibell. It was a very pleasant name . . .


The three other men turned to leave, and Nah-keenah motioned to Logan to walk in front of him, which he did, with Sibell moving forward to stay with him.


Affronted, Nah-keenah lashed out, slapping her across the face with such force that she went sprawling backwards into the sand, screaming in fright. Logan’s first reaction was anger, but instantly the spears were levelled at him, so he backed away and tried to calm Sibell. She winced as he touched her face, and he realised that blow must have hurt like hell. ‘Shush now,’ he said, ‘for Christ’s sake, be quiet and I’ll see what this is about.’ She was still sobbing as he helped her up, and he noticed that the black women, who had returned, were unconcerned by her plight. ‘I think you’ve breached protocol here,’ he told Sibell. ‘You mustn’t be frightened. I think you must not walk in front of the boss there. Maybe you should walk with the women.’


He stood up and called to the black girls to bring Sibell along, and then, his voice firm, he turned, beckoning to Nah-keenah. ‘Come on, boss, let’s go.’


The order of march now seemed to please the blacks, who grinned at one another and set off with Logan, the women following.


As they began their trek across the hot, dry land, Logan looked back at Sibell, relieved to see that the native women were helping her. They were both taller than Sibell and their strong arms were lodged under hers, practically lifting her from the ground, as if this were a game to hurry a little child along. But several hours later, by the time they reached the blacks’ camp by a large water hole in the dried-up bend of a river, Logan also needed assistance. His bare feet were torn and bleeding from the sparse, sharp grasses that lined the tree-dotted plain over which they had travelled.


Apart from the brutish attack on Sibell, the blacks seemed an amiable lot, talking cheerfully among themselves in a deep-throated guttural language. Over the last few yards two of the men picked Logan up and dumped him bodily into the wonderfully cool, clear water, while other blacks in the camp came to stare.


He looked about for Sibell, who arrived shortly afterwards, piggybacked with ease by one of her minders. She was allowed to join him, and wallowed miserably in the sandy shallows.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked her, deliberately making no comment on the purple bruise around her right eye, so as not to upset her.


‘No,’ she replied. ‘I hate these filthy people. We should never have come with them. My feet are red-raw, and I’m starving.’


‘Don’t worry yourself, now: they’re lighting fires, so I think it’s supper-time. If you’re feeling faint, lie on the banks and rest while I investigate.’


His advice was based on self-knowledge: he was so weak with hunger he could hardly drag himself up to the camp, his dripping clothes a temporary insulation against the stifling heat.


No one bothered him as he skirted around groups of rowdy natives, all busy with their own affairs, and sank dizzily against a tree to watch proceedings. He must have dozed off, because he became gradually aware that someone was staring at him. He opened his eyes to find an elderly, gnarled woman kneeling beside him, waiting. She had set out some food for him in two wooden gourds, one containing nuts and berries, and the other charred meat, unmistakably a bird of some sort. Logan gave a sigh of relief. ‘Thank you,’ he said to her, and pounced on the meat. Even though it had been scrappily plucked it seemed to him to be the best meal of his life – duckling, he was sure, marvellous, succulent duckling – and he had devoured almost a whole bird before he remembered Sibell. He looked anxiously around and saw her sitting nearby in the shade of a bark lean-to. ‘Have you been fed?’ he called to her.


‘Yes,’ she replied, sounding far from enthusiastic. He returned to his own meal.


Another woman, watching him curiously, brought him a large parcel of scorched leaves which she opened reverently and offered to him. It contained a fish, well steamed, and Logan wasted no time trying to work out what type of fish it was: he only knew that it was as fat as a salmon and tasted even better. ‘Magnificent!’ he said to his two native waitresses, and they grinned in acknowledgement. Since it was such a big fish he felt he should offer them some, not expecting them to accept, but they did, digging in with their fingers. That was a mistake, he told himself, grabbing at the last of the fish.


The nuts and berries, too, were delicious. Some other time, he told himself lazily, I’ll enquire into the nature of these plants, but not now. Not now . . .


The women took their bowls and left, and Logan studied the company. Supper over, the sexes mixed easily now, reclining or sitting cross-legged in groups, talking quietly, while pot-bellied children scampered around them and dogs scavenged for left-over bones.


The setting sun was a fiery ball of orange, heralding, Logan guessed, another hot day on the morrow, and the dark skins of the blacks had taken on a coppery glow. They all seemed content, and he was, too, until, as the sun slipped from sight, hordes of mosquitoes descended in a fury. Logan slapped and thumped at them, noticing that they didn’t seem to bother the blacks, which he considered grossly unfair. Wearily he lifted himself up and went over to see how Sibell was coping. ‘Did you enjoy your meal?’ he asked.


‘Fish again,’ she complained. ‘When I get home I’m never going to eat another fish.’


‘Is that all you had?’ he asked, interested.


‘These nuts,’ she told him, showing him the bowl she’d been picking at. ‘And some strange berries.’


A man’s world, he thought, and made no mention of his feast of duckling.


Her minders must have decided it was time to leave them. Giggling again, the women pointed to the lean-to. ‘Mia-mia,’ one said, and Logan repeated the word.


‘Mia-mia?’


She nodded, one hand on the bark shelter, waving the other one to include Logan and Sibell.


‘I think she means this is our house,’ he said, ‘so we must accept. We mustn’t break any of the rules by wandering around.’


Sibell was appalled. ‘I believe they think you’re my husband!’


‘Quite possible,’ he said, grinning. ‘There’s nothing we can do about it.’


‘There is so. You can go away.’


‘Not on your life,’ he said, ducking under the shelter. ‘As long as we’re here I intend to do exactly as I’m told. They’ve got some nasty-looking weapons.’


‘Where will we go tomorrow?’


‘Not too far, I hope. Neither of us is fit to travel, with our suffering feet and not a boot in sight.’


A mild breeze rustled among the high eucalypts, and the people seemed to be settling down for the night. Some drew closer to the central fire, lying huddled together like puppies, others withdrew to shelters. Logan saw two men with those big spears disappear into the bush, and wondered if they were off hunting or taking up positions as guards. In the distance he heard animals that sounded like wolves howling, and he shuddered. Even though they’d been fed and treated fairly, these primitive men with their streaked faces made him nervous. He had noticed they were being watched all the time as if they might attempt to run away, in which case they could be prisoners. But what did they do with prisoners?


‘I can’t sleep,’ Sibell complained. ‘The mosquitoes here are terrible.’


‘Then stay awake,’ he said, too tired to worry about her any more.


His stomach satisfied for a change, he slept well, and when he awoke Sibell was outside, eating her breakfast.


‘What’s that?’ he asked.


‘Something like bread. The women have just cooked it.’ She handed him a warm, doughy lump. ‘It tastes perfectly frightful and you have to spit out the charcoal. Most of the blacks have gone out, thank God.’


‘Blast!’ Logan said, scrambling up. ‘Has Nah-keenah gone, too?’


‘Yes.’


‘Damn it all! Now what are we supposed to do?’


‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.’ She looked up at him, the grey of her eyes emphasised by a fine dark rim and then again by thick dark lashes. ‘I suppose we shall have to be married now.’


He was watching a woman at her fire, wondering if he might ask her for more bread, and he turned back absently, thinking he may have misheard her. ‘What did you say?’


‘I said,’ she told him seriously, ‘I suppose we shall have to marry now.’


Logan blinked. ‘What on earth brought this on?’


‘Last night you slept with me. When people sleep together they should be married, otherwise they are breaking the Commandments. And since you have now compromised me, then you’ll have to marry me.’


‘I hope you’re joking.’


‘I am not joking, Mr Conal.’ A flush passed over her face. ‘Oh, my God!’ she exclaimed. ‘Don’t tell me you’re already married?’


‘I am not married, Miss Delahunty, and I have no intentions of marrying you.’


‘We don’t have any choice in the matter.’


Logan started to laugh. ‘I don’t know where your parents have been keeping you, young lady, but sharing a shelter does not necessitate a rush to the altar. I haven’t touched you . . .’ He stopped, seeing tears welling up in her eyes, and scowled. The silly girl really did think that her reputation was ruined, or at least as battered as the wretched clothes she was still forced to wear. He tapped her on the shoulder. ‘You should be thankful that we’re safe,’ he told her. ‘People will be so glad to see you return from a shipwreck, that they won’t be worrying about details. Why, lass, you might even be famous.’


‘What?’ She was so shocked that he groaned, realising he’d put his foot in it again. ‘I don’t want to be famous! I don’t want people to know I’ve been living with a man for days and . . . and . . . staying out here with undressed savages! Don’t you dare tell anyone! Who will marry me then?’


‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, I never heard the likes of you. I never knew a lady so obsessed with marriage.’


‘Then you don’t know much about ladies, Mr Conal,’ she retorted, ‘for all your clever talk.’


Logan gave up. He went down to the lagoon to bathe. Even though it was still early morning the sun blazed from the huge blue sky with the force of a battering ram.


Some children came dashing in to leap and splash around him, and he played with them for a while, pulling them along in the water and cupping his hands to catapult them into wriggling dives. They were thoroughly enjoying themselves and were disappointed when he called a halt to the games and marched up the bank. They stood crestfallen in the shimmering water like live shadows and to cheer them up he stopped, pointed to himself and called: ‘Logan.’ Immediately they understood and came flying towards him, shouting joyously: ‘Logarn! Logarn!’ In a body they tramped up to the camp, to the amusement of the women and the glint-eyed appreciation of three old men who were sitting cross-legged in the shade of their mia-mia.


‘Nah-keenah?’ he asked them. ‘Where is Nah-keenah?’


Heads jerked over their shoulders, and voices replied amicably.


Logan hadn’t expected any more from them – it was obvious that Nah-keenah and the younger men had gone off, probably hunting – but he had achieved a rapport of sorts, so he sat down and began testing them for English. ‘Perth?’ he asked. ‘Where is Perth? English? Do you know any English?’ They laughed and exchanged rumbling remarks among themselves, and he was struck by the lightheartedness of these people. They laughed a lot, merriment came easily to them, and he was certain, by the casual way they had accepted him and Sibell, that they were not unacquainted with Europeans.


Once again he drew houses on the ground, outlines of simple sheds with doors and windows, and pointed at them. ‘White man’s houses,’ he said. ‘Where are they?’


The old men hunched broad, scarred shoulders over his drawings, and one took his stick while Logan watched hopefully, but he only added to the picture by drawing a fish. A fish! It was developing into an art class. Logan went one better by smoothing another space and drawing a ship with high sails, which achieved nothing but applause, so he reverted to his original question. ‘Perth?’ he insisted. ‘Where is Perth?’ There was desperation in his voice. ‘We have to go to Perth.’


The men discussed this as he pleaded with them, ‘Can you show me the way to Perth?’ Just as he was about to give up he heard three words which he was certain were English. ‘By and by!’ he cried. ‘Did you say “by and by”?’


One of the men, with a flowing white beard, nudged the others and repeated triumphantly, ‘By ’m by.’


‘Oh! Good fellow.’ Logan beamed. ‘Well done! What happens by and by?’


‘Pfeller comen,’ the old man said carefully, then with an extra effort, ‘blackpfeller comen.’


‘What blackfeller? Who is coming?’


But he couldn’t find out any more: apparently the old man had exhausted his knowledge of English. He tried to explain something to Logan in his own language, becoming a little irritated that Logan could not understand him, and finally pointed a determined finger at Logan’s picture of the houses. He dug his finger hard among them, tapping the ground to make sure there was no mistake. ‘Pfeller comen!’ he explained testily.


Logan hurried back to tell Sibell, who was sitting sulkily, picking burrs from her skirt, but she was not impressed. ‘How far is it to Perth?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Then I hope this person brings horses.’


‘In which case, Miss Delahunty, I hope you can ride,’ he snapped. She was the most annoying brat of a girl. In all his twenty-four years he had never come across such a wretch.


‘I ride extremely well for my age, my father says.’


‘And what age would that be?’


‘I shall be eighteen in a few weeks,’ she announced loftily. ‘My father will probably arrange a ball for me in Perth.’


Logan was astonished. She was living in a dream world. There was every possibility that both of her parents had gone down with the Cambridge Star, but she couldn’t seem to understand this. Or maybe her attitude was just bravado. He hadn’t told her that the old man had said a blackfellow was coming for them, which could mean anything – another cross-country barefoot trek seemed on the cards. He had been definite about the European houses, though. They must have sent a message to someone that they had two white people in their camp, and a reply was expected. What that reply would be he couldn’t guess. For that matter, the old man could have been talking nonsense.


‘What do your parents plan to do in Perth?’ he asked Sibell.


‘They intend to take up a large pasture and farm sheep. My father has a partner, a gentleman of consequence in Perth, Mr Percy Gilbert. Do you know of him?’


‘I do not. I have never been to Perth.’


‘Sheep farmers do very well in the colony,’ she said. ‘And are very highly thought of. I’ve been thinking, Mr Logan . . . What we must say is that I met you here among these people, and that will head off any gossip.’


‘And rescue your chances of making a good marriage?’ he grinned.


‘There’s nothing wrong with wanting to protect one’s reputation,’ she sniffed.


‘Do you think of anything but marriage?’ he asked her. ‘Is that all you want? To find a husband as soon as possible and be relegated to his household.’


‘What a question!’ she pouted. ‘It’s a perfectly natural arrangement. What else would you expect of me?’


He studied her carefully. ‘You’re a good-looking girl, you’re educated, you’ve got brains and, as I’ve noticed, a will of your own. Why this headlong rush to tie yourself down to some feller and jump to his tune for the rest of your life?’ He leaned forward and gazed at her. ‘A girl like you, shouldn’t you want to be captain of your own soul?’


Embarrassed, she pulled away from him. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about! You seem to have no sense of propriety.’


Logan shrugged. ‘Oh, well, if I’m still in Perth I hope you will invite me to your wedding.’


The look she gave him as she stood up and stalked away made it clear that this would be highly unlikely.


After the first day in the camp, their situation deteriorated. Sibell was expected to help, to crush bulbs into flour using a rock and the wooden gourds, to crack hard nuts between stones without smashing the kernels, to soak those shells the women had collected on the beach, stirring them endlessly in water from the lagoon to rid them of sand. The chores were not difficult, but several women were obviously pushing jobs on to her in quick succession all eager to use this new pair of hands.


Logan had taken himself down along the banks, examining the vegetation, finding pretty little wild flowers scattered among the thinning gums, and delighting in the wildlife that shared this oasis. Hundreds of magpie geese rose screeching at his approach, and white cockatoos added to the clamour as they, too, removed themselves from nearby trees. Across on the far bank, several grey kangaroos, all of them at least six feet tall, stopped grazing to observe the commotion, and then bounded effortlessly away. He was disappointed: this was his first sighting of kangaroos, and they intrigued him. What a time he would have in this wild country. There was so much to see. But since he had lost his travelling stake of ten pounds to the deep, he’d have to find work quickly, and stay on the west coast until he had saved enough to head east. Logan was ambitious to find fame and fortune in this land, but he had to acknowledge he’d made a poor start.


When he returned to the camp he found Sibell involved in a screaming row with the women. He was amused to find she was holding her own, too: despite the language barrier, she was getting her message across by hurling bowls away and shooing off a press of would-be employers. Then, suddenly, the scene erupted into violence, the native women whacking viciously at each other with heavy sticks. Logan dashed over to pull Sibell out of the mêlée, and they took refuge further back in the trees.


Two days later Sibell fumed: ‘I can’t stand this stinking place any more. I shall die of the heat and the dirt! You have to get me out of here,’ she demanded. ‘Right now!’


‘I can’t,’ he replied. ‘Nah-keenah made it plain to me last night, we stay.’


‘We were better off on the beach,’ she grumbled. ‘The food they’re giving me is vile.’


He nodded. The previous night he’d been handed the haunch of a small animal which had obviously been thrown on to the fire with the fur intact. He’d heard that natives in other countries ate monkeys cooked in the same manner but had never imagined that one day he’d be so hungry by sunset that he would devour every morsel he could separate from bone and fur. ‘Just close your eyes and eat,’ he advised. ‘You must eat.’


‘Their food stinks!’


‘Then eat the nuts and berries, they’re good for you.’


On the fifth day, he was surprised to see that Nah-keenah and several of the men remained in the camp, working on their implements. Hoping for some information, he sat with Nah-keenah, who sharpened the penknife on a stone and whittled happily at a long sapling, proudly showing off his treasure. The old man with the white beard came trundling over on his skinny legs to speak to Logan. ‘Pfeller comen,’ he said, pointing to the sun.


‘Today? Pfeller comen today?’ Logan asked excitedly.


The old man translated to Nah-keenah, who nodded to Logan. Something was happening. Logan prayed now that they would find a way to civilisation and at the same time wondered how they knew someone was coming. If they knew.


But at last it happened. A man rode into the camp, a blackfellow wearing a check shirt and torn, flapping trousers.


Logan leapt up, but Nah-keenah ordered him to stand back. Protocol again, Logan assumed.


The rider dismounted, and Nah-keenah went to greet him, surrounded at a respectful distance by his excited people. The two men greeted each other merrily with much back-slapping and chest-punching. The newcomer glanced towards Logan and Sibell, who were now standing in the crowd, and Logan picked up the warning to stay back. He held Sibell’s arm as the strange blackfellow began unpacking a saddlebag, placing its contents on the ground.


There was meat, wrapped in muslin, a large cheese, tins of tobacco. He pointed to Logan and dug deeper into the pack for a tin of tea and a small bag of flour, then, indicating Sibell, unpacked some sugar and a jar of sweets, which were immediately handed around, accompanied by whoops of joy from the children.


‘I think he’s buying us,’ Sibell whispered.


‘I’d say you’re right,’ Logan replied. ‘Let’s hope the offerings are accepted.’


Nah-keenah studied the gifts and then pointed at the tomahawk stuck in the stranger’s saddle pouch. They seemed to argue over this, but eventually the newcomer handed it over, and Nah-keenah threw his arms wide. He beckoned to Logan to come forward.


‘You fellers come quick,’ the stranger said. ‘We go now.’


‘I’ll get my jacket,’ Sibell said, but he grabbed her arm.


‘No bloody fear. Go now. These fellers changem mind too bloody quick.’ He turned and began to lead the horse away. Logan shoved Sibell after him, then bowed to Nah-keenah with a smile, not daring to attempt to shake his hand. ‘Thank you, sir,’ he said. ‘We are very grateful for your help.’


Nah-keenah stood tall and dignified, inclined his head a little as if acknowledging Logan’s gratitude, then grinned, not looking at Logan but at the haul which constituted their purchase price.


Logan laughed, waved to the rest of the tribe and ran after Sibell who had already disappeared into the bush. No one followed them.


Logan was full of questions. ‘Who are you?’ he asked the stranger. ‘Where did you come from?’


‘Me Jimmy Moon,’ the man explained. ‘Comen quick from whitefeller farm. Get you out.’


‘How did you know where we were?’


‘Nah-keenah send message. White people pay or his people killem you. Bash head in.’ He seemed to find the ultimatum quite normal.


‘I don’t believe you,’ Logan said. ‘They were very good to us.’


‘Not to me,’ Sibell said. ‘That man struck me.’ Her face was still bruised.


The black man hoisted her up on to the horse. ‘That mob bad fellers, you plenty lucky fellers, I’ll say.’ He chortled, nodding to himself. ‘You got no boots,’ he said to Logan, amazed that a white man should be out here barefoot.


‘Neither have you.’


Jimmy shrugged. ‘Whitefeller feet burn up.’ He led them across a dried-up section of the river and then on through the bush that bordered the watercourse. Once out on the plains he gave Sibell the reins and set off at a run, calling back to Logan in a voice that was unmistakably a challenge, ‘You puff up pretty soon I reckon!’


He was only a young man, clean-shaven, with a large fuzz of crimped hair, and his body was long and lean. Logan knew Jimmy could outrun him but he was determined to make a go of it.


‘How far do we have to go?’ Sibell called, riding astride without protest, but Jimmy had sped away.


‘Why didn’t he bring three horses?’ she called to Logan.


I’ve no idea, he thought, refusing to waste his breath by replying. They were on their way to Perth, that was all that mattered.




CHAPTER TWO


A whitewashed stone farmhouse sat low in the foothills overlooking the Moore River, which ran swiftly westward, dropped south and then meandered to the coast where it met the great Indian Ocean. The sheep farm harbouring the house was just a dot in the huge state of Western Australia that could swallow Europe at a gulp. So far, settlements were huddled in the southern corner of the state or at tiny coastal outposts like Geraldton and Shark Bay. Exploration inland and in the northern regions had amounted only to thin trails marked by brave men who had battled into the Kimberleys or across the deserts to reach the interior and connect with that wonder, the International Electric Telegraph Line.


‘No longer’, newspapers crowed, ‘do we have to wait months for news of the Mother Country: we are at last linked to the rest of the world.’


Few knew how the thing worked, but work it did, and messages came tapping from Singapore to Java to the first continental landfall at Palmerston on Port Darwin, and went zinging on across the savage dry interior, right down to Adelaide. It was a massive project, with British and Chinese labourers toiling side by side across the dead heart of the country, and when the connection was completed, men who called themselves Australians were giddy with delight, despite the fact that at ten shillings per word only the rich could indulge.


Jack Cambray had no interest in the new-fangled communication line. Back home in Gloucester he’d had no use for such inventions, so there was no reason why he should waste time thinking about it now. Besides, it didn’t come anywhere near Perth. He was too busy concentrating on his farm, which he had acquired through a series of fortunes and misfortunes.


By the time he had arrived in Perth, most of the viable land near the town had been taken up, so he looked to the northern coastal country between Perth and Geraldton. As an emigrant he was entitled to a grant of land equal to the value of the property he had imported. Property, as such, included livestock, goods and chattels. Armed with his share of furnishings and farming implements, kitchenware and linen, and his tiny, weary herd of sheep, Jack was well placed to claim his entitlements. But the lives of farmers are ever controlled by ‘swells’ at the top, and by the time the Cambray family arrived, the rules had changed.


A system of free selection had been introduced, the word ‘free’ a misnomer, since prospective landholders had to pay 2/6 per acre. Nevertheless there was no shortage of applicants: settlers, ex-convicts, experienced farmers and hopefuls, agents and dummy buyers all raced into the coastal plains, selecting their land, limited to 640 acres per man, to make their fortunes as sheep or wheat farmers.


This was a terrible blow to the Cambrays.


‘We’ll just have to buy,’ Josie Cambray told her husband.


‘And then what? We’ve precious little cash, we’ll run out of ready before the farm begins to pay. I counted on buying horses and a wagon and more sheep, and I set aside a shepherd’s pay.’


They sat sweltering in a rented cottage on the outskirts of the sun-bleached town, worrying at the problem, feeling let down. They had disembarked at Fremantle and sailed upriver to Perth in a small cutter, impressed by the tranquil beauty of the Swan River and its surrounds, relieved that the long and dangerous sea-voyage was behind them, and delighting in the prospects ahead. Now, though, depression had set in. Country folk, they were intimidated by the rush and bustle of the burgeoning town built on a peninsula of land jutting out into the wide reaches of the river.


It was a strange place, Perth. Horsemen raced through the streets with no care for life and limb. All manner of rattletrap vehicles clattered among sleek landaus and carriages, and even bullock teams were permitted in the main streets, struggling past with huge loads attended by whip-cracking teamsters. No one seemed to notice the lack of decorum. Ladies strolled the streets with their parasols, ignoring the men and youths who blundered around and the sad-eyed natives who congregated under shady trees. To Josie, Perth was a confusion of glaring white buildings stuck among scraggy trees and dusty roads, and it lacked the neatness of English villages. She was an orderly person, and everything about the place bothered her. The people looked rough and ready on the whole, more like frontiersmen than villagers, and while her husband searched for work, she stayed in the cottage, insisting that their eight-year-old son, Ned, learn his lessons.


Josie had grown up on the small farm next door to the Cambrays, and it had been taken for granted that she would marry Jack, her childhood sweetheart. Their second son had died of pneumonia when he was only two, and it was about that time that they began thinking of moving away to a more temperate climate, so it was no surprise to her when Jack announced his decision to emigrate. They all knew that the farm could not support Jack and his three brothers, so, as the eldest, he volunteered to leave. If he made good, he told them, Andy, the youngest son, ought to be sent out to Western Australia to join him. Miserably, Josie doubted that anyone else, family or friends, would be following them, because Jack would tell them the truth about this place. She felt lost, and homesick for the green of England, but for his sake she kept the boy quiet and put on a brave face.


At thirty years of age, strong of limb and a hard worker, Jack had plenty of confidence. He strode off into the town to enquire about employment, but made an unwelcome discovery there: the well-to-do employed cheap labour, convicts. Even though transportation had ceased years back, men still under sentence had to finish their time. The ticket-of-leave felons, people who were on parole, got the better jobs, while the rest of the convicts were employed by the government on roads and public buildings. Jack was shocked to see fellow-Englishmen clanking around in chains, and to witness the brutal treatment they received from the foremen, who kept them slaving in the heat, using the whips with a ferocity that would have shamed the bullockies, who took better care of the animals. Watching the teamsters, he’d been interested to hear that each one of the bullocks had a pet name and that the animals were held in high regard. Not so these poor convicts. Feeling humiliated for them, he’d turned away and kept on with his search for the elusive job.


He approached customers in the hotels, asking for work as a farm hand, but none would give him the time of day.


‘A free settler, eh?’ one man said, his voice loud with arrogance and spite. ‘Well, let me tell you, mister . . . I came out here a convict. Most of us here was convicts, and your lot flogged us bloody blind. Now it’s our turn. We’re free now, see, and we got our own families and mates to look after. You don’t get no work on our farms or in our stables, no bloody place. We only employ our own mates and their sons, so hoppit!’


Other men in the bar jeered as he backed away, rage in his heart. ‘If that’s how it is,’ he muttered to himself, ‘when I get my farm none of your sons will get work with me, either.’


In desperation he sought advice in the office of the Government Surveyor, where he met a young man called Stuart Giles.


‘That’s the way it is,’ Stuart told him. ‘It’s them and us over here. Right about now they estimate there are near as many convicts and their descendants in the colony as free settlers. The jailbirds have had twenty years to breed and brood, and they do plenty of both. I tell you, sir, they’re a vicious lot . . .’


‘By the way they’re treated, I’m not surprised,’ Jack retorted, but Stuart grinned.


‘Don’t get soft for the bastards, they won’t lift a bloody finger ’less you flog ’em. And as for the freed ones, you say one word out of place to any of them, and the whole bunch quits. Bloody hopeless lot! It’s better in the eastern states; a chap like you, a decent chap, you ought to get back on a boat and keep going. Go on to Adelaide or Melbourne.’


‘Not me,’ Jack replied. ‘I don’t quit that easily. I’ll make my way here. But if you hear of a job I’d be much obliged.’


He saw the clerk’s eyes narrow expectantly, and added, ‘I’ll make it worth your while.’


During the next few months Jack could find only poorly paid odd jobs, and as their money dwindled Jack and Josie did consider moving on to Adelaide. ‘The land is bound to be dearer, though,’ Jack told his wife, ‘and even further out from the town than this. We’ll have to hang on.’


And then Stuart Giles came looking for him. ‘I’ve found you a farm. Going begging.’


‘What sort of a farm?’


‘They run sheep. But the bloke who owned it, he didn’t know a sheep from a stag. Made a right mess of it. Then he went and got himself killed. Fell off his horse and broke his neck.’


‘How terrible,’ Josie said. ‘The poor man.’


‘That’s the way it goes,’ Stuart said. ‘It’s dangerous country out there.’


‘What do you mean?’ Josie cried.


Jack intervened. ‘You might as well say it’s dangerous here. Tell me about the farm.’


‘Nothing much to tell. It’s a fair spread of six-forty acres, in the foothills to the north – sheep country – half paid for, but the widow’s had enough. She’s walking off, asking fifty pounds including stock. The house isn’t any better than this hut of yours, seeing her old man wasn’t much with the carpentering either . . .’


‘Why is it so cheap?’ Jack asked.


Stuart shrugged. ‘Mrs Crittenden – that’s her name, the widow – will take fifty pounds for a quick sale. Plus a few pounds for my services in helping her.’


‘And how much are your services?’ Jack asked.


‘Five pounds.’ He saw Jack frown. ‘If you don’t take it, I could sell it down the street for her in ten minutes.’


He was right, of course. The widow was foolish selling at that price, but Jack knew that if he didn’t snap it up, someone else would. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I’ll take it.’


A few days later, Jack stormed into the surveyor’s office and found Stuart. ‘You bloody little wretch,’ he yelled. ‘You lied to me. Crittenden didn’t die from a fall from his horse, he was speared by blacks. Everyone in town knows about it.’


Stuart was unconcerned. ‘I could hardly say that in front of your wife. I started to tell her about the dangers out there, but you cut me short. Anyway, there are hostiles everywhere once you leave the town, you just have to be careful.’


It was too late to turn back: he’d paid for the farm and ordered their goods in storage to be brought to Perth. In his heart of hearts Jack was terrified of the savages. No one at the shipping or emigration offices had mentioned hostiles: they were too concerned with their lists of required provisions for the steerage-class voyage and advice on clothing needed in the colony – flannel shirts and night-shirts, even night-caps, stiff shirts and collars, and intimate attire for ladies. Not a word about the blacks, though. Jack Cambray considered himself a fair-to-middling brave man in normal circumstances – when push came to shove he wasn’t afraid to step out front – but wild blacks! He hadn’t given them a thought. He recalled that, as a child, if he didn’t go to sleep, his mother would threaten him that a black savage would come in the dark and cut his head off! The fear had stayed with him.


Josie was so excited about the farm that he kept his worries to himself and put on a cheerful front as they prepared for the eighty-mile journey in the wake of the bullock wagon carrying all their wordly goods. Determined not to take on anyone from the convict class, Jack had hired a young emigrant lad, Selwyn Stokes, as a shepherd and handyman. It was Josie who introduced the fifth member of his household. Laughing, she brought home an Aborigine youth about the same age as Selwyn. ‘You’ve hired and I’ve acquired,’ she said. ‘He wants to come with us.’


‘What are you doing, woman?’ he yelped. Even the presence of the grinning, shiny black face made him nervy. ‘We can’t afford to feed him.’


‘But Jack, he’s so good with the boy. He can look after Ned in the wilds when I’m busy. And he’ll be able to help you, too.’


The bullocky, Tom Pratt, gave a shout of laughter. ‘Help? He’ll be gone in a week or so. The blacks won’t work, stubborn lot they are, missus! They don’t like us much, you see,’ he continued, tempering his comments as Jack had noticed local men were apt to do in the presence of women.


Jack shuddered. From what he had heard lately, that was a serious understatement! Attacks, murders, grisly slaughters by blacks, were the talk of the town, and it was hard to separate fact from fiction.


‘His name is Jimmy Moon,’ Josie announced firmly. ‘I don’t know his Aborigine name but he says he comes from the Whadjuck tribe and they live out our way.’


Tom considered this. ‘That’s true,’ he said at last. ‘If he’s telling the truth. Your farm on the Moore River is in their territory and you might as well know there are still plenty of wild blacks camped out there.’ He turned on Jimmy. ‘You speak Whadjuck feller talk?’


‘Speak plenty good English, too,’ the lad replied.


‘You’re a full-blood black,’ Tom said. ‘How come you talk English, wear English clobber?’


‘My mother Mary-Mary Moon,’ Jimmy said proudly. ‘She show me whitefeller place.’


‘Oh, cripes,’ Tom said, glancing at Jack. ‘She’s the town bike.’ Instantly, he stammered his apologies. ‘Beg your pardon, ma’am.’


‘That’s quite all right,’ Josie said, surprising her husband. ‘I spoke to the poor woman and she wants me to take him away from here. She said this town is no good for him and I can quite well believe it. She also told me Jimmy is a good tracker. I’m not too sure what she meant by that . . .’


‘Bloody good tracker,’ Jimmy echoed, and Josie sighed.


‘I’ll also have to do something about his language.’


‘Trackers?’ Tom said. ‘If they’re really good at it, they’re magic! Someone gets lost in the bush, we wouldn’t see a mark. I reckon those fellers could track a man through the centre of London. Might be a good idea to keep him, after all,’ he told Jack. ‘You want to send a message through to Perth or someplace, you got a ready-made runner.’ He jerked his head at Selwyn. ‘That kid’d be lost in the scrub within the first mile.’


‘Very well,’ Jack said. ‘He comes too. Now let’s get on with it.’


Before Jack could change his mind, Josie ordered Ned, Selwyn and Jimmy to jump aboard the wagon, and she climbed up front.


‘That’s if he stays,’ Tom said to Jack.


‘Who?’


‘The black kid. They’re still tribal. Every so often they go walkabout. There’s no stopping them. Half of it’s holiday, and the other half I figure is like them Arab fellers who go off to Mecca. The Abos do the same thing: they go on the same old routes way out into the hills for hundreds of miles, visiting the sacred spots, that sort of thing. As far as I can make out, they’re very religious, everything hangs on their Dreaming, a sort of other-life.’


‘You travel the country a lot?’ Jack asked.


‘Oh, yeah,’ Tom said, sucking on his pipe. ‘I go to the limits, right up to Geraldton if needs be.’


‘And the blacks don’t worry you?’


‘Ah, well now . . . I’ve had a few close shaves but I try to buy them off. Once you get to know them, they seem friendly enough, but there are always a few show-offs that’ll shove a spear at you given half a chance. Another time they’ll feed you. They’ve helped me get the teams across rivers, nursed me when I got crook with the fever.’ He shook his head. ‘I’ve been a teamster since I got my ticket-of-leave nigh on ten years ago, and I still can’t tell you much about the Abos. They’re a mysterious lot, you just never know which way they’ll jump. Me, I take my chances. A new chum like you, I’d say keep the rifle handy. Don’t give ’em an inch and never turn your back.’


Jack glanced nervously at Jimmy Moon, who was listening to their conversation with childish delight, as if Tom’s remarks were studded with compliments.


‘Come along, you fellows,’ Josie called. ‘We haven’t got all day!’


Even though it was only five-thirty, the sun was already sharp yellow, glaring a warning of the heat to come, and for the first time in this land, Jack realised that the light was different from home. On the sunniest days in England he had never experienced such strong light, especially at this hour: the shadows were already like cut-outs and the huge wattle tree near their hut was showered with tiny balls of yellow fluff as clearly defined against the slim green leaves as if each one were a lamp in itself. He sighed as the contrast gave him a pang of homesickness.


Their new neighbors had gathered to see them off, wishing them good luck and ‘Godspeed’. Men stood by, smoking their pipes, as women rushed forward to hand up small gifts to Josie – a bag of apples, cake wrapped in muslin, a bunch of carrots, all tokens of goodwill from people they hardly knew. She was touched by their kindness.


‘Ho! Nellie up front there!’ Tom called to the lead bullock with a crack of his whip, and the team lurched forward. Jack swung up on to the wagon beside Josie, taking the reins quickly since his two horses were eager to be on their way. Behind him, young Ned and Selwyn were tucked in among the provisions, with Jimmy Moon perched loftily on a bag of potatoes. Josie took her husband’s arm as they set off down the track to the main road. ‘I hope we haven’t forgotten anything,’ she laughed. ‘There’ll be no running into the village for extras.’
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