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Robert Rutherford reined in his horse at the stone
and iron gates that opened on the estate; half a mile
away, on an eminence that commanded a wide, sweeping
view of canelands, hills and sea, stood a building, the fame
of whose magnificence he had heard when in the town of
Montego Bay, some ten miles to westward.

White in the golden light of the sun it stood, the Great
House of Rosehall. It dominated the landscape; it imposed
itself upon the gaze of all who might pass along the road
that ran in front of the property; it indicated opulence.
Young Rutherford knew that it represented the pride and
arrogance of the planter caste which still ruled in Jamaica,
and whose word, on its own plantations, carried all the
authority and sanction of an arbitrary will scarcely
curbed by laws passed in recent years for the protection
of the bondsmen. Behind him, a few paces from the
outer edge of the road, rolled and glittered a vast expanse
of sea, all blue and purple, with snowy breakers rolling
lazily to the shore. Above him stretched a vault of azure
flecked with clouds. It was eight o’clock in the morning.
The month was December; the year, 1831.

The cane, full-grown, flowed up to within a short distance
of the Great House, a spreading carpet of vivid
green. In the midst of it, to his right, he saw the sugar
works, from the chimneys of which floated and wavered
in the breeze long columns of grey smoke. To the left he
spied a building on rising ground which he guessed to be
the overseer’s house; and on this side also, well within sight
of the building, he saw a village of huts embowered in
greenery. He had been long enough in Jamaica to recognise
in this the slaves’ quarters.

He twitched his reins and the horse moved forward.

As he slowly trotted up the long path leading southwards
he noted the slaves, clothed in coarse blue osnaburg,
busy cutting canes in the fields, women as well as men
armed with scythes and machetes, and hacking at the
roots of the slender green-topped plants. Wagons drawn
by oxen and by mules stood in the paths, several feet wide,
which divided field from field; into these wagons the
workers heaped the canes they cut, and as he passed he
saw some of these vehicles moving on their journey towards
the sugar mills, with a creaking and groaning of
axles and amidst shouts from sable drivers who ran alongside
of them cracking ox-thonged whips four yards long
and calling to the cattle by name. He saw other men
armed with whips also which they brandished menacingly,
though not at the oxen and the mules. These were the
slave-drivers, sturdy fellows whose duty it was to see that
the slaves did not loiter or slacken at their work; yet in
spite of them some of the labourers lifted curious eyes to
gaze for a moment at the strange white man who seemed
to be going up to the Great House where lived the lady
owner of these domains. The drivers glanced at him also,
but asked no questions, for he was white and therefore
one of the masters who gave commands and put questions,
and was not there to be interrogated by such as they.

But before he had achieved half the distance to the
house he perceived a white man riding towards him.
This was the only other man on horseback discernible, a
young man like himself, the estate book-keeper doubtless.
The man cantered up, made a careless gesture of greeting,
then inquired: ‘You are Robert Rutherford?’

‘Yes; you expected me?’

‘The overseer told me last night that you would be
here today; we expected you rather earlier, though; at
daybreak, in fact. You are going to be told you are late,
Rutherford.’

‘I had to ride from the Bay; I shall be up in time tomorrow
morning. You are my colleague?’

‘Yes. My name is Burbridge, and I have been doing
the work of two book-keepers for the past week. They
cleared out the other man as soon as they thought you
were nearly here. You see that house?’ He pointed in the
direction of the overseer’s residence. ‘That’s where Mr.
Ashman, the busha,[1] lives, and I know he is there now.
You had better go up there and report to him. I’ll see you
later.’

‘One moment, Burbridge,’ Rutherford stopped him:
‘Give me a hint as to the situation here before I meet
the boss, will you? Nice place this?’

‘I have stayed with you too long as it is, old fellow,’
replied Burbridge quickly. ‘My job is waiting on me; all
I am supposed to do—if I am even supposed to do that—is
to give you directions where to find the busha. I
don’t want to be blamed if I can help it. And look here,
don’t, like a good chap, repeat anything that I have said
to you, will you?’

‘Well, you haven’t said anything,’ smiled Rutherford,
‘so I can’t repeat it. This seems a strict sort of place,
doesn’t it?’

‘You’ll find out all about it for yourself,’ answered
the other man, who all the time had been closely scrutinising
Rutherford. ‘You have never been in the West
Indies before: I can see that.’

‘No; I have come to learn planting and estate management.’

‘Humph. Well, you’ll learn. I must be off now.’

‘Just a word. Shouldn’t I go up and see the owner?’

‘Mrs. Palmer? You, a book-keeper, to call on her?
She doesn’t have much truck with the likes of us, Rutherford,
unless—well, you’d better ride on and make
your apologies to Mr. Ashman for being late, and then
he’ll probably send you back to me to set you to
work. I am senior book-keeper, you know. Where’s your
luggage?’

‘Coming by ox-cart from Montego Bay. It will be here
some time today.’

‘See you later.’

Burbridge cantered off, but not before Rutherford had
observed his keen glance in the direction of the Great
House and the overseer’s residence. Evidently the senior
book-keeper was anxious lest anyone should have seen
him wasting time. Rutherford smiled, a little amused.
But he did not quite like the atmosphere of the place.

Yet he had heard of the hardships to which book-keepers
on West Indian sugar estates were subjected as a
rule. A sort of chief slave-driver, the book-keeper was in
some way a slave himself. He had an inferior status, a poor
salary, and (as he had heard) unlimited labour. But
Rutherford’s spirits were unruffled by all this, for he was
here to learn, and schooling, he realised, meant discipline.
He had seen Burbridge eyeing his clothes with a bewildered
air; they were certainly much superior to those
worn by the ordinary book-keeper or overseer. Burbridge
himself was very poorly clad and seemed to think
that any book-keeper who got himself up as though he
were a person of means was either mad or looking for
trouble. He was clearly puzzled as to how to place the
new-comer.

Young Rutherford pursued his way in the direction
indicated, and soon came to the steps of the overseer’s
house. Three or four savage dogs rushed out the instant
they perceived him, barking and showing their teeth at
him; then a black boy quickly descended the steps and
ran up with the question: ‘What massa want?’

‘Mr. Ashman; is he in?’

‘Yes, massa; massa come in?’

Massa would; he leaped off his horse and followed the
boy to the veranda, where he was bidden to wait. A
moment afterwards a stern-looking man of about forty-five
years of age emerged from the interior of the house
jacketless, his soiled corduroy trousers thrust into the tops
of knee-boots, a day’s growth of beard on his chin, and
an inquisitorial, imperious look in his eyes.

‘Yes, sir, you want me? Will you come in? Your name
is——?’

‘I am Rutherford, Mr. Ashman—the new book-keeper.’

Mr. Ashman figuratively stopped dead in his tracks;
his manner of welcoming host giving place instantly to
that of a plantation boss who was accustomed to being a
despot.

‘Oh! Why are you so late this morning?’

‘I must apologise; I couldn’t get away earlier.’

‘What ship you came by? I didn’t know one was
expected yesterday or today.’

‘I came a week ago.’

‘Then why the hell didn’t you report at once?’

‘Because I was not to turn in before today; that was
arranged when I left England. We made a quicker voyage
than we had anticipated, and when I got to Montego Bay
I found I had a week on my hands. I brought a letter of
introduction to Mr. M’Intyre, the rector. I stayed with
him.’

‘Letter of introduction, eh? The rector, eh? Well,
you are a stranger with a lot to learn. But book-keepers
don’t go about this country with letters of introduction,
and many a man has lost his job for being an hour late.
And jobs are not easily picked up here, let me tell you.’

‘Perhaps not. Do you mean that I am to lose my job
before I have even found it?’

‘Damn my soul!’ shouted the overseer, genuinely
astonished, ‘is this the way you are going to begin?’

‘I expected a different sort of greeting,’ said Rutherford
quietly, but with a glint of anger in his eyes; he was
striving to keep his temper under control. ‘I am a book-keeper,
yes; but I might be treated courteously. I have
just arrived and you keep me standing on your veranda as
if I were a nigger slave.’

‘Perhaps,’ retorted Mr. Ashman, ‘you would like to
ride up to the Great House and be received in Mrs.
Palmer’s drawing-room? Now look here, don’t commence
by playing the fool or you won’t last on Rosehall, I can
tell you. If it wasn’t that you were engaged in England
you would be going out of this estate now in double-quick
time! You seem to be quite a high and mighty gentleman,
but you have a lot to learn and you’d better see about
learning it damn quick. Sam!’

‘Yes, massa!’ The boy made his appearance suddenly;
he had been listening to the colloquy behind the door.

‘Take this backra[2] to the book-keepers’ quarters and
show him his room. When you have been there and have
had something to eat,’ he continued, addressing Rutherford,
‘Sam will take you to Burbridge, who is your senior,
and who will tell you what you have to do today—and
tonight. And remember in future that the overseer of an
estate in Jamaica is used to being respectfully spoken to
by his book-keepers, and when you address me don’t
forget to say ‘sir.’ English airs and graces won’t do here!’

Ashman turned on his heel and went inside; Rutherford
silently walked down the steps, mounted his horse, and
followed Sam, who ran in front towards the sugar works,
some half a mile away. Quite evidently, thought Robert,
a book-keeper did not count for much here; well, he had
been given a very clear hint of that by the Rev. Mr.
M’Intyre and his family. His father had not known of
these conditions, or of a surety he had never suggested this
job to him. Yet it would be worth his while to stick it
through. After all, he would not be a book-keeper for
more than a couple of years, if as long.

At twenty-five years of age one usually sees the world
through the brightest of tinted glasses, especially if one
is healthy, well-connected and not ill-endowed with
means. On the island of Barbados was a sugar estate, one
of the largest there, which belonged to Robert Rutherford’s
father. The older man had never himself been to
the West Indies; the property had been left to him by an
old uncle who had lived nearly all his life in Barbados and
had had no legitimate children. Mr. Rutherford never
contemplated the possibility of his going to look after the
estate himself; that was a task, he said, for a younger man,
and Robert, his heir, was naturally and almost inevitably
that man. But Robert knew nothing about planting or
estate management; he was still young, he should acquire
some experience in those arts. To send him out to
Barbados at once would, Mr. Rutherford conceived, be
a great mistake. In the first place there was still in charge
of it an attorney who, so far as could be gathered, was
tolerably honest; he could continue to perform the necessary
work of supervision for some time. But if Robert
went out to him to learn the business, the fact that he was
his father’s son and the heir to the property might prevent
the attorney from putting the boy through the mill, while
overseers, book-keepers and the rest would naturally look
up to the young man, flatter him and endeavour to spoil
him; thus, with the best will in the world, Robert might
learn very little. Mr. Rutherford knew that his son was
made of good stuff, but he did not want him to be exposed
to sycophancy and coddling when he should be
acquiring useful knowledge and experience by practical
work. So it occurred to him that Robert should go to
some other West Indian colony to acquire the knowledge
he would need for the management of a sugar plantation,
whether he should afterwards decide to reside permanently
on his own in Barbados or to visit it at frequent intervals.

This view was placed before the younger Rutherford,
and he fell in with it immediately. Robert was fond of his
father, liked to please him, and thought it would be
excellent fun if he, a future West Indian proprietor,
should begin planter life in the humble office of book-keeper—for
that was what, he was told, it was best to do.
Of the duties of a book-keeper neither he nor his father had
the slightest conception; but when a firm of West Indian
sugar brokers in London, who had been approached by
the elder Rutherford in the matter, informed the latter
that they could secure for Robert a position on the Rosehall
estate in Jamaica, the transaction was settled at once,
although the post was worth only fifty pounds a year,
with board and lodging. Robert Rutherford had all the
money he was likely to need in Jamaica; the salary was
of no consideration. But this was to be kept private, for
the boy must win his spurs like any other young fellow.
Mr. Rutherford was quite enthusiastic about this. He
himself had never been called upon to begin on the lower
rungs of the ladder, he had never worked hard in all his
life. But he had a great admiration for those men who had
carved out their own fortune, and he wanted Robert, in
a manner of speaking, to stand in the ranks of such self-made
heroes.

The Rev. John M’Intyre, rector of St. James’s Church
in the town of Montego Bay, had known Mr. Rutherford
years before at Oxford. To him was sent by Robert a letter
telling of the Rutherford plans and enjoining secrecy, for
the reasons given above. Mr. M’Intyre, knowing the
local situation, did not at all approve of those plans, but
said nothing. He liked the young man at once and, learning
that he was not expected at Rosehall for a week, invited
him to stay a week at the rectory, at the same time advising
him not to make his arrival known to the Rosehall
people before the day he was expected. He would not
have thus invited an ordinary book-keeper; such a one
could have no social status. And had Robert, the son of
his old friend, been dependent on this job for a living and
a future, Mr. M’Intyre would have counselled him to
push on to Rosehall on the very day of his arrival, being
aware that a book-keeper must not claim any leisure save
that allowed to him by his employer. But he did not
imagine that Robert would remain long at Rosehall, or in
Jamaica; and he hoped that even if the boy chose to stay
in the colony it would not be as a member of the Rosehall
staff. That was the one estate of all others that he would
have warned his old friend against had his opinion been
asked in advance. As it was, he thought it wisest to say
nothing; Robert must decide for himself now that he
had come out to the colony. He was a man and must work
out his own salvation.

Robert Rutherford, twenty-five years of age, tall,
strongly built, with laughing grey eyes, a kindly, humorous
mouth, straight nose and curly brown hair, was a handsome
young man, even a distinguished-looking one. He
was a graduate of his father’s university, an athlete;
not brilliant as a scholar, though he had taken his degree,
he yet had done some reading and had travelled for a
year in France and Italy after his graduation. The voyage
out to Jamaica had tanned his hands and face but slightly;
the clothes which he wore, and which he had been told
would be required in his job, were tailor-made and of
excellent quality; he looked exceedingly well in them and
was fully aware of that. His hat was a good felt with wide
brim, and he wore it with an air; his knee-boots were of
the best leather. The grey horse that he rode was his own;
he had bought it at a good price some days before. In spite
of his curt and even rude greeting by the overseer this
forenoon, therefore, he was feeling satisfied with the world
and not dissatisfied with himself; he could not pretend
that he appreciated the atmosphere of Rosehall, but on
the other hand he was conscious of a sense of adventure,
an anticipation of interesting and strange experiences, and
he never doubted that he would be equal to any situation
that might arise.

Robert did not consciously realise that, had he been
an ordinary poor fellow endeavouring to make his way
in the world, his feelings would probably have been very
different; that instead of his present composure he would
have been dreadfully depressed. He did not admit to
himself (though the thought must have been somewhere
at the back of his mind) that if the worst came anywhere
near to the worst he could always shake the dust of this
estate off his feet and fare forth to hunt for pastures new.
What he did think was that, in spite of the apparent
churlishness of people on this plantation, he would do his
work cheerfully and to the best of his ability (which he
felt was of a commendably high standard), and thus would
please both the old man and himself. His mother (dead
now these last five years) had always striven to please her
husband and had always impressed upon her son the virtue
of doing so too. Mr. Rutherford had inspired both wife
and son with a real and abiding affection for him, and he
amply deserved it. Robert knew that if he quitted Jamaica
altogether and frankly told his father that life in the West
Indies was impossible, the older man would feel that his
boy had honestly tried his utmost and was not to be
blamed. Therefore he was determined to do his utmost.
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Preceded by Sam, Robert came to the book-keepers’
house, a low, unpainted wooden structure of three
rooms, with a narrow veranda in front, situated near to
the boiling-house of the estate from which issued pungent
odours of steaming cane juice and continuous sounds of
voices and movement. He entered the room indicated by
Sam, and paused at his first step, revolted. A wooden bed
unmade, with a mattress which had long since seen its
best days, a couple of board-seated chairs, a small table,
two bare shelves against the wall upon which had been
placed the little odds and ends of the former occupant:
that was all the furniture of this room. It was clear that he
was not expected to have a large supply of personal
possessions, for there was no space where these could
conveniently be stored. Comfort in this cubicle was out
of the question; quite obviously it was considered unnecessary
to a book-keeper. He noticed a door leading
into the middle apartment, opened it and stepped into the
room. Here was a somewhat larger table, two or three
empty boxes and a few more shelves. Nothing more. Sam
stood slightly behind him. ‘And where does Mr. Burbridge
live?’ he asked.

‘In dat room, massa.’ Sam threw wide an opposite door
which also opened upon the middle apartment. Robert
had a glimpse of male garments hanging from a nail, and
of a feminine article of apparel fluttering close beside
them. This was not altogether a bachelor’s quarters, then;
it seemed as though it were a ménage for two! But no
married man could, with any wife of any sort of position
and breeding, inhabit that one scantily furnished apartment,
and half share the centre hall or whatever it might
be called with a bachelor or another couple. ‘This may
be interesting but is not enticing,’ thought Rutherford;
but he remembered he had made up his mind to make the
best of every circumstance.

The door of the outside entrance to Burbridge’s den
was suddenly flung open and Burbridge himself appeared;
he walked over to where Robert was standing and said
briefly to the waiting boy:

‘Sam, go and call Psyche; she’s somewhere in the
trash-house.’

Sam ducked his head and sped away; Burbridge
seated himself on one of the empty boxes and motioned
Robert to take the other.

‘Mr. Ashman has just sent to tell me to put you to
your job, Rutherford, till he can see about you himself,’
said he, ‘so I took the chance to come and have a little
chat with you. Well, how do you like it so far?’

‘So far,’ answered Robert judicially, ‘there has been
nothing to like.’

‘Don’t say that to anybody else but me if you want to
keep your job; for when you lose one in this country it is
hell to get another.’

‘Is that why you stick here?’ inquired Rutherford
curiously.

Burbridge did not answer; instead, he himself asked
a question: ‘When are you sending back the
horse?’

‘It is mine.’

‘Yours! It’s a damned fine horse, that. You mean that
you have bought it?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then you won’t want the one they provide for you
on this property?’

‘Perhaps not; I can’t say. Two horses may not be too
many.’

‘Mr. Ashman is the man to decide that, Rutherford.
But I am wondering——’

‘About what?’

‘About why a man who can dress like you, and have
a horse of his own like yours, should come to Jamaica
for a book-keeper’s job. It doesn’t look natural. You don’t
mind my forwardness, do you? We have to work together
and I am lonely as hell in this place, so I would like to
start off being friends right away. When the two book-keepers
on an estate are not friendly it is very hard for
both of them.’

‘I should very much like to be your friend, Burbridge,’
cried Robert heartily. ‘And I’ll tell you at once that I am
not exactly a pauper; I mean,’ he corrected himself hastily,
out of regard of the other man’s feelings, ‘I have some
means and so can afford to buy a horse and any other little
thing I may need.’

‘Good for you,’ commented Burbridge moodily. ‘I
have nothing but my pay, like most book-keepers, and
that is never enough. I have to stick wherever I get employment,
for if you leave two or three jobs the overseers
and attorneys come to think you are no good, and
then you’re done for. You seem to be all right, so you don’t
need to worry so much.’

‘You are English, of course?’ questioned Robert.

‘Like yourself, yes; only, you are a gentleman.’

‘Let us hope we are both gentlemen,’ said Robert,
but he had already noticed Burbridge’s broad accent;
just as Burbridge had caught the tones of Robert’s cultured
voice and observed his easy, independent manner.

‘Can’t afford to be a gentleman,’ said Burbridge with
downright candour; ‘gentlemen book-keepers don’t last
long here. I’ll get Psyche to look after your room till you
get a housekeeper, Rutherford. Psyche is a good girl, but
you will have to get your own, for she has a lot to do for
me, besides doing her ordinary work in the trash-house.’

‘She’s your servant?’ But even as Robert asked the
question he knew from something in Burbridge’s attitude
and from his praise of Psyche that the girl, whoever she
was, was something more than a servant to his colleague.
His eyes lifted themselves automatically and again he
spied opposite to him, hanging from a nail in the wall,
that fluttering female garment.

‘She’s my housekeeper and a very good girl. I think
I hear her now.’

True enough, it was Psyche, a middle-sized, pleasant-looking
damsel of about nineteen years of age, light
chocolate in complexion, and therefore sambo, with bright
black eyes and a merry smile. She wore a single robe that
reached to the knees, but it was not coarse osnaburg such
as Robert had seen on the women in the fields; it was of
much better material and must, Robert concluded, have
been purchased with Burbridge’s money. Her head was
tastefully covered with a large scarf looking like a chequerboard
of bright and diverse colours; her feet were bare.
She had nothing of a slouching, timid demeanour; on
the contrary, she flashed Robert a merry glance, bade him
good day, then, touching Burbridge lightly on the
shoulder, asked what he wanted.

‘This is Mr. Rutherford, Psyche, the other book-keeper,’
explained Burbridge. ‘He is going to live in the
next room, like Mr. Fanbourg did, and I want you to fix
it up for him till he gets somebody of his own to do it.
It won’t be too much for you?’

‘No,’ grinned Psyche, looking Robert over with an
appraising and appreciative glance. ‘An’ it won’t be
long.’

‘That’s so,’ agreed Robert. ‘I suppose they allow a
servant, don’t they?’

‘Yes, you are allowed a servant to do the necessary
things,’ said Burbridge, ‘but not for all the time. She will
have other work to do.’

‘An’ dem all is tief,’ said Psyche decisively. ‘Dem all
rob you, except you is their sweetheart. But you will get
a sweetheart, massa, specially as you is such a pretty
gentleman. There is Millie, my cousin; she just twenty
and she have good ways and is pretty. You want to know
her?’

‘No, no, Psyche,’ laughed Robert with real enjoyment.
(The eagerness of Burbridge’s lady to find for him a
special helpmeet, and her unabashed frankness about it,
affected his sense of humour keenly.) ‘I think it would be
much more proper for me to select my lady-love myself:
don’t you agree?’

‘Yes,’ agreed Psyche, ‘for, after all, what I t’ink may
suit you you mightn’t like; you’ taste may be different.
But Millie really a good-looking girl and can work, an’
she is a free girl, massa. I will bring her over to see you
soon; dat will be no harm, for you needn’t teck her if you
don’t like her. What you say?’

‘Just as you please,’ laughed Robert. ‘There can be
no objection to the lady calling on me, if that is a custom
of the country. And of course I shall like her, though that
does not mean that I shall take her. And here is something
for you, Psyche.’ He handed the girl a dollar, at the same
time glancing at Burbridge to see how he would regard this
gift. He noticed that it was by no means resented by
Burbridge. As for Psyche, she crowed with delight.
Robert perceived that the advent of Millie was likely to be
hastened.

‘I live here,’ said Psyche, pointing to Burbridge’s
room, ‘an’ Millie could live dere,’ and she pointed to
Robert’s room; ‘an’ bote of us could keep dis place nice
and convenient, and we could be happy an’ virtuous.’

Robert stared. Then remembered that virtuousness
must mean to Psyche something quite different from what
it signified to persons with a better knowledge of the
English language, though not necessarily with a higher
appreciation of the value of virtue. That Psyche was convinced
that she was living a highly virtuous life he did not
doubt for a moment. As for Burbridge, Robert realised
that virtue meant nothing to him; he would have said that
it could not possibly have any part in the life of a book-keeper—which
was indeed the universal view.

‘That’s all right, Psyche,’ cut in Burbridge, speaking
with real kindness and affection to the girl. ‘You need
not go back to the trash-house till you have fixed up Mr.
Rutherford’s room; but don’t be long or I will be blamed.
We’d better be getting along now, Rutherford. You will
see when your boxes come; we aren’t going far from
here.’

‘I wi’ bring Millie,’ was the last word from Psyche;
then the two men mounted their horses and went cantering
off.

The sun was now high in the sky and beating fiercely
down upon the countryside; the whole scene was lit up
brilliantly by a hard yellow light, and the flashing blue
of the sea to the north challenged the sapphire of the
radiant overarching canopy that reached from the horizon
to beyond the hills to the south, and spread away to east
and west, forming, to the eye, an immense inverted bowl,
painted in flaming colour. The sea-breeze had waxed in
strength. Here and there stood groups of slender coconut
palms, towering skyward, their long fronds waving
wildly and clashing as they waved. Like sentinels on guard
over the fields, huge cieba trees lifted giant branches
into the air. The atmosphere was permeated with the
smell of sugar in the making and of new rum; from far and
near came cries of human voices and the lowing of cattle;
overhead floated, with scarcely a movement, large black
birds, the John Crows, a species of vulture which were
then the only scavengers of town and country.

Burbridge was interested in all this not at all; he was
thirty years of age and for eight of those years he had been
a book-keeper in Jamaica. Nothing was strange to him,
nothing new, and little was pleasant. With Robert it was
different; his reaction to these tropic scenes, to this exotic
life, was keen; it intrigued and thrilled him; to him this
was a holiday, and what went on around him might have
been staged for his amusement. He felt exhilarated as he
rode by Burbridge’s side; in spite of the heat he enjoyed it
all to the full. But even as he drew rein at the still-house,
where the rum was made, there came to him a shock. He
saw a stout black fellow lift a whip and bring it sharply
down on the shoulders of a girl who was stooping to lift
a bundle. The girl howled and crouched, but did not dare
to move, for the whip hovered menacingly over her.
Three or four women in the vicinity trembled violently,
bent over their tasks with feverish intensity; the moment
was one of tension. Then Robert remembered that he was
a book-keeper, and, as such, the boss of the driver who
seemed to be about, in a spirit of brutal enjoyment,
to strike the girl again. ‘Stop that and go and attend to
some other business!’ he shouted to the man peremptorily.
The fellow started to give some explanation; he was
evidently astonished. The girl turned appealingly to her
unexpected protector. Burbridge said nothing. The driver
hesitated; yet he still held the whip above the young
woman. Angered by his attitude, Robert rode up to him
and kicked the whip out of his hand, the man uttering an
exclamation of pain as he did so. Then Robert and Burbridge
passed into the still-house.

‘What was that brute lashing the girl for?’ asked
Robert.

‘Some neglect of duty, perhaps,’ replied Burbridge;
‘but I guess he was really taking it out of her for a private
reason; possibly she wouldn’t have him and he is showing
her what she might expect for her rejection.’

‘But these people are not allowed to flog without
express permission from white men, are they? I thought
that in these days only the white men on the estate could
give a flogging order.’

‘Practice and theory are sometimes different,’ answered
Burbridge dryly, ‘and if you prevented these drivers
from using the whip altogether you would soon have
every slave raising the devil. There’s plenty of flogging on
Rosehall, Rutherford—more perhaps than on any other
estate.’

‘Are the slaves here worse?’

‘They are pretty bad.’

‘But a lady lives on the property. Mrs. Palmer herself
lives here, and she is a young woman, I have heard.
Doesn’t she take a personal interest in things? What about
her influence?’

Burbridge looked at Robert with a curious smile.

‘You had better find out all that for yourself,’ he said.
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In twenty-four hours Robert Rutherford had learnt a
great deal. As he sat on his horse the morning after he
entered upon his duties at Rosehall, watching a scene
which he knew would shortly develop in a fashion revolting
to his feelings, he concluded that a mere description
of the position of a book-keeper, however detailed, could
never have brought home to his mind the nature of that
employment as his brief personal experience of it had
done.

Robert was a man in splendid condition; but even he
already felt horrified at the tax put upon an unfortunate
book-keeper during crop time on a sugar estate. Yesterday
he had picked up the rudiments of his work and had
discovered that he would not have a single book to keep
(all that sort of thing being done by the overseer), but that
he was expected, after a day in the field, or in the boiling-house
watching the sugar made, to spend every other night
in the still-house where was kept the fermented spirit
and in which it was poured into puncheons for shipment
at a little port two or three miles away. Last night he had
taken up his post of watchman in the still-house. There
he had to remain from about nine until four o’clock in the
morning. He had seen the rum drawn out of the huge
vats in which it was stored, had seen the puncheons filled
and sealed by the workers, had seen to it that they were
carefully loaded on to the wagons that were to convey them
away, and even during the intervals when there was little
or nothing to do he had hardly dared to close his eyes for
a few minutes’ sleep. He had been warned against this;
the slaves would steal at the slightest opportunity, he had
been told, and he would be held responsible. He had
observed, too, that the slaves, half a dozen men, watched
him furtively, evidently hoping for some lapse on his part.
Once he had pretended to fall asleep, and presently there
was a movement on the part of two men towards a rum
vat: one of these men had a bucket in his hand. Robert
had stood up suddenly and the men had melted into the
shadows. How one book-keeper could perform a night of
watching in this still-house three times a week, and accomplish
his ordinary work in the daytime, seemed to him a
problem which he himself would hardly be able to solve.
Yet Burbridge appeared to manage it, sheer necessity
compelling.

On leaving the still-house with its reeking rum, Robert,
fatigued though he was, had out of curiosity wandered over
to the boiling-house where the sugar was being made.
All night the estate had been in feverish activity. It was
customary during the taking off of the crop for a good deal
of night-work to be done, and on this his first night as
a book-keeper at Rosehall a night-spell had been in full
operation.

At four o’clock in the morning there was as yet no
glimmer of light, no sign of the dawn which would break
later on; but the gloom was pierced and illumined by
millions of burning stars which, in that clear atmosphere
and at that period of the year, shone out with a wonderful
golden brilliancy. By their aid, and with eyes accustomed
to the surrounding darkness, he perceived the carts dragging
their slow way towards the boiling-house in which
the machinery was situated; he saw shadowy human
forms moving about singly or in groups, heard the curt
commands of headmen in charge of gangs, and the sharp
crack of the whips with which they emphasised their
orders. The men who were working then would retire
shortly, and the day labourers would take their place. All
night the toiling and the shouting had gone on. And at
intervals there broke out sharp peals of raucous laughter.
There were shrill women’s voices intermingled with the
harsher tones of the men, and some of these men and
women passed him carelessly chewing the cane they had
cut for themselves, and talking in a dialect he could not
understand. He was to learn later that these people were
each entitled to a small daily ration of sugar and rum,
from which they drew some of the energy which enabled
them to prosecute the arduous duties demanded of them.
He was to learn also that, in spite of all vigilance, they
stole far more than they were supposed to have and consumed
immense quantities of juicy ripe cane.

When he entered it, the boiling-house seemed like a
corner of Hades. A three-roller sugar mill was in operation,
a mill with three huge steel cylinders or rollers, into
one end of which the cane was thrust, while out of the
other end the extracted juice poured in a steady yellow
stream through an iron gutter into large open receptacles,
somewhat like great hollow globes cut in halves, which
simmered and bubbled over fires on a long brick fireplace
raised about two feet from the level of the ground.
The two mills on Rosehall were worked by wind power
and by steam; when the wind was light resort was had to
steam, as on this night, and now the furnace was going
and the heat it generated was infernal.

The men and women were feeding the mill with cane
and the furnace with fuel. The men were clothed, each
in a pair of trousers only, their sweating black torsos and
muscular arms glistening in the glare from the flames.
Men were feeding the fires under the shallow cauldrons,
or taches as they were called, and constantly the cry rose
for ‘wood, more wood!’ With ladles whose handles were
several feet long the attendants skimmed the boiling,
pungent-sweet liquor from one tache to another, and the
thick substance incessantly formed bubbles which burst
as incessantly, flinging upwards a thick spray. The voice
of the big negro headman, or foreman, who was in charge
of the boiling-house that night, rapped out orders to the
ladlers to ‘skim light!’ There was a continuous movement.
There was a perpetual babbling of voices. What
these commands meant, and why there should be such
a tumult, in all that glare of flame and terrible heat,
Robert could not for the life of him comprehend. He remained
in the boiling-house for but a few minutes, noticing
that no white man was in charge just then. The black
headman was evidently a trusted and a competent man.
Not for an instant had he ceased his labour of supervision
and harsh commanding because of the unexpected advent
of the new book-keeper.

Robert was glad to escape into the open air once more,
which was delightfully cool at this hour. He went straight
to his quarters, flung wide the only window it possessed,
a window made of wooden slats or blinds, which permitted
curious persons to peer into the room unimpeded as soon
as it was open. That there might be inquisitive eyes
gazing upon him did not matter to him in the least just
then; indeed, he never thought of it. Thoroughly exhausted
he tossed off his clothes, threw himself on the
indifferent bed, and fell sound asleep.

He was out of his room at eight o’clock. Burbridge had
been up at daybreak and among the fields, he had had no
night duty and therefore was expected to be at his work
when the slaves should begin to take up their tasks. But
he spared a moment to ride up and say a few words to
Robert when the latter emerged after a very hasty breakfast;
he told Robert what he was to do until further orders.
The latter, still feeling an interest in what went on about
him, despite his fatigue, had during the last hour been
taking in the busy scene that was set out before his gaze.
The cutting of the cane went merrily on, the loading of
the carts, the unwearied shouting, just as he had seen and
heard it yesterday. But now his more practised or more
closely observant eyes noticed other things also. Under a
great shade tree, a silk cotton, he saw little babies lying on
heaps of trash or bits of spread cloth, with one or two
women looking after them. There must have been
twenty of these urchins, none of them more than two
years old, most of them younger, and they lay on their
backs and kicked their feet in the air, or rolled about,
carefree with the irresponsible freedom of infancy. They
were the children of women who were at work and who had
brought them forth from their huts, according to custom,
to where they might suckle them when necessary. Meanwhile
the little ones were placed in the charge of a couple
of women whose business it was to see that no harm came
to them.

There were some other children also, ranging in years
from five to nine, and these were by no means idle. They
ran about collecting bits of trash, which could be used in
the furnace, and picking up cane leaves and other edible
substances for the feeding of the hogs and the cattle of
the estate. This was the Piccaninny Gang, the gang of
minors, very young, but nevertheless useful, and over
them was put an elderly woman, armed with a switch,
whose duty consisted in seeing that the piccaninnies did
not fail to do something towards defraying the cost of
their keep.

But Robert’s attention had been diverted from the antics
of the children by some preparations which he saw being
made not far away from where he was stationed. It was
now nine o’clock; he was feeling somewhat fagged, and
these preparations, the nature of which he fully understood,
could not tend to an enlivening of his spirits.
Burbridge had hastily told him that morning that three
of the slaves were to be punished for misdemeanours, and
one of these was a woman, the same girl he had saved from
a whipping the day before. The slave-driver had reported
her case to Mr. Ashman, giving his side of the story, and
Mr. Ashman had decided that the girl deserved punishment.
Robert suspected that his interference had had
much to do with this decision; he was to be taught a lesson.
This was, in fact, to be a sort of ceremonial punishment.
There were some twenty persons assembled to witness
it, clearly the more obstinate of the bondspeople. Burbridge
and Ashman were on the spot. Robert had not been
summoned, but from where he was he could see what
passed with a fair degree of distinctness.

The three culprits, backs exposed were awaiting their
punishment. But there was, as it seemed to Robert, a
deliberate procrastination. Suddenly he glimpsed a figure
on horseback approaching from the Great House and
attended by another; the riding was rapid and in a very
little while he perceived that the first rider was a woman,
white, and at once he knew who it must be. ‘Mrs. Palmer,’
he thought, and felt certain that at least there would be
some palliation of the sentence of the unfortunate trio
who stood in such abject attitudes anticipating their
torture. The girl might even be spared. A woman surely
would have some sympathy with her.

The riders arrived, and the first was respectfully
greeted by Ashman and Burbridge. The slaves around
simply grovelled at the sight of her. Her face could not
be distinctly seen by Robert, but he observed that her
figure was slight and girlish, her long riding habit sweeping
down below her shoes, her feathered beaver placed
jauntily on her head. Her right hand held a riding whip.
She sat her horse perfectly. He guessed from their attitudes
that the condemned persons were beseeching her for
mercy.
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