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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      







Te Atua …


This being, as the Maoris say,


The Spirit of the rest of the Book
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“Why the divvul would anyone want to live at the end of the Earth, sor?”


Robert Coffin was standing by the bowsprit of the schooner Resolute when the question was asked. North Island lay north by northwest, South Island somewhere astern. “Aotearoa” the Maoris called this place in their melodious language; the Land of the Long White Cloud.


“I might ask you the same, Mr. Markham.”


The powerful, battered face of his First Mate convulsed into a half-smile. Out in the vastness of the South Pacific it was considered impolite, not to mention potentially fatal, to inquire too closely into a man’s background. Yet Markham didn’t hesitate. There was very little he’d hesitate to do for Captain Robert Coffin. It was one of Coffin’s great talents, a rare one among men, that others of his kind were eager to do things for him.


“Well sor, it were incumbent on me to leave the Blessed Climes of home in somewhat of a hurry. There were a bit of a problem with some cards.”


“What sort of problem, Mr. Markham?”


The First Mate’s contorted grin widened. “Too many of ’em, sor.”


Coffin nodded. Lit by the flickering glow of the whale-oil lamp hung from the rigging, the First Mate’s face bore more than passing resemblance to the impenetrable topography of South Island. Then he turned to stare out at the tar-black sea.


“I chose to live here, Mr. Markham, because I had nowhere else to go.”


“Ah now, sor, be you meaning to say you wouldn’t go back to Blessed England to live were the circumstances appropriate?”


“Mr. Markham, insofar as I am concerned, Blessed England can sink to her gunwales and I’d shed not a tear for the scuppering.”


The First Mate had seen a great deal in his lifetime. There was little that could shock him. But he was shocked now. He nodded somberly, turned as if to depart, and then recalled why he’d sought out his Captain. Finding him had not been difficult. Coffin slept less than any man he’d ever met. When not taking charge of his vessel you were apt to find him here, staring over the bow, as though searching for something only he knew was out there, somewhere ahead in the salty darkness.


Though he didn’t turn he knew the Mate was still there. Coffin had the gift of the third eye, he did, and his men knew it and whispered. But not in front of their Captain.


“Something else, Mr. Markham?”


“Sor, Mr. Harley and the helmsman both wish to know if you intend to try a landing tonight or if they should search out a place to drop anchor.”


“Forgive my absentmindedness, Mr. Markham. It’s forethought that weighs heavily on me, not indifference to my duties.”


Again the Mate grinned, a different sort of smile this time. Coffin could be ruthless, as was proper for a Captain, but he could also confess to his humanity. It was another reason others were willing to die for him.


“I know that, sor. ’Tis been a long night.”


“Intended to bring us home in good weather. I would not be caught out even in these familiar waters in the storm which may be brewing.”


Markham nodded approvingly. Coffin was twenty-six and the First Mate twenty years older, but each knew who the superior seaman was. Other Captains studied charts. Coffin memorized them, to the neverending awe and respect of his crew. The young Captain had a real brain.


If only he wasn’t quite so driven.


He was pointing toward the shore where the first glimmering lights were coming into view. “I’ve not pushed the night watch since moonrise to stop half a league from home. We’ll berth the Resolute in her own dock tonight. The men may berth where they will.”


Markham chuckled. Tired as they were, once they made landfall only those few men with wives would repair to the comforting arms of Morpheus. The rest would awaken anew to drink and debauchery.


More of the harbor was coming into view. Markham squinted to port. “It won’t be any easy thing to manage in the darkness, sor. I estimate there be near a hundred vessels at anchor tonight.”


Coffin considered the same darkling panorama. Always ready with a joke, our Captain, thought Markham, but not what you’d call a jolly chap.


“Inform Mr. Harley and Mr. Appleton of the situation ahead. If there are a thousand ships we’re still going in. Mind Mr. Appleton doesn’t go ramming any clippers in the dark or I’ll patch any hole in the hull with his buttocks.”


“Aye, sor.” As often happened, the First Mate was unable to tell if his Captain was being sarcastic or dead serious. Therefore he treated every ambiguity as gospel, preferring to be thought of as dour rather than stupid.


Turning, he unhooked the lamp and swung it from side to side as he yelled sternward. “Reef all tops’ls! Make for landing!”


The cry was taken up by the other mates, relayed sternward where it eventually reached the ears of the helmsman. Hands leaned on the great wooden wheel.


Coffin stood steady as a figurehead, gazing out over the bow. “Two degrees to port, Mr. Markham,” he said calmly.


“Aye, sor.” Once again the First Mate shouted orders. He joined his Captain in studying the crowded harbor. Running the gauntlet of anchored ships that lay in front of them would be no easy task, especially at night, not if Neptune himself were giving directions. The Resolute was in the hands not of a King but a Coffin. A bad name, he mused, for a good master.


It was a measure of the confidence they had in Coffin that not a man among his crew questioned his decision to try and dock in the darkness. There were only a couple of hours left until morning. It would have been simpler and safer to drop anchor outside the harbor and wait for daylight, but Coffin was not a man to tempt a calm sea. In this isolated part of the world, storms and typhoons could appear with astonishing speed.


Overhead the Southern Cross gleamed, a road sign fashioned of diamonds. The quarter-moon turned the shallower water the color of deep green glass. Luminescence boiled in the schooner’s wake, caressing her bow as she disturbed billions of tiny creatures with her passing.


The very water seemed on fire as they entered the harbor. Flames towered a hundred feet high, throwing the skeletal spars of dozens of vessels into sharp relief. In addition to the apocalyptic sight it presented, the air of Kororareka Harbor was dominated by a terrifying, pungent smell. For while many men spent the night ashore wallowing in the drunkenness and debauchery of the part of town known as The Beach, others toiled through the darkness on their ships, intent on the final and most noisome stage of that business which brought so many vessels from so many lands to this godforsaken corner of the globe.


Of the hundred or so craft which bobbed at anchor in the harbor, most were whalers. They roamed the vast empty spaces of the Pacific seeking the great whales whose rendered corpses would provide light for the lamps of Europe and America. At Kororareka they came together to boil out blubber and flesh, to restock stores and supplies, and to leave behind their gold.


The hellfire that flared across the waters came from gigantic iron cauldrons on the whalers’ decks. Fired by wood and charcoal bought from New Zealand’s fledgling merchants, these seething black pits reduced tons of animal to gallons of oil. It was said among the sailors that when God looked down on Kororareka he had to hold his nose, for the stench from the vats was strong enough to assail the nostrils of the Lord Himself.


When the boiling and rending was done, the oil would be dipped out with long-handled iron scoops. The reservoirs of the whaling ships would be topped out with liquid gold enough to build grand palaces in Newcastle and Nantucket, Salem and London, Boston and Liverpool and Marseilles. The awful business was better done in a calm harbor, away from the grip of a raucous sea that could easily spill the precious bounty with a single unexpected wave.


For more than a league in any direction from Kororareka, North Island stank of cremated leviathans.


The natives were a fastidious bunch of savages. They kept their villages and settlements well away from the rancid vicinity of the town. They called themselves maori, which meant normal. This in contrast to the pakehas whose odiferous business clearly marked them as anything but normal. Those Maori women who had joined their imported white sisters in the business of attending to the needs of wild sailors breathed as little as possible when they went into the town. Their habits and barely veiled contempt for the seamen did not endear them to their customers. However, this did not interrupt the ancient commerce between the sailors and ladies-of-the-evening. The Maori women were comely, the Pacific was vast, and the polyglot crews that called at Kororareka were not interested in the social opinions of the women they solicited.


Fortunately there was little need for the two cultures to mix when not in bed. The permanent settlers served as go-betweens for ship’s pursers and Maori suppliers. It was this business which had drawn respectable citizens to the hell that was Kororareka.


Coffin’s opinion of the Maori was considerably higher than that of most of his colleagues. He was familiar with the savages of other lands: the aborigine of neighboring Australia, the blacks of South Africa and the Redmen of North America. From what he’d heard and experienced, the New Zealand natives were special, differing even from their cousins in the Tahitis and Samoas.


For savages they were good people. He enjoyed their company and had gone so far as to learn much of their language. This shrewd move gave him a decided advantage come trading time. Few of his countrymen had any interest in learning the speech of savages, preferring to rely on interpreters who often as not were in the business of taking kickbacks from the very Maori traders their European employers assiduously worked to cheat. Among the European settlers only the missionaries strove to acquire a working knowledge of the native language.


Coffin had first traveled to Australia as a common seaman. There he’d learned of the promise of still another new land lying farther to the east. And there was fortune to be gained in this New Zealand, as its audacious Dutch discoverer had named it. Not in the form of gold to be scooped off the ground or spices to be plucked from trees, but from hard work and sharp dealing.


So he’d shipped to lawless, open Kororareka in the Resolute. Five years later found him her owner and master, as well as the founder of Coffin House, prime supplier and victualer to the insatiable whalers who crowded the harbor ahead.


In England a man couldn’t rise far above his station unless he had friends at Court or in Parliament. The poverty-stricken Coffins had none. At the ends of the Earth no such restraints were placed on a man’s ambition at birth.


He was taller than most men, smooth of face but certainly not soft. Broad of shoulder and hip without being bulky, he was stronger than friends or enemies surmised. From a small, almost delicate mouth issued a voice of striking depth and power. The kind of voice, he’d been told on occasion, that belonged not in a mercantile establishment but in the House of Commons debating great issues. Coffin had no regrets that this was not to be. The life he’d chosen suited him well.


The wind shifted slightly, scuttling down out of the dark hills that ringed the harbor. The horrible miasma rising from the rendering kettles was momentarily diverted. The breeze blew Coffin’s hair into his eyes and he brushed at it absently. Along with his booming voice, the young Captain’s most striking feature was his silvery hair. It gave him the look of a man twenty years older. As it did not seem to put off the ladies, it never troubled Coffin. The first Maoris he’d met had promptly dubbed him “Makawe Rino.” Iron Hair.


His attention shifted from the hellish harbor to the town beyond. There waited not just Coffin House but Mary Kinnegad. Irish Mary, the sailors called her.


She’d migrated to New Zealand several years earlier, leaving behind in Australia a convict past of unknown origin. It mattered not a whit to the men who frequented The Beach, where any member of the opposite sex more comely than a beluga was welcome with no questions asked. Set down among shop-worn painted doxies and dark Maori girls like a diamond among zircons, Mary Kinnegad found herself treated like a queen.


Then Coffin had found her and she found him, and the finding changed both their lives permanently.


She’d unburdened her history to him, confessing to the killing of another woman in England. She refused to say what had sparked the fight save that it was not over a man. There wasn’t a man alive Mary Kinnegad thought worth fighting over. Coffin was doing his best to change that opinion.


Two fine, healthy children she’d borne him already: little Flynn, and Sally whose hair was as red as her mother’s. A family as admirable as his business, he knew. Not a bad life for the sole son of a coal miner dead of the black lung these ten years past. His father would have been proud. Aye, there was a good life to be wrested from this far land, and he gave thanks to God that the Dutch who’d found it had decided they wanted no part of it.


He turned to gaze at the deck, stacked high with its heavy load of Kauri pine. The Kauri grew on North Island as well as on South, but with increasing demand came also increasing prices from those “ignorant” Maoris—who knew business as well as any of their European counterparts. Hence Coffin’s risky voyages to South Island in search of high-grade trees and low-grade Maori traders. With a pakeha vessel still something of a novelty there, he’d managed to find both.


God seemed to have designed the Kauri pine specifically to serve the needs of sailing men. The tree soared straight and true to extraordinary heights before sending out its first branches. Coffin knew of emergencies where an untrimmed Kauri had been stepped into service as a mast without having been touched by the axe of a ship’s carpenter. The saplings made excellent, perfectly straight spars.


Of the hundred-odd vessels that rocked at anchor in the Bay of Islands fronting Kororareka, many had been dismasted and many more limped in with broken spars. The Pacific seemed to strive to belie her name, and good quality Kauri was in short supply in the harbor now. Captains paced their quarterdecks and fumed at the delays; Coffin could expect a warm welcome for his cargo. Pine for masts, flax for sturdy rope, and the provisions for starving sailors—


The cauldrons of Hades receded as the Resolute moved on one sail toward the makeshift wharf. Not a pretty landing, not like Liverpool or Southampton, but it was his. No one else in Kororareka could claim that. As an anchorage Kororareka left much to be desired. The wharf was the best he could do.


As the schooner bumped up against the pier the mates had to raise their voices in order to make themselves understood above the screams and shouts that rose from The Beach. Soon the sun would be up, but there would be no slowing of frantic activity. The taverns and grog shops and brothels never closed. Bartenders and whores and gamblers worked the whalers in round-the-clock shifts.


Lines were tightened around cleats and made fast to pilings. A ramp was extended over the side. Somewhere a musket went off and louder screams were heard.


Coffin had come home.
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He approached the ramp. Markham was waiting for him.


“Orders, Cap’n?”


“We’ve been a month away from port, Mr. Markham. Once the cargo’s been seen to, give everyone leave to visit their wives or sweethearts or both. Mount the usual guard. We want no sneak thieves making off with our profit.”


“Aye, sor. I’m anxious to be off meself. South Island be a cold place, and not meaning only the weather, sor.”


Coffin’s gaze went to the head of the pier. Already seamen not utterly besotted with drink could be seen stopping to gape at the masts and spars-to-be that were piled high on the Resolute’s deck. They would carry word back to their ships that the badly needed supplies had finally arrived.


“The market will come to us, Mr. Markham. Inform any who inquire that there’ll be no sale of our Kauri until Mr. Goldman has had time to grade and price the wood. I’ll not lose all our hard work to a panic selling.”


“No sor,” agreed Markham.


“Good. Arrange for your own relief when you’re done. As for myself, I have business of my own to attend to ashore.”


The Mate winked. “Don’t we all, sor.”


Coffin started toward the ramp, only for Markham to delay him. “One other thing, Cap’n.” The Mate nodded across the deck. “What are we to do with him?”


Coffin’s gaze followed Markham’s through the waning darkness. He could just make out the spectral silhouette that was leaning against the far railing. The old Maori stood six foot six in his sandaled feet and was thin as a clipper’s mizzen-stay. He wore a dun-colored flaxen cloak and four feathers in his hair: three plucked from the rare kea and one from a bird Coffin didn’t know, though it was easily the largest feather he’d ever set eyes upon.


The Maori had been taken aboard at South Island. From what they’d observed, the natives there were glad to be rid of him. His name was Tuhoto and he was a tohunga. It was not quite the same thing as a priest; more in the line of a spiritual adviser and wizard all rolled into one. If nothing else, he was a curiosity. In return for his passage he’d promised to cast a karakia, a spell for good weather. This primitive nonsense he’d backed with practical knowledge of wind and waves.


The crew didn’t like him and made no effort to hide their feelings. “No place on a clean ship for a filthy savage” was how one sailor had put it. In conversation the native was dry and concise.


Despite this he was cordial to Coffin. For what it was worth, everyone admitted that they had enjoyed unusually calm weather during the homeward leg of the journey, though not a man-jack among the crew would dare give the heathen’s incantations any credit for their good fortune.


One sailor who’d stood night watch claimed to have seen the old Maori conversing with dolphins. The mocking laughter of his comrades soon silenced him. It was amusing thereafter to observe this otherwise tough seaman going out of his way to avoid the tohunga whenever their paths threatened to cross on deck.


“I’ll take care of him, Mr. Markham.”


“Thank you, sor.” The gratitude was plain in the First Mate’s reply.


They’re all afraid of him, Coffin thought as he walked across the deck. Maoris and sailors both. His crew barely acknowledged their Captain’s presence as they scrambled for the ramp. By the time Coffin reached the port side of his ship, the schooner was quieter than it had been in weeks.


“Tena koe, Tuhoto.”


The old wizard spoke without smiling. Coffin had yet to see him smile. “Hello to you, Captain Robert Coffin.”


As before, Coffin was impressed by the old man’s fluency. The Maoris learned English readily enough, but Tuhoto hardly seemed the type to have attended missionary school.


“What are you doing?”


Tuhoto pointed toward the harbor with his staff, a beautiful piece of hardwood covered with intricately carved whorls and scrolls. They matched the tattoos that covered his face.


“Those men on all the ships. They burn the flesh of the great fish, but not for food. For what, then?”


Coffin indicated one of the lamps which illuminated the deck. “They suck oil from its flesh, to put in containers like that one to give light.”


“The pakehas value such lights highly?”


“Highly indeed.” Coffin was a pakeha himself, of course, but he did not feel insulted.


“Then it seems to me you must fear the darkness very much.”


“Some do. Is it not true of the Maori?”


“No, it is not, Captain Coffin.”


“I think I know Why this may be so. In the land where I came from there were and still are dangerous wild animals who hunt by night. Your islands seem never to have been inhabited by wolves and bears and such. You have no reason to fear the night because it has never threatened you.”


Tuhoto mulled this over before replying. “That is a good thought, though I think there may be more to it. There is something in the pakeha that fears even the deserted darkness. I think many pakehas fear themselves.” He gazed down at the young Captain. “I think your thoughts have teeth.”


He turned to stare back out across the waters recently crossed. Coffin remained until the lamps were no longer necessary, giving the elder his due.


“You have been a good friend to me,” Tuhoto said finally. “Moreso than any pakeha I have ever met. I sense something in you that is not in the other pakehas.”


Coffin shrugged. “We are all special to ourselves, Tuhoto. I might say that you are unlike any other Maori I’ve ever met.”


The old man did not laugh, but he smiled for the very first time. The smile was another curve in his face, a sweep matched by his intricate tattoos. They covered not just his face but his entire body, the most extensive Maori tattooing Coffin or any of his companions had ever seen. Upon being questioned, Tuhoto explained they represented the entire history of the Maori people. More nonsense, Coffin knew, but colorful nonsense it was.


“I wish you much luck, Captain Coffin. I think you like my country. I think it may like you.”


“I’m very happy here, Tuhoto. Best have a care when you debark.” He nodded shoreward. “Kororareka’s become the wildest and most lawless pakeha community in this part of the world. A lot of badness all in one place. It’s full of pakehas who don’t like Maoris even when they’re sober.”


“I have tasted of the pakeha rum. I like the way it heats my belly, but not my head. I know what you warn against. Small men I do not fear. I have six gods. I will not be harmed.”


“Maybe you could loan me a couple. I could use help these days.” Coffin intended it as a jest, but the old man’s reply was dead solemn.


“I wish I could do that for you, Captain Coffin, but it is beyond even my abilities. Besides, have you not your own god, your Christ?”


“I think he avoids Kororareka. Many of your people have already converted to Christianity, Tuhoto. Will you not do the same?”


“I already have six gods,” the old man replied firmly. “It is too late for me to change.”


“Couldn’t you add another? I know some of your people do that.”


“I think not. It would make the other six jealous.”


Coffin looked toward the deck so Tuhoto would not see his smile. “Yes, I can understand that.” He forced himself to adopt a serious mien. “If you should ever need to return to the south, seek me out and I will help if I can.”


“Thank you, Captain Coffin, but I do not think I will be returning there soon. I have much to do here. Haere ra—goodbye.”


Coffin followed the tall old man’s progress as he strolled gracefully across the deck to vanish down the disembarking ramp. He immediately put the tohunga and his wild tales out of his mind. An entertaining diversion. Now it was over and there was plenty to do before the sun was well up. Notations to make, shares in cargo to be apportioned—and Mary Kinnegad. He was not long in following in Tuhoto’s wake.


He paused halfway down the pier, frowned at the wooden planking. Footprints seemed to lead to the edge of the pier. Below, dark water swirled oddly. He shrugged and continued on toward town.


As he entered the ramshackle collection of small warehouses and storage sheds which lined the waterfront he could feel the first kiss of the sun on the back of his neck. By rights he should head straight home, but Goldman would be opening the store soon. It was vital that they get the Kauri graded, priced and sold as soon as possible, before some desperate Captain thought to send armed men to try to steal it. Even if law did come to Kororareka, His Majesty’s troops would have an impossible time trying to track down criminals whose business took them clear around the globe.


Kororareka’s streets were paved with the usual combination of mud and drunken sailors. It was quiet, but only by comparison with the debauched nights. The revelry, if so polite a term could be applied to it, never ceased. Whalers were often away from home three or four years at a stretch. When such men finally made port-o-call their pent-up desires manifested themselves in a paroxysm of pleasuring.


To the sometimes puritanical shipmasters Kororareka was truly a bit of hell on Earth. They forced themselves to turn a blind eye and deaf ear to the depravity of their crews, though the sight of nubile Maori maidens prancing about clad only in flaxen skirts was enough to tempt the thoughts of the most dedicated Quaker.


So they said nothing while good men sinned a little among the heathens. It kept the mutinous in check and the Captains knew that God would punish such men in His own good time. A Captain’s task was to bring his ship home safely, its tanks brimming with precious spermaceti. To do that one needed the backs of strong men, not angels.


A few of the grog shops and stores now boasted wooden walkways which rose above the mud, while the less prosperous were as filthy inside as the streets they bordered. Coffin navigated around those bodies which did not stir, paused to permit lurching men to pass.
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The proprietors of the shops that lined the town’s “respectable” streets rose with the sun. On the fringe of The Beach, back behind the grog shops and gambling dens and the pens, were stores that sold tinned foods to homesick sailors, geegaws and gimcracks, ship’s supplies and fresh victuals. The latter was purchased entire from the Maoris. Why farm for a living when one could buy from the natives? This was fine with the Maoris, who realized substantial profits from their virtual agricultural monopoly.


A few of the shops even specialized in primitive, heathen arts and crafts of the sort calculated to raise eyebrows and promote nervous giggles among the womenfolk at social gatherings back home in New Bedford or Southhampton. The Maori were deft craftsfolk, fashioning hooks and needles of bone, skirts of the everpresent flax, attractive baskets and heavy war clubs. The latter were made of intricately carved hardwood or a variety of South Island jade. The Maori called it greenstone and went to great lengths to obtain it. Sharpened and polished, a greenstone war club was a fearsome traditional weapon, though Coffin had noticed that any Maori warrior would gladly trade war club, wife and child for a modern musket and powder.


There were even more notorious souvenirs to be had.


The boy stepped out of a narrow alley between two stores. He couldn’t have been more than fifteen: a cabin boy or sailmaker’s apprentice, most likely.


“Your pardon, sir.” He had a canvas bag slung over his right shoulder. “You look the sort of gentleman who might be interested in the unusual.” There wasn’t a suggestion of shyness or hesitation in his manner.


Coffin eyed the lumpy sack, had a fair idea of its contents. He tried to go around the youngster, who moved quick as a crab to block his path.


“You haven’t even seen my wares, sir. At least allow me that courtesy.”


“I know what you’re selling, boy. I’ve nothing to do with that filthy trade.”


For a moment the boy looked hurt. Then his flinty stare returned. “It’s not filth, sir, but a question of anthro—arthro—anthropology.” He smiled, having pronounced the difficult word correctly. “It’s science, sir.”


“It’s unwholesome, and though I am not a religious man I am dead against it.”


“Perhaps you’ve not actually had the opportunity to consider it in person, sir.” The boy hurriedly lowered the sack, reached inside, and extracted part of the contents. Coffin’s suspicions were confirmed. He eyed the object with distaste.


It was a Maori head: smoked, embalmed, and exceedingly well preserved. A man of less refined temperament might have called it fresh. Teeth grimaced at Coffin. The eyes were shut tight.


“Half a quid, sir. That’s a fair price. You won’t find a better head for twice that anywhere on The Beach. I’ll suffer a hiding if you can prove otherwise.”


“I don’t want to beat you, boy, though God knows you need it. Do you not know where these heads come from, nor why?”


“Of course I do, sir.” The boy was trying to sound knowledgeable as well as important. “The Maoris themselves do them up, even to tying the knots in the hair.” A youthful finger traced dry, dead flesh without hesitation. “Notice the tattoos here, sir. Are they not exceptional?”


Coffin leaned close and examined the gruesome object with clinical detachment. Sometimes you could tell if the tattooing had been added subsequent to decapitation. In this instance the tattoos appeared to be original with the deceased. The knotted hair was not the fashion among the Maori, but had been so secured the better to display the forehead tattooing.


“I am told, sir,” the boy went on, “that the natives do up the heads of their own relatives this way, and keep them on display for visitors much as I keep a picture of my sister in the locket which hangs ’round my neck. It’s their custom and habit. If they have a few heads to spare and if some jolly-boy wants to take one back home, why should I leave all the profit to the heathen who don’t appreciate real money anyways?”


Coffin did his best to keep his voice even. “If you think the Maori’ve no sense of profit, boy, you’re wrong there. They are as sophisticated and avaricious as any white man, much to the distress of the good fathers who proselytize among them. I fear that is reflected in this dreadful head business.


“I asked if you knew how you might’ve come by your stock. It’s true they’ve had this habit for as far back as any care to confess to it, but what many fail to realize, or choose to ignore, is that being the natural merchants they are, since the arrival of the European they have expanded their interests to accommodate an increased demand for goods.


“I personally know of traders who’ve traveled to villages to bargain with the head chiefs, the arikis. The trader will set a price. Then the chief will line up some poor souls, usually prisoners of war, and let the trader walk down the line picking out the heads he likes. Come his next visit his merchandise will be waiting for him, like the contents of your duffle.


“A man can make a cannibal of himself with his eyes and purse as easily as with teeth and gut. The Maoris have no corner on degradation. If the pakehas exhibited less interest in such souvenirs there’d be a few more natives walking the island this day.”


After digesting this information silently the boy responded with an indifferent shrug. “Of what concern is that to me, sir? If their own chiefs have no more concern for their own people than that, why should I worry myself about it?”


“Because you are not a damned naked savage, boy!” Coffin was unable to restrain his anger any longer. At his tone the boy took a wary step back. “You’re an Englishman. A Christian youth of good stock who has no business mucking about with such filth.”


“My age be none of your business, sir. If my wares put you off so, why then I won’t try further to soil your fine hands with them. I’ll take my trade elsewhere.”


“Why you impudent little bastard!” Coffin made a grab for the boy, but his feet were as nimble as his tongue. He scampered out of reach and vanished back down the alley from whence he’d come. Coffin gave a brief thought to pursuing, then turned away. By his willingness to overlook the questionable activities of others he’d profited well. He was no reformer. It was the youth of the offender that had moved him to anger. Kororareka was no place to raise children. Its air was full of poison, the missionaries’ strenuous efforts notwithstanding.


Some day, he told himself. Some day something would have to be done.


High on the hillside above the clamor and gunshots and debauchery of The Beach stood a cluster of small wooden buildings. They were grander than the huts that sprang out of the sand below, but not by much. Coffin House was the largest of the lot. It boasted a rock foundation and a fireplace, the latter an unnecessary afterthought since it rarely grew cold in the Bay of Islands. Captain and sailor alike founded many a jest on the establishment’s unintentionally morbid name. They appreciated the rough humor of it.


It did not hamper business. Coffin had built a reputation among the sea captains by giving quality for money received. He never tried to cheat a ship new to the port, and he dealt only in the freshest victuals and best quality stores the Maoris made available. In addition to Kauri pine and treated hemp rope, a ship’s officer could find tea from India, coffee from Egypt and Turkey, tobacco from the Virginias and Carolinas, metalware from the mills of Birmingham and woolen goods from Edinburgh.


Word of mouth was the best advertising, and satisfied Captains gratefully passed the name of Coffin House from ship to ship. “Put in to Kororareka and seek out Robert Coffin!” it was shouted across gunwales slick with blubber and whale blood, “He’ll not steal from you and his prices are fair.”


It was comforting to set eyes on the familiar storefront, its sign hanging limp in the still morning air above the front door. Something else made him quicken his stride, however, and he soon broke into a run.


Fighting was as natural to Kororareka as whoring and drinking, but it belonged down on The Beach, not up here among the community’s reputable businesses. Open brandishing of guns and knives was off-putting to customers.


The sight made his blood rise for another reason. Three against one are not fair odds in any fight, for all that the lone Maori appeared to be holding his own. Like many of his people he looked too fat to run, but Coffin was not deceived. He’d learned while participating in friendly wrestling contests at trading meets that the brown bulges which so often surged over skirt-tops were usually rock hard.


The native moved lithely, keeping his back to the building. He hefted a hardwood war club inlaid with sparkling paua shell. Both edges were lined with the inset teeth of some deep-sea monster. Using both hands, he swung the club in wide arcs sufficient to keep his three assailants at bay. They kept feinting, trying to draw his attention so one of them could slip behind those potentially disemboweling blows to cut the native’s throat.


The shattered cutlass lying on the ground was testament to the force with which the Maori wielded his weapon. One sailor was bleeding steadily from a gash across his forehead while another’s left arm lay loose and broken at his side. Blood flowed down the native’s right arm where a knife had slashed home.


“HOLD!”


Coffin’s voice could command attention from a topgallant lookout to the lowest bilge. It froze the three attackers. The Maori hesitated, then drew his club in close as he stared curiously at the new arrival. He was breathing hard, but so were his assailants.


One of them glared at Coffin. “This be none o’ your business, sir.” He turned back to the Maori. “We aim t’finish this cannibal for the insult he’s done us.”


Coffin lowered his voice as he advanced. “What insult might that be? As to this being my business or no, that is in truth my business you are fighting in front of.”


The man with the broken arm spoke up. “Wouldn’t get out of our way. Like to knock me over, he did. I take that from no savage. I’ve been all over the Pacific and Atlantic both, around the Mediterranean and three times ’round the Horn.”


“Not in your present condition, I’ll wager.” Coffin eyed the other two. “You’re all of you drunk. If anyone blocked anyone’s path, I can guess who the trespassing party might be.”


“Be you siding with the savage?” The tallest of the trio gazed at Coffin in disbelief.


“I side always with the right side. Deny to me that you’re all drunk.”


“So we’ve ’ad a spot o’ rum or two,” the first man growled. “What of it?” As he talked the fight was seeping out of him, just as Coffin intended. It’s hard for a drunk to fight and think at the same time.


“If you’re going to pick a fight in Kororareka, gentlemen, you’d best choose an opponent other than the Maori, much as they’re delighted to oblige. That’s my advice for this fine morning. My request is that you stop blocking the entrance to my shop. Go back down to The Beach if you desire to bloody yourselves, and leave this part of town in peace.”


“What if we decide to include you in the party, good sir?” The speaker gave him a challenging stare.


Coffin’s right hand drifted meaningfully toward the sword slung from his belt. “Why then,” he replied slowly, “there’d be no containing the fury of your Captain, Kororareka being a difficult place in which to secure new seamen, and burials here being as expensive as they are time-consuming.”


The man hesitated, glanced toward his companions. Neither showed an inclination to do battle with a gentleman swordsman. Furious, the leader of the trio glowered back at Coffin.


“What if we came back some night with friends, sir, and burnt your precious place to the ground?”


Coffin nodded toward the harbor. “Out there are a hundred Captains who regularly do business with me. They won’t look kindly on the perpetrators of such an outrage. Given such a happenstance I wouldn’t give you or any of your ‘friends’ the chance I’d give a Popester in Parliament.” He waited quietly for the man to make his next move.


Instead it was the Maori who stepped into the breach, verbally and physically. He gestured with both big hands and smiled at the leader of his assailants.


“Come, come. Why you stop now? We fight some more!” He looked hopefully toward Coffin without bothering to ascertain whose side he might take. “You fight too?”


The tall drunk’s expression twisted as he gaped at the native. “He’s bloody mad, this one is. Come on, lads, let’s shove out of here.”


“Aye,” said the man standing next to him. “What be the point o’ fightin’ with a crazy man? Nor have I a quarrel to pick with you, sir.” He bowed slightly in Coffin’s direction.


Bereft of his army, the leader of the trio turned and staggered toward The Beach, his comrades in tow.


The Maori let his shark-tooth-edged club fall to his side as he watched his assailants retreat.


“What for you interfere? It was good fight.”


Coffin replied in fluent Maori. “Not a fair fight. Only three of them against you.”


It took the native a moment to absorb this. Then he burst out in rich, appreciative laughter. His belly shook, but no more than the rest of him.


“Good man! You good pakeha fellow!” He gestured toward the building behind him. “I hear you say right you say this your store?”


Coffin nodded. “All men are welcome at Coffin House. If you ever have flax to trade or want to part with that oversized scalpel of yours, you’ll find my people fair and honorable.”


“Honorable pakeha? Interesting idea. I am no rangitira, not chief who does trading, but I will remember. Haere ra.”


“Good-bye.”


Coffin watched as the Maori headed down toward The Beach. He’d heard seamen speak of savages who were ferocious fighters, and of aborigines who had no stomach for battle, but until he’d come to this New Zealand he’d never heard of a people who delighted in spilling blood for the sheer sport of it.


He stood and stared until the native had disappeared among the grog shops to make sure the three vindictive sailors hadn’t set an ambush for him. Then he turned and mounted the wooden steps beneath the swaying sign.
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The bell above the entrance jangled, prompting a reply from behind the main counter. The voice was reedy and heavily accented.


“Just a minute. It’s early yet. We’re not quite really open. Your business will have to wait.”


Coffin strolled over to the counter and made his voice into a threatening roar. “A pox on your delay! Serve me now or I’ll see you sold to the Kanakas!”


“What—ow!” The man bending over behind the counter straightened abruptly and smacked his head on the overhanging top. “Now you look here,” he began, rubbing his balding pate, “whoever you are. …” His eyes widened behind thick glasses as he recognized the intruder. The anger melted instantly.


“Why Mr. Coffin, sir, you’re back two days early! You gave me a start, sir.”


“Fair weather and a favorable current, Elias. Sorry about the knock. I couldn’t resist.” The two young men, one thin and aging fast, the other powerful of frame but appearing older because of his gray hair, exchanged a firm handshake.


The young merchant had found Elias Goldman wandering dazed and drunk in a Beach alley two years ago this summer past. Goldman had shipped on a New Bedford whaler to see the world before settling down, and the world hadn’t been kind to him. He’d gotten drunk, missed his ship, and quickly found himself relieved of what little money he had by the regular habitues of The Beach.


Coffin discovered that Goldman had a natural talent for figuring, if not for whaling. Coffin himself had little talent or liking for arithmetic. Quick to recognize ability in another, he soon had the grateful pilgrim installed as factotum of Coffin House. During the past two years Goldman had never given him reason to regret his decision.


Adjusting his glasses, the clerk came out from behind the counter. “How did the voyage to South Island go, sir?” Without waiting for an answer he glanced over a shoulder and yelled, “Kamine!” A Maori girl emerged from the back room. “Mister Coffin has come back.” He looked back to his boss. “What will you take, sir?”


“Some tea, Elias.”


“You heard him,” Goldman told the girl. “Don’t dally.” She nodded sharply, then vanished. Goldman found a high-backed wood chair while Coffin took a seat nearby.


“Now then, sir,” Goldman asked eagerly, “tell me what you’ve brought back for us.”


“Nothing much, I fear.” Goldman’s expression collapsed. Coffin didn’t have the heart to tease his associate further. “A few logs.”


“Kauri pine?” Coffin nodded. “How few?”


“I don’t know. There are too many for me to count. You know how poor I am with figures.” Goldman let out a delighted whoop and Coffin could no longer restrain his enthusiasm. “You should have been with us, Elias! It still grows on the South Island thick as the vines in south France. The best quality, and we had our pick as no vessel had called where we made landfall in many years. The locals had amassed a huge reservoir of logs, more than the Resolute could carry.


“Furthermore, as so few ships go there, the logs have been sitting out in the sun for months, curing fit to please the most demanding carpenter. There isn’t a green one in the lot. Half a dozen men saw us tying up. By now the word must be all over the harbor.”


“Wonderful, wonderful!” Goldman’s eyes sparkled like those of a small boy at Christmas. “I’ll get right down there and set to grading it. Do you wish it warehoused?”


Coffin shook his head. “There’s no need, I think. You should be able to sell it right off the ship. Let someone else haul it for us. It’s a fine profit we will have for a little difficult sailing. As soon as business here is finished and the ship made ready I’ll be going back south for another load. Best to skim off the cream before our competitors think to try and retrace our course. I’ve sworn the crew to silence, but such a thing is scarce in Kororareka.


“Speaking of warehousing, how went business in my absence?”


“Most excellently. Every whaler in the Pacific knows our community for the friendly port that it is. There’s no law here to irritate them as there is at Sydney, and not a tree in New South Wales to match the Kauri for quality. Nor do they have the Maori flax for making rigging repair. That’s what we’re really low on. We’ve had something of a run on rope while you were away. Every merchant in town is short stocked. Bidding will be spirited at the monthly sale several days hence. I’m glad you returned in time to attend. I can bargain with the natives, but not well in their own tongue. What besides Kauri? Gold?”


The eternal question. “Everyone knows there’s no gold in New Zealand, Elias. We have a fair stock of foodstuffs. Kumara potatoes and some salt pork. Taro as well.”


Goldman made a face. “Taro doesn’t find much favor with a sailor’s palate.”


“True, but what I bought was cheap enough, and we can trade it to the Maori here. Taro for pork, say.”


The clerk looked thoughtful. “I’ll see to it.”


“There’s one other thing.” Coffin dug into his coat pocket and extracted a small pouch. Rising, he had Goldman follow him back to the counter. Loosening the drawstring on the pouch, he dumped out a double handful of beautiful yellow-orange stones—except they weren’t stones. They were soft and warm to the touch.


Goldman recognized them instantly. Picking up several of the largest specimens he held them up to the light. Bubbles and flecks of plant matter were silhouetted by the rising sun.


“Amber. Fine quality, too. Too fine for common sailors. They wouldn’t know their value.”


“No, but their Captains will. I’ve seen enough to know these are the equal of any to be gathered from the shores of the Baltic. If more was available we could make a good business of this, but supplies are scarce.”


“A pity this is all this country has to offer in the way of gems.”


“Who knows? The Maori have their paua shell and bone and greenstone. Perhaps someday the land will deliver to us some new surprise. There’s much still to be explored. Ah, here’s Kamine with our tea.”


The girl’s long black hair fell in lustrous waves from her shoulders as she bent to serve them. “It is good to see you home again, Mr. Coffin, sir.” Her mission English, Coffin mused, was much improved.


“Thank you, Kamine. It’s good to be back.”


She’d been a prisoner of war. Her conquering chief, a rangitira named Waretotua, had not treated her well. The sub-chief was a drunkard and a frequent visitor to The Beach, where Goldman had seen him beating the girl unmercifully on more than one occasion.


With Coffin’s permission, Goldman had bought her and sent her to the Anglican mission up the coast. Within a year she’d learned enough to begin helping out at the store. Now Goldman was teaching her figuring. She was valuable for more than tea-making and cleaning.


While they’d long since given her her freedom, she’d chosen to remain with Coffin House. She was a hard worker and invaluable to the busy Goldman, and she had a hunger for learning. Besides, Goldman’s interest in the girl was beginning to be more than merely altruistic. As near as Coffin could tell, his feelings were reciprocated.


“What other news, Elias?” The tea was hot and sharp, though not sweet enough for his taste. Sugar was worth a King’s ransom in Kororareka and the chance to buy it came infrequently. There was talk of settlers trying plantations in Australia’s humid northlands. Coffin was intrigued. Sugar meant molasses, and molasses meant rum, and rum meant very happy whalers indeed.


Goldman didn’t look up from his cup. “Nothing much, sir. Business is excellent. We did have a china clipper stop briefly. Caused a stir among the citizenry. Out of Boston bound for Canton. For tea, of course. Storms blew her south of her normal course and she made here for repairs. A beautiful vessel. Lost her top mizzen, among others. Sad to say we did not have the large log she required.”


“A week too late.” Coffin wasn’t the kind to linger over missed opportunities.


“But,” Goldman added brightly, “I did sell her a brace of topspars and plenty of rigging. Four barrels of pitch as well.”


Coffin was nodding to himself, thoughtful. “Who had the pine big enough to replace the topped mast?”


This time Goldman looked away. “Tobias Hull.”


“Damnation.” Coffin’s eyes narrowed. “Come, Elias, I know you too well. There’s more. Bad news, I wager. The exchange rate in London?”


“No sir. Nothing of that nature.”


“Then what? Don’t try to hide it from me. You know I’ll find out soon enough anyway.”


“I can’t actually say it’s bad news, sir. It’s simply—awkward.”


“I’m not troubled by awkwardness. Enough fencing, man!”


“Sir, there were passengers on that clipper and they were not bound for Canton. She intended stopping here storm damage or not.”


“Passengers for here?” Coffin looked pleased. “What’s awkward about that? New settlers are always welcome.”


Goldman took a deep breath and set his teacup aside. “Among them were your wife, sir, and your son.”


Coffin looked like a man who’d just taken a musket ball through the brain. It was the first time Goldman had ever seen him so. “My wife?”


“I understand her name is Holly, sir. That’s right, isn’t it?”


“My wife.” Coffin was staring blankly into the distance.


Goldman swallowed, continued. “The boy’s name is Christopher. Fine looking young chap, sir. Has your eyes. Six, she said he was.”


“Holly’s here? Good God!” Coffin struggled out of his daze. “Where are they, where did you put them, where …?”


“Rest easy, sir. You know I’d keep them off The Beach. Under the circumstances—your wife was most insistent—I thought it best as well as proper to install them in your house. I imagine they’re there now.”


“At the house? My house?”


“Sir, I didn’t see that I had any other choice. I knew it could cause trouble, but the house was, uh, empty at the time and so far no one’s come calling.” Both men knew who might “come calling.”


“If I’ve done wrong, sir, I apologize, but I. …”


“No, you did what you had to, Elias. As you always do. The problem is mine. Holly here, and Christopher too.”


Three years since his last visit to England. His son would be walking now instead of tottering about on all fours like a bald dog. And what of his wife? What of dark-haired, delicate little Holly? Memories washed over him, all of them pleasant, all genteel. Memories too of the weeping and wailing that had accompanied his last departure. A long time ago, that. So long that he’d almost been able to forget.


Once a year he’d promised to visit home. For the first two years of their marriage he’d managed to keep the vow. But the endless ocean voyage took too much time away from business, time utilized by his competitors. He grew adept at devising new excuses for putting off the visits. During the last three years Kororareka had exploded commercially. Coffin House’s growth had been proportional.


Unkept vows mattered not now. She was here, here, and the boy too. He could understand her longing and impatience, but to bring the child made no sense. Christopher had always been a frail lad. Hauling him halfway around the globe struck Coffin as dangerous to a fault.


Awkward, Goldman had said. Awkward was too pale a word.


“You might ought to go up and see her,” Goldman prompted his employer.


“Yes. Yes, of course, Elias.” Coffin’s gaze remained distant as he stood. He glanced out a window, gazing down toward the raging depravity that was The Beach. “How much of the town did she see when you escorted her from the ship?”


“Enough, I should think, to make any respectable Englishwoman think twice about venturing there alone, sir.”


“Good. Then at least she’ll stay at home. Kororareka’s no place for a woman of Holly’s sensibilities, no place at all.”


“I agree, sir, but it was not my place to tell her that. If I may say so, sir, she strikes me as a strong, independent person. Her stature is deceptive. The sights she witnessed didn’t appear to faze her.”


“Oh, she’s strong, she is, Elias, and were she anything but independent she wouldn’t be here now. She’s always been like that. It was one of the things that first attracted me to her. I’ll go up right now, of course. Bugger me if I’m not looking forward to it.”


“That’s good to hear, sir.” Goldman had reason to fear his employer’s reaction would have been otherwise. He was pleased it was not.


He rose and shook Coffin’s hand a second time. “It’s good to have you back again, sir. I trust this unexpected visit will only magnify your happiness.”


“I imagine it will. It should be pleasant. What man wouldn’t be thrilled to see his wife and son after three years?”


“Truly, sir. I envy you. Perhaps some day I will have the chance to experience such domestic bliss myself.”


“I’ve no doubt you will, Elias.” He turned sharply and headed for the door. “Mr. Markham will show you the cargo.”


“I’ll get right on that, sir. We should be ready for buyers by midday if not sooner. No dallying when there’s money to be made, eh?”


“No indeed, Elias.”


As soon as the Captain had departed, Goldman reclaimed his chair. Might as well finish his tea before fighting his way through town to the docks.


A soft voice materialized at his shoulder. “Mister Elias sir?”


“What is it, Kamine?” He saw she was eyeing the front door.


“Mister Coffin, sir, he doesn’t seem much happy at the coming of his family.”


“Oh, I think he is, Kamine. It’s just that it won’t be easy for him right now. The ways of the pakeha are not the same as those of the Maori.”


“How is that?” she frowned. “Are not both women part of Mister Coffin sir’s whanau?”


“Among the English there is no whanau, Kamine. No extended families as the Maori have. It’s one man to one woman. I’d think they’d have told you about that at school.”


“Mostly we talked about God, not men. So it is very different for the pakeha?”


“Very. As far as Mr. Coffin is concerned, this new lady and Kinnegad ma’m are truly part of his whanau, but it’s kind of a secret whanau. You must help keep this secret from Mrs. Coffin ma’m as well,” he told her sternly. “This is very important. As far as Mrs. Coffin ma’m is concerned, Kinnegad ma’m is tapu. Understand?”


“No, but I will do as you say, Mister Elias sir.” She picked up the empty cups and the teapot and set them on an exquisite black lacquer tray which had been smuggled out of the Japans. She believed completely in the Christ God and was so grateful that Mister Coffin sir had paid for her to go to the mission school so she could learn the pakeha language.


Pakeha customs and ways, however, were another matter. She was afraid she’d never understand. What was the harm in one man loving two women, or three, or four, or in one woman sharing the same number of men? Truly the pakehas’ ways were strange! It would be so much simpler if Mister Coffin sir were Maori. Normal. She hoped these peculiar customs would not make trouble for the plans she’d made for herself and Mr. Elias sir.
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It wasn’t far from the commercial part of town to the home Coffin had built for himself. It crowned a slight rise overlooking the Bay of Islands and the forests of masts which filled it. It was a simple, unornamented two-story structure of wood and stone, its walls unpainted and unpapered, its furniture purely functional. But it was a veritable mansion compared to most of the local residences.


As he approached he found his pace slowing. Not ten minutes ago his life had been ordered, settled, assured. He’d known what the day would bring and had a pretty good idea about tomorrow. Now all was in disarray.


The sale of the Kauri would bring a handsome profit. There was flax and rope to purchase from the inland tribes, minor accounts outstanding to be settled, and a few debts to be collected before ships weighed anchor and slipped into the untraceable reaches of the Pacific. All of which now must be put aside while he coped with something of greater dimensions: the arrival of his family. His real, his legitimate family.


Nearby was a rocky outcrop that formed a natural chair. He sat down and stared out across the bay, brooding for the better part of an hour. No nearer a solution to his problems when the sun was well up, he rose and purposefully surmounted the rest of the incline. Always the meticulous planner, he was at last going to have to improvise.


The door was unlocked. Murder, rape, and barbarities unnamed were common as fleas in Kororareka, but vile acts were performed only within that clearly defined part of town known as The Beach. Their perpetrators stayed clear of local citizens. A merchant troubled could count on his colleagues to boycott any ship whose crew caused him difficulty and no Captain could tolerate that. Here at least Holly would be safe.


What do I say? he wondered worriedly. How should I act? Most important of all, has Holly heard anything yet?


As he entered, sounds drifted from the rear of the house into the front parlor. It would be like Holly to have already enlisted the Maori cook and houseman, Samuel, in arranging things to her liking. He took a step toward the kitchen—and halted.


Someone had emerged from a rear hallway to block his path. The new arrival was small and lithe. It stared up at him out of wide, solemn eyes, absently sucking on a finger.


“Hello, Christopher.” It took Coffin a moment to identify this child with the infant he’d last seen in London. At the mention of his name the boy whirled wordlessly and vanished back down the hall. Coffin heard another new voice querying him.


“Christopher, what on Earth …?”


A magical, soothing, miraculous voice. It wiped away all the worries, all the fear which had nagged him during the endless climb from store to home. Long buried, half-remembered emotions suddenly welled up inside him and took complete possession.


Then she was in his arms, repeating his name endlessly. He was holding her before he had a chance to really look at her. It was some time before they separated long enough to inspect one another.


“Holly,” he murmured. “Holly.”


“I finally missed you too much, Robert.” She broke away long enough to reach behind her and drag forward the reluctant stripling Coffin had startled moments earlier. “This is your father, Christopher.”


Coffin leaned slightly forward. “Hello, boy.”


The child looked wary, but allowed Coffin to place both hands around his small waist. Suddenly he was high in the air gazing down at a wide, illuminating grin, and everything was all right. He giggled.


A peculiar sound, new to the recently erected home. Coffin put the boy down gently. The lad promptly ran and hid behind his mother’s skirt.


“He looks well. Better than I remember him.”


This time he thought her smile was slightly forced. No matter. It didn’t mar her delicate beauty any more than the full, flowing dress could conceal her petite, perfect figure. She’d let down her chestnut hair and bound it neatly behind her. He was right: she’d already set to work making the house her own. Holly Coffin had ever been as industrious as she was beautiful. Only mention of her son’s health seemed to sap some of that beauty.


“Today he’s doing well, but the voyage was hard on him.”


Coffin shrugged it off. “The journey from London to here would challenge the constitution of the healthiest man in England.”


That brought back the warm smile. “His attacks of the colic are less frequent than when last you saw him, but his general condition is not encouraging. The doctors fear his health will always be at risk, but it is true he has made some gains. They told me the climate here might be good for him.”


“Certainly he’ll be warmer than he would be in England, but a visit won’t have any lasting effects.”


“Visit? We’re not here for a visit, Robert.”


He shook his head slightly. “I don’t understand.”


“Of course you do. We’re here to stay, Robert.”


“But you can’t stay here!” He made helpless gestures with his hands. His brain finally took control and directed them to a window overlooking The Beach. “That’s the worst hole in the Pacific right there. Maybe the wildest place on the planet. There are nights when it offers the Devil ten thousand souls to choose from. Ten thousand wild, drunken, mindless men who are not above committing any outrage that suits their rum-sodden lusts. There have been times when permanent settlers have been the object of their attentions. This is no place for a respectable Englishwoman.”


“Now Robert,” she told him patiently when he’d finished, “you know me better than that. I won’t stand for any silliness. I’ve made up my mind. If you’ll recall I once told you that I’d follow you to Hell itself. I don’t make such promises lightly.” Her tone softened. Moving close again she put both arms around his waist and leaned her head against his chest. She was warm and smelled slightly of roses.


“Two and a half years, Robert. Nearly three counting the voyage over. That’s no life. It’s certainly no marriage.”


“I’m sorry.” He resisted the urge to bury his face in her hair. “I know I promised to come home once a year, but these past three have been so full of new business, new enterprises. …”


She looked up and put a finger to his lips. “No matter. Everything will be all right now. I understand. You were right to stay here and build our future, and you’ve done well. You can’t be running back and forth to England just to sate domestic whims. Here, I have something to show you.”


She slipped free of his grasp and disappeared into a back room, leaving Coffin and Christopher to gaze appraisingly at each other until she returned. She was wearing an elfin grin as she handed him the thin, wrinkled envelope.


“What’s this?”


“Go on, open it.” She looked like a little girl at Christmastime as she took a step back and gave him room.


He eyed her a moment longer, then slit the seal with a fingernail, slid the contents out and read. It took some time for the substance of it to register fully.


It was a bank draft, on the Bank of England, made out in the name of Robert Coffin, for the sum of two thousand six hundred pounds.


He looked up at her, whispered, “Where—how did you manage this?”


“I told you we’ve come to stay, Robert. To build a future here together. We’ll have a real marriage again, and I will cope with the worst this bottom corner of the globe places in my path. So long as there is a church and one or two women of my own station to talk with I will be content. As to Christopher’s schooling, I’ve no idea what facilities you have here but I can manage that myself if need be.”


“You won’t have to.” Coffin was still in shock. The figures on the bank draft dominated all else. “There are several excellent mission schools. He can attend any of them provided you’ve no objection to him sitting next to a native.”


“Anyone acceptable to the holy fathers is acceptable to Christopher. It will enhance his education.”


He shook the bank draft at her. “You still haven’t explained this.” His mind was racing with previously unimagined possibilities. Twenty-six hundred pounds. In this part of the world that was a small fortune. Deposited safely in any sound financial institution, it would give him a line of credit usually available only to the wealthiest men in Australia. Never again need Coffin House worry about paying for goods in cash.


“I sold the house,” she told him.


He blinked. “What?”


“The house; I sold it. It wasn’t a home anymore, Robert. It hasn’t been a home for years. It was simply where we lived in your absence.”


“But I thought that’s what you always wanted. A fine city manse staffed with servants and. …”


For the second time she hushed him. “All of that I would like, Robert. I deny it not. But it’s you I want most of all. The rest can come later.”


“What, here? In Kororareka?” He burst out laughing. “Woman, there are no fine houses in Kororareka. This isn’t Brighton.” Turning a slow circle he indicated the absence of paint and paper, pointed to the cracks between the floorboards. “And this is the finest house in Kororareka.”


“It could be made whole. Chink the cracks and put up some nice paper with flowers, a good painting here and there to break the monotony of the walls. Someday there will be craftsmen here along with the whalers.”


“You are an incorrigible person, Holly Coffin.”


She smiled. “I married an incorrigible man. It will work, Robert. You’ll see. Leave the details to me. And now, if you can, tell me that our presence makes you truly unhappy.”


He found himself unable to meet her gaze. “You shouldn’t have come here. This isn’t the place for you.”


Her voice was soft, husky. “Tell me you’re not pleased to see me.”


“And there are the Maoris to consider,” he rambled on. “They’re not treacherous, but they are unpredictable. One will make himself your friend for life while his brother will cut off your head to sell on the open market when your back is turned.”


She winced slightly at the image thus presented. “Say that you’re not glad to see me.”


Unable to look away any longer he turned back to her, and lost himself in those luminous dark eyes. “If I’d known. …”


Then he was stealing her breath again, locked in her arms, and he knew for a certainty he would never be able to reply to her question. The embrace was long, the kiss infinite.


“What about your parents?” he was finally able to say.


“As you might imagine, they objected to my decision far more strenuously than you ever could.”


“How did you manage it? What did you tell them? I would’ve thought your mother would have locked you up to prevent it.”


“It was simple. I told them they could have a daughter in New Zealand or no daughter at all.”


His wife’s family was tight and close. It only made him admire all the more what she’d gone and done. “You didn’t have to do that.”


“Of course I did. I had to do it for you, husband. For us. Is there any better reason for doing such a thing?”


For that he had no answer. “You shouldn’t have burned your bridges this way.”


“It’s done,” she said with finality. “This is my home now, as it has been your home. You cannot be entirely displeased.” She was teasing him now.


“I’d always thought to return to England after making our fortune.”


“You’re not a man for theater and parties, Robert. I know you that well. Make a fortune if you must and we’ll have a grand house here in this new land, but an English country gentleman you’ll never be.” She indicated the child hovering about her skirts. “And there’s Christopher to think of. I would not see the boy grow up fatherless.”


“Why say such things? I’ve lived with the guilt of that for years.”


“I did not say it to make you feel guilty, husband. I said it because it needs be said. Do you find fault in it?”


“No, I can’t. You’ve spoken nothing more than the truth.” Something made him pause and look past her. “What’s that?”


She followed his gaze. “What is what, husband?”


“That aroma.”


“Is there something wrong with it?”


“Wrong with it? It’s wonderful! What is it?”


“Oh, I’ve already made myself known to your cook and houseman, Samuel. From what I saw of his kitchen I don’t think I’d care for Maori cuisine.”


“He’s a good man,” Coffin protested.


“A mite old, I should think, for caring for this house as well as doing all the cooking.”


“There’s little to care for and my wants are simple.”


“No longer. I will take charge of the kitchen.” It was a statement of fact, not an issue open to debate.


“Samuel won’t like that.”


“Samuel and I have already come to a meeting of the minds.”


The warm smell drifting out of the kitchen was making him salivate. “What is that?”


“You will find out soon enough, husband. I promise that from this day forward you will dine properly and well, the efforts of your valiant but ill-educated Samuel notwithstanding. Why did you settle on so elderly a housekeeper?”


“The younger Maoris consider it degrading to work for hire. The attitude is changing slowly, but to take on work still requires the permission of one’s chief and the chiefs are reluctant to grant such permission because they desire to keep all their young men available for fighting.”


“Fighting? Fighting with us?”


He chuckled. “Generally no. God’s blood but there never was a people who took such delight in slaughtering each other. They have not even the promise of a life after death, yet they take great pleasure in massacring their neighbors on the slightest pretext. It’s all jolly good fun, you see.” He waited with interest for her reaction.


“In that case they’ll be too busy to bother the settlers, won’t they? Poor things. Oh, and Robert, there’s no reason to swear in front of the boy.”


It required an effort to remember this was no insubordinate deckhand standing before him. Besides, she was right. She usually was. Holly Coffin’s lightness was one of the things which caused him to visit England so infrequently. It was infuriating to be married to a woman so consistently correct, so regularly right in her opinions. Though it had to be admitted there were worse faults in a woman—though not many. The rich aroma coming from the kitchen mitigated any anger he felt.


“I made do,” she told him apologetically, “with what I could scavenge from your larder. Tomorrow I will shop for proper foodstuffs. I will take Samuel with me. It will do him good to be of service. As there are other families in permanent residence here I presume there are reasonably safe places for an Englishwoman to do her provisioning?”


“There’s one shop and one only that caters to the needs of the permanent inhabitants. Samuel can show you. I must insist you repress your natural curiosity, which I remember so well, and stay away from those businesses whose primary concern is the provisioning of ships. Any woman who strays into such places is regarded as fair game, and not even my name and reputation would be sufficient to protect you. Bear that in mind every time you set foot outside this house.”


“They are Englishmen,” she argued. “Surely Englishmen, however rough their company on board ship, would not presume to harm a lady.”


“Madame, you presume too much. Englishmen there be in Kororareka, and Yankees, and Chinamen, Kanaks and Samoans and Fiji-men who still enjoy dining upon their fellows. All have their perception blinded by rum. Keep clear of them, woman. You’re not setting up house in Queen’s Court.”


She put her hands on his arms. “I will take care, husband, though there’s little after months at sea that I wouldn’t risk for a basket of fresh vegetables. In any event I consider any risks I may take as less than yours. Now come.” She drew him toward the couch, the single decorous piece of furniture in the entire room. “Sit down beside me like you used to. I have much to tell you of England and much to learn of this, my new home.”


So Coffin sat, reluctantly at first, later with pleasure, and they talked of old friends and new. All this he did with half a mind. The other half was elsewhere, roaming the rooms of another house entirely, even as he wondered if a man could be condemned as guilty for being adulterous in his thoughts. Thoughts of the irrepressible, sensual woman of his recent life, of the woman who was not his wife.
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“Well, husband?”


Coffin pushed back from the table. Everything edible had been swept from its surface as quickly as a puritan’s vow on The Beach.


“As you promised true, that was the finest meal I’ve enjoyed since I was last in England.”


She smiled contentedly. Christopher had long since finished his own dinner and was now exploring the land behind the house under Samuel’s watchful eye. Master and Mistress had been left alone at their table.


“Especially the pudding.” He still savored the flavor. He’d nearly forgotten what Yorkshire pudding tasted like.


“Thank you, Robert. I apologize for the setting.”


“This is not a fancy house. I’ve no need to eat with silver. Simple plates are sufficient for me.”


“I also, but someday it would be nice to have proper china.”


“And so you shall one day. I promise you. Silver from Bond Street and the finest china Cathay can provide! Clippers sometimes put in at Kororareka on their return journeys as well as on their way out. I know a few Captains well. I could arrange for a pattern to be designed for you if you wish.”


Her reply surprised him. “Not yet. House and furniture first,” she said firmly. “China when we’ve a proper place to display it.”


He stared at her admiringly. Can I truly be sitting here like this, he asked himself in disbelief? Sitting full-bellied and content like some pleasant Haymarket merchant across the dinner table from a lovely, demure wife, having just finished a meal fit for a lord? Or is it naught but a dream?


Distant echoes of musket fire breached the solitude of the dining room to assure him it was no dream. A party in progress down on The Beach. Despite the sharp reminder, the debauchery of reveling whalers seemed miles away now.


A knock came from the door, a weak echo of the gunfire. He was puzzled. Visitors were not common here and those residents who sought him out were most likely to do so at the store. While Holly busied herself clearing the table he rose to see who had come calling.


She was handling it well, he had to admit. That could change in the days to come. She’d not been in Kororareka long enough yet to catch her breath.


A veritable army confronted him on the porch: men clad in work clothes, seamen’s garb, and formal attire. His gaze flicked over them.


“Gentlemen, I hardly know how to greet you. To what do I owe the pleasure of this invasion?”


“We apologize, Coffin.” The man who spoke tended to plumpness in his face and body. His muttonchops had turned white, bypassing the gray which so distinguished Coffin. He could not avoid sampling the air in the house. “I hope we’re not interrupting your meal.”


“We’ve only just concluded, William. Please come in.” He stepped aside and let them pass. They filed into the parlor and settled themselves on the plain furniture.


“Well then, friends, what’s this about?”


“It’s about all of us, Robert,” Jonathan Halworthy told him. Halworthy was tall, slim, and addicted to high collars. “This talk is long overdue.” Murmurs of assent and nods came from his companions. “Together with you, the six of us represent the leading citizens of Kororareka and this isolated fragment of Australia colony.”


“We’re the ones with the most money, John, if that’s what you mean.”


A few of them laughed; not all did. They were a solemn bunch today, Coffin mused. He saw they were staring past him. He turned, spoke awkwardly.


“Your pardon, gentlemen. Allow me to introduce my wife, Holly Coffin, newly arrived from London via the Canton clipper. Holly, my colleagues, friends, and competitors.” He identified each and they rose to bow in turn. “Titus Abelmare, William Langston, John Halworthy, Marshall Groan, Safford Perkins. That fuzz-faced lad on the end is Angus McQuade.”


“Gentlemen.” She curtsied perfectly.


There were polite nods and a few awkward smiles which Holly did not penetrate. Most of the men in the room were at least marginally aware of Coffin’s relationship with the fiery Mary Kinnegad. Each kept this knowledge to himself lest he provoke something stormier than a polite reaction from their host. Handshakes and welcomes were exchanged as she moved from visitor to visitor. That of Angus McQuade was especially warm. His young wife Charlene pined daily for one of her own age to gossip with. McQuade was the youngest of the group and acutely conscious of the fact. He was also, however, the second hardest-working man in Kororareka after Robert Coffin.


“You said the leading citizens of this fractious community were all here,” Coffin declared after his wife had left them to their business. “I don’t see Tobias Hull among you.”


Uncomfortable glances were exchanged. “We’ve already discussed this matter with Tobias,” Abelmare told him. “We supposed, rightly as it developed, that he would refuse to come into your house.”


“Well, no matter.” Coffin chose to spare them any additional embarrassment. “It’s thought in some quarters that Tobias and I are not the best of friends.” Only Angus McQuade had the indelicacy—or the boldness—to laugh at that sally. “It matters not. I confess I’ve no more desire to see him in my home than he has to visit it.”


“Now, gentlemen, what brings you here at a time better spent on business? John, you said we had to talk. About what?”


“It’s good that your wife is here now, Robert. Perhaps it will incline you more toward the opinion the rest of us have already reached. As you know, all of us are married, with the exception of friend Perkins.” The saloon owner nodded. “Several of us have children, born here or brought with us from home. We believe we six here represent the feelings of the majority of the permanent settlers, regardless of their social standing in the community. We’ve talked, in groups and individually, with the tradespeople and craftsmen. Kororareka is for them as it is for us much more than a temporary stopping place. Some have dreams of making their fortune and then returning to England or Sydney, but most look upon this land as their final resting place. These are feelings of which you are doubtless already well aware.”


“There’s nothing new in what you say, John.”


Titus Abelmare spoke next. He was senior among them and the weight he carried was not all in his belly. “Coffin, this is no place to raise a family. Despite all our precautions and safeguards children cannot help but be exposed to many, shall we say, degrading influences. To an impressionable youngster the lure of the sea as expounded by rootless, irresponsible, but voluble seamen is intoxicating. I myself have two grandsons verging on manhood. I see them look longingly at the ships anchored in the Bay and I know it for a fact they sneak away from their lessons to spend time listening to the stories spun in the taverns. Neither I nor their parents wish to see them swallowed by the Pacific.”


“Whalers make good money,” Coffin said with a shrug. “If it be the boys’ destiny. …”


“That’s no destiny!” Abelmare’s whiskers quivered with the fury of his response. “Drunk and wild in places like Sydney and Macao, that’s no life. Apprenticeship to a ship’s officer I would consent to, but the other, never. I wouldn’t think you want that for a family of your own, Coffin.”


Marshall Groan spoke up, since Abelmare was turning red in the face and was compelled to resume his seat. “Only last week my wife Helen was accosted on the town’s main street. Not The Beach, mind you, but our own section of the community. I was not able to learn the identities of these men so that I could deliver a protest to their Captain. Now Helen refuses to leave the house without an escort. That’s no way to live, Robert.”


“You’ve obviously all given the matter considerable thought,” Coffin replied softly. “What do you suggest?”


Halworthy leaned over the back of the chair which held Abelmare. “I’ve nothing against The Beach itself, Robert. …”


“I wouldn’t think so, since it provides most of your income.” Of them all, only Perkins had more of an investment in grog shops and gambling dens.


“I do not mean to play the hypocrite. The Beach can stay as it is. We can’t change that anyway. But Kororareka is The Beach, and as Titus says, it’s not a fit place for women and children. We believe the time has come to find another townsite far from The Beach’s influence, a place where honest folk can work in peace and safety, where God-fearing people can go to church on Sunday without worrying that their prayers will be interrupted by the shouts and gunfire of drunken, godless men and pagans.


“We must build a proper school for our children and be able to set out sheep and cattle on the land without fear they will be butchered at night for the larder of some ship whose luck has been too bad to permit them to pay for provisions.”


“Are you worried they’ll butcher your sheep, or your children?”


“It’s no jesting matter, Robert, as well you know. I hardly need remind you of the fate of William’s best mares this past month.”


Truly that was no joke, Coffin admitted. There hadn’t been much left of the horses. Heads, hooves, and skeletons showed signs of neat butchering and quartering. His own animals did their browsing under guard behind a high corral. Still, he found it hard to blame the unknown perpetrators of the deed. A hungry man seeks food wherever he can. But he could also sympathize with the unfortunate Langston.


“There’s only one solution to our situation here, Coffin,” Abelmare harrumphed. “We must find a new townsite away from these whalers and their ilk. Not in this area. Should we settle anew on this Bay we will quickly find ourselves inundated with the same riffraff all over again and our resettlement efforts would be for naught. Of course our new town must have a good harbor, but that need not mean disaster. With Kororareka already well established as a whaler’s port I do not think they would be quick to switch anchorages.”


Coffin didn’t have to ponder long. “Gentlemen, I’m delighted to say I agree with you.” A few tense expressions relaxed and smiles appeared among the visitors.


“Now that we have decided what needs to be done, how are we to go about it? Recognizing a problem is not the same as finding a solution. As we are all too well aware, the Maoris control all the land in this vicinity, land which they have refused to sell to us on more than one occasion.”


“The savages are not entirely ignorant,” Groan pointed out. “They realize if they were to sell us good planting land they might lose their monopoly on the supply of food and flax. We are dependent on them for our very lives.”


“We must seek farther afield,” declared Halworthy firmly, “so that we may establish ourselves in country beyond the reach of the locals who have grown sophisticated through their dealings with us.”


Coffin had reason to believe the Maoris were sufficiently sophisticated in matters of commerce long before John Halworthy and his colleagues had set up shop in the Bay of Islands, but it would have been impolitic to say so.


“You’ve put your finger on it. But we cannot plant ourselves in the middle of North Island. As Titus says, it should also be an adequate port as well as having good land for farming.”


“I still think such a move is liable to bring the whalers with it,” said McQuade.


Coffin shook his head. “I think not, Angus. Nor does Titus, and with reason. If the grog shops and brothels stay here, so will the whalers. There is something else also, something which has long concerned me but which I have not had reason to voice before now. Surely it must have occurred to some of you as well. The Lord is bountiful, but I do not think he provided the oceans with an endless supply of whales to gratify the light-starved of London and Paris.” There were a few protests, which Coffin proceeded to stifle.


“Nay, there are a hundred ships berthed here now, and this is but one such port among many. Already I hear Captains muttering of hunts taking years that once took only months, of having to wander into waters still more distant as familiar whaling grounds are hunted out. I believe, gentlemen, that ten years will find us witness to the beginning of the end of the whaling industry as we have come to know it.”


Louder murmurs of disagreement, and a few of dismay, were articulated by Langston. “Then what should we do for business?”


“Not all the craft that ply the Pacific seek the great whale. These others will still need new masts and spars and stores and rigging. Such businesses may decline, but they will not disappear. Meanwhile we must develop other markets and industries. Our economic base balances on the thin fulcrum of whaling. We must strive to expand it.” He focused his attention on Langston and Halworthy.


“You say we are dependent on the Maoris for our livelihoods. This is true. It must change. We must be able to raise our own food. The land here is fertile and rich and the Maoris leave vast fields fallow. Surely we could develop a market for whatever excess we might grow. New South Wales and the rest of mainland Australia is filling up much faster than we. All those new mouths will need to be fed.”


Abelmare was uncertain. “You’re talking about estates, Coffin, when we don’t own enough land to run more than a few cows and horses.”


“Look to your future, Titus. We’ll get the land we need. We must get the land we need, or we may as well pack up and go back to England with our tails between our legs.”


“We’ll need more than just the land,” Langston pointed out. “Land and crops are useless if they’re going to be trampled every year by a people who’ve less love of peace than the headhunters of Cape Colony.”


“Well said, William. Obviously we must have a treaty with the Maoris. Not just those we purchase our land from but as many tribes as we can bring into the bargain. We must move slowly in our dealings with them. As soon as they see our grain mills they’ll want mills of their own. Build a dam and they’ll duplicate it.” He couldn’t keep his voice from rising. “We must never underestimate the Maori! They’re not like the blacks of Cape Colony or the Red Indians of the Americas.


“But we will have the land and the peace. Surely there is enough of both in this country for all.”


“What of those who disagree and feel our future lies with the whalers? I, for one, am not ready to squat down in the mud and become a farmer.”


“Nor am I, Safford,” Coffin assured him. “My business now is as dependent on whaler trade as yours. But we may one day have no choice in what we do.”


“I agree.” Abelmare puffed out his stomach and regarded his companions sagely. “No need to rush into this. We’re not about to abandon Kororareka in a day. We will maintain our businesses here while simultaneously establishing ourselves elsewhere.”


That mollified the reluctant, suspicious Perkins, but it wasn’t enough for Langston.


“There’s something else to consider. I’ve heard talk that the French are thinking of setting a colony on South Island. Remember gentlemen, we are not a British colony but only a distant extension of New South Wales. If the French choose to raise their flag here as they have done elsewhere in the Pacific I am not so confident the Crown would risk a fight with them over so distant and underpopulated a territory. If we are to secure Crown protection we must make this country into something Parliament will want to retain. That means a real settlement, not just a way station for drunken sailors.”


“Aye—well spoken, William!—Let’s get on with it …!” declaimed several of the assembled men.


“How should we commence this enterprise?” McQuade wondered aloud.


“It seems simple enough,” said Groan. “We must get onto FitzRoy to begin dealing with the local chiefs.”


That suggestion brought forth a derisive laugh from Safford Perkins. “FitzRoy? That pompous ass? He believes the Maoris to be the same childlike, innocent heathen he’s dealt with elsewhere, and they in turn regard him as a weak fool. Deny it not, gentlemen.” Perkins’s eyes flicked around the gathering.


“Understand that I am not attacking Mr. FitzRoy personally. He is a good man, a decent man, if something of a prig. His problem is that he seeks to do everyone well. Out of compassion for the Maori’s ‘innocence’ he’d let them steal the legs off his trousers.”


“We must decide how best to proceed.” Coffin spoke quickly, to forestall the brewing battle between FitzRoy’s defenders and detractors. “I’ll set my own thoughts to the project. I advise all of you to do the same. I thank you for sharing this with me. It’s reassuring to know that we’re all more or less of the same mind in this matter.”


He turned toward the front door, a signal to his guests that the conference had run its course. Hats were donned, jackets straightened. As they departed, each man shook hands with his host.


“We’re agreed, then,” said Langston.


“All?” Coffin smiled thinly at his friend. “What of the absent Tobias Hull? What was his reaction?”


“The same. There’ll be no conflict there.”


“It’s a rare day when Hull and I agree on anything.” Seeing that such talk made the rest of them uncomfortable, Coffin dropped it. “It’s also a rare occasion when all of us get together,” he said more cheerfully, trying to dispel the momentary gloom his reference to his bitter rival had engendered. He stepped in front of McQuade and shut the door on him. “Take off your hats again, gentlemen, and stay a while longer. Enough of business, and the future!” Striding over to a rough-hewn cabinet he threw open the double doors to reveal the contents.


“A few poor excuses for cigars and a better class of brandy. We should celebrate our determination.”


“Now that’s more like it.” Safford Perkins slipped out of his coat and immediately launched into an energetic discussion of fine brandy.


The leading citizens of Kororareka spent a leisurely afternoon in the house of Robert Coffin discussing the weather, the need to travel ever farther afield to locate sufficient stands of Kauri pine, gambling, horses, and the virtues of Maori women.


Coffin’s gaze eventually drifted to the darkening sky outside. “Gentlemen, we’ve succeeded in wasting away the afternoon. I think we all have things best done before nightfall.”


“Quite right, quite right, Coffin.” Abelmare heaved himself out of his seat. His colleagues moved to follow him, making their farewells one by one, the brandy having put them all in a good humor.


As if on signal Holly Coffin materialized from the back of the house. She’d changed from the sturdy, multi-layered traveling dress into a thin skirt and blouse that enhanced her figure. She was slim but well-fashioned, like the Resolute.


“Did your discussion go well, husband?”


“Well indeed. There was much to talk about. The principal topic I think you’d find of particular interest.”


“And what might that be?”


“No point in remarking on it until a final decision has been made.” He was teasing her. She pouted, and he found to his considerable surprise that he was enjoying this little domestic tete-a-tete. He looked past her.


“If my nose tells me true, you’ve been working more magic in the kitchen.”


“Samuel’s a fast learner. I wouldn’t have expected him to memorize my instructions so quickly.”


He nodded toward the door. “I see that I’m going to have to remind you, as I do my friends, not to underestimate the intelligence of the Maori, whether it be in matters of war, business, or cooking.”


She laughed easily. “I’ll try to remember. But now while there is still light you must show me the rest of the house, and the grounds.”


His laughter was sharper than her own. “The house you’ve seen. As for the ‘grounds,’ there are none.”


She tried but failed to hide her disappointment. “You mean this single plot of land is all we own?”


“In Kororareka, aye. I’ve also purchased some land in the interior where some day I hope to run cattle, but it’s too far from town for me to give any attention to it just now. Coffin House absorbs all my daylight hours and I’m not ready to give that up for the life of a shepherd, my dear.”


“I could not envision you as such.” She took his arm and led him toward the couch. “So be it, then. At least you can enlighten me as to the disposition of our immediate neighbors, and the location of the shops where I will have to go to supply the household.”


It had been a long time since Coffin had spent an hour just conversing with a woman, a subtle pleasure he’d all but forgotten. In addition to her beauty his wife was industrious and intelligent. Her interests ranged beyond sewing and cooking and the arts of housewifery. Nor was she reluctant to dispute with him on matters she felt strongly about, arguing her points calmly yet forcefully. While they talked the boy was in and about underfoot, having already adapted to his new surroundings with the ease of the young.


Samuel was particularly taken with the child, though he agonized over Christopher’s thinness. Maori children were much like their parents; healthy, large-boned, and tending to plumpness.


Supper was another minor miracle. The candles, which had come all the way from Boston, were used for the first time since Coffin had purchased them. Holly had somehow fashioned napkins out of rags, substituting imagination for linen. As he sat down to table Coffin was certain he must have stumbled by mistake into the house of a baronet.


“Holly, you are a veritable wizard.”


“Thank you, husband.” A violent boom from the vicinity of town made her to look up sharply. “What was that?”


Coffin reached for his wine glass. “Most likely someone being murdered.”


“Please, Robert, not in front of the boy.”


“Best he learn where he lives.” Christopher was ignoring both of them, intent only on his food. “Better he learn of it here first than on the street.”


“You did say that someday we might have a home away from this awful place.”


“Did I say that?” He forked meat into his mouth, chewed hungrily. Had she been listening to the discussion earlier? No matter. “All things are possible, in the future. But I will not hide truths which the day will bring anyway. The boy must know.”


“Very well.” She conceded the point without further comment. “If that is how it has to be. As to this meal you find so extraordinary, it’s only chicken.”


Coffin gaped at her. “Chicken? I have chicken all the time. This is like none I’ve tasted before.”


“You’ve forgotten, husband, what the hand of an experienced woman can accomplish.” More gunfire from the vicinity of The Beach. This time she didn’t look towards it.
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