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So many gods, so many creeds,


So many paths that wind and wind,


While just the art of being kind


Is all the sad world needs.


‘The World’s Need’, E.W.Wilcox (1850–1919)





Chapter One


Dark skies hung glowering over grey streets, watching grimy sleet harass hurrying crowds, boxing ears with stinging cold, sending Londoners racing for shelter.


Corby Morgan scrambled along the slippery pavement wrestling with his umbrella. He was angry that he’d been unable to find a horse-cab, fretting about the time, aware that his father would open the door and say: ‘Late as always, Corby!’


As he lurched round a corner into fiercer winds his umbrella blew out, snapped ribs and black cloth flapping helplessly like a wretched mauled crow. Pinched faces drew some cheer from his predicament as he tried to haul it in, grinning at him as though he were a jester placed there for their entertainment, and Corby flushed with embarrassment. He hurled the useless appendage away from him, grimly satisfied to hear it crunched under carriage wheels in punishment. Cold and miserable, and very wet now, he crossed the road to Luton Street for the most important meeting of his life.


Corby Morgan, they’d said, was just a dreamer, yet another disenchanted young Englishman yearning for Utopia, for the romantic sun-drenched serenity of the South Seas – a madness, they said, common to many of these spoiled Cambridge graduates for whom the grass was always greener, be it in Italy, Spain, or in his case the South Pacific. Specifically a tropical idyll called Trinity Bay.


But they were wrong. He clenched his teeth and forged on. He and Roger McLiver had investigated and planned this move with the utmost care. They had no intention of idling away their lives and funds on a deserted beach; they had sought a place where they could make money and enjoy the leisured existence of gentlemen. And by God they had found it! Corby could still recall their jubilation when Roger had come to him with that clipping from The Times. The very thing! Exactly what they were looking for. They were so excited, they’d drunk two bottles of champagne before penning a reply. Even then they’d been cautious, destroying the first letter and composing a simple expression of interest rather than allowing their enthusiasm to leak on to the page and cause the owner to ask a higher price or attempt to hoodwink them.


Holding to that caution, they had moved to purchase the advertised sugar plantation near Trinity Bay in north Queensland, far away in Australia. Although neither of them had as yet visited the Antipodes, they’d been able to make further enquiries by telegraph to referred bank officers, who had replied that Providence was indeed an established plantation with reputable management and steady export figures, and not just another one of those get-rich-quick schemes so often proffered by scheming johnnies.


Everything had been under control until yesterday. God Almighty, he and Jessie were packed, ready to go, and now this! Roger, his friend, his partner, had reneged! Had let him down.


‘Damn his reasons!’ Corby muttered as he punched his gloved hands together. ‘And damn that bloody wife of his and her interfering family. Damn them all to hell! He’ll be sorry,’ he went on, fuming. ‘Sugar plantations out there are making a mint of money. I’ll be a rich man while he’s still poking about here in London tied to his wife’s apron strings.’


At least Jessie supports me, he sighed. My wife has the sense to know this is a golden opportunity. I won’t let go now.


That was a disquieting thought. He had no choice but to proceed. He had said his farewells, given up the lease on their rooms, paid the agent and signed the contract. Roger’s responsibility in this enterprise had been to match Corby’s investment, thereby taking up a half-share. Since Corby had used up all of his own funds on the purchase price, the balance of the partnership agreement was urgently required now for their fares, transportation of their goods and chattels, and capital for preliminary commercial expenditure. Too many tales had filtered back of gentlemen purchasing various enterprises and failing within months due to lack of capital for unforeseen expenses, so Corby had made certain that this would not happen to him. They owned the plantation outright and he had been relying on Roger’s investment to keep them covered financially until the next harvest.


But now the proprietor of Providence was stony broke! What a comedown for Mr and Mrs Corby Morgan, owners of a vast estate, to have to spend three months or more travelling steerage to Trinity Bay.


‘Blast his hide!’ Corby spluttered, rain wet on his face and a lady coming towards him caught his words. ‘Sir!’ she accused, shocked, jostling him aside.


‘And blast you too!’ he retorted. Damn her! He had more important things to think about than uppity women. He’d been worrying for weeks about Roger’s tardiness in putting up his share, making excuses to his father for his friend. ‘He’ll come through. He’s a reliable fellow, there’s just some delay in the transfer of funds.’


‘More like some delay in making his missus toe the line,’ Colonel Chester Morgan had snorted.


‘She has nothing to do with it.’


‘Oho, my lad! Never underestimate the little woman. You should have had his cash in the bank before you threw yours overboard.’


‘It’s not overboard. I own the estate, and I don’t need your Jeremiahs. I know what I’m doing.’


‘If you knew what you were doing and you are so keen on farming you should have bought that sheep farm in Surrey.’


‘A plantation is not a farm, sir.’


‘Same thing. You till the soil and gamble on the weather and rely on farmhands who don’t know their place these days.’


Exasperated, Corby had tried to explain to his father: ‘That’s the beauty of my plantation. It’s in the tropics so I won’t have a problem with weather, with frost and snow and all that – the weather is always the same in the tropics. And natives work the fields for their keep. White men can’t work in that climate and Australia has a large population of natives, a ready-made work force.’


‘If they don’t shove a spear in you.’


‘Sir, I don’t wish to argue with you,’ Corby had said at length, ‘but might I point out, once again, that Providence is only one of many sugar plantations operating in the state of Queensland, and they all use native labour with excellent results.’


And now . . . Corby was on his way to seek his father’s help. Who else could he turn to? He hoped Jessie had arrived on time. The Colonel liked her, they got along well, so Corby had given her the task of breaking the news to him that Roger had pulled out.


Corby smarted at the forthcoming humiliating backdown. It was easier to have Jessie pave the way for him. In the meantime he’d spent the day trying to entice other friends to join him in the enterprise, not without enthusiastic response, but none of them had the necessary cash. He would never forgive Roger for this betrayal. Never!


As he walked into the parlour his father was standing by a roaring fire, glass of brandy in hand, grinning like a Cheshire cat: ‘Late as always, Corby.’


Jessie fussed about him, taking his coat. ‘Darling, you’re freezing. Do come over by the fire or you’ll catch your death.’


‘Perturbations,’ a voice intoned from a deep armchair. ‘Always perturbations.’


Jessie’s father! Lucas Langley! ‘What’s he doing here?’ he hissed at her. The last person he needed now was her bewhiskered eccentric old parent. Chester couldn’t stand him. A bombastic retired officer with a wealth of rock-solid opinions, he had no time for Professor Langley, who, when he did have something to say, invariably disagreed with him. Corby neither liked nor disliked the old man; he was of no consequence, except for now, when as an irritant he could only hamper Corby’s chances of prising much-needed funds from the Colonel. He nodded a grudging acknowledgement to his father-in-law and turned to Chester for the expected lecture of doom.


And his father didn’t disappoint him. ‘Trouble with you young chaps, you think you know everything.’


Corby ignored the opener and poured himself a brandy to help muster the necessary humility. He’d beg if he must but it would take a few more snorts to reduce himself to that state. At this moment he hated his father. He hated his self-satisfied, cosseted life, thanks to the family fortune and an undistinguished career in the army.


The Colonel never had to worry about money. He lived high on the hog with these rooms in town, a pleasant country estate and his God-awful club. His son had received a small inheritance from an uncle and Providence had taken the last of it. Chester had always made Corby ask for money when he needed it; he’d never volunteered a penny, claiming that his son would eventually inherit the lot. Or what was left, he was wont to chortle. Corby feared his father could live to be a hundred and leave him with only bills and bailiffs.


‘It has been a great blow to me,’ he said sadly. ‘It is hard to believe that a gentleman would renege like this, Roger has all but sabotaged my plans.’


‘Ah yes,’ Chester smirked. ‘You always were a blamer. It’s always the other fellow. Never you. Didn’t I tell you to pin him down? Didn’t I warn you a month ago that he was likely to run for cover, that he couldn’t be relied on at the cannon’s roar? But would you listen? Oh no! And now your pal has left you with a plantation that’s probably not worth a whisker and no cash to run it. Have you got any money left at all or have you sent the lot into the gaping maw of the Antipodes?’


‘I have some money, sir.’


‘Speak up then. How much? To the penny.’


‘We have some money,’ Jessie said quietly. ‘I have a nest egg of two hundred pounds.’


Chester’s monocle gleamed. He was enjoying this. ‘Ah well, let’s see, that will probably get you down around the Cape, over to Tasmania and maybe to Sydney. Then what? Do you intend to walk the rest of the way?’


The Professor poked the air with the stem of his pipe and announced: ‘From the Cape across the Indian Ocean to the Torres Straits and south to Trinity Bay.’


‘What’s that?’ Chester challenged.


‘Their route,’ Lucas muttered. ‘The sugar route.’


‘Well, whatever,’ Chester said, dismissing him. ‘It doesn’t alter the fact that you’ve let yourself be dumped, Corby. You can’t afford this enterprise, so you’d best tell the agent to sell that place fast and count your losses.’


‘No,’ Corby said, trying to keep his temper. ‘I can’t afford to lose this opportunity. You can afford it, Father. Why don’t you come in as my partner? You won’t be sorry, I promise.’ This was the very line he knew his father would pounce on, but there was no alternative.


‘So. Now you need my money for your harebrained scheme. Why would I send my son off to be a South Seas layabout? That’s how they all end up.’


‘You’ve got it all wrong,’ Corby cried. ‘This isn’t really the South Seas. It’s a civilised British community.’


‘Civilised? I call it decadent. I know what you’re up to. You were never in love with work.’


‘And you were?’


‘I accepted discipline. I can see you now, lying there in a hammock, wearing a white hat and shouting at your Aborigines.’


The Professor looked up and blinked. ‘There are no Aborigines working on Queensland plantations, gentlemen. None at all.’


Corby and his father exchanged glances. For once they were in agreement. The old gent was practically senile, he didn’t know what he was talking about. It was common knowledge that natives worked plantations.


Jessie came to Lucas’s rescue. ‘It’s late, Father. We’ll take you home shortly. Are you warm enough there?’


Corby took a deep breath. ‘I beg you, Colonel, don’t refuse me. I’m so close now. At the very least I need two thousand pounds. Roger said he was good for three but I can make it with two, I know I can. I’m offering you a partnership at one-third less than Roger was paying, a half-share.’


‘There’s no such thing as cheap money,’ Chester replied, ‘only desperate. And desperates are dangerous investments. No, your mother and I have our lives to live, we can’t be throwing good money after bad.’


‘How can you refuse me?’ Corby shouted. ‘You’re crucifying me! I’ll lose everything!’


‘Then you should have listened to me in the first place. Get yourself out of this mess and I might be able to help you with that sheep farm.’


‘I don’t want a bloody sheep farm!’


The Professor tugged at Jessie’s sleeve. ‘Tell your husband we’ll invest.’


‘We?’ she asked, confused.


‘Yes,’ he smiled, licking his pink lips. ‘We’ll take up the half-share at his bargain price.’


‘But, Father, you can’t afford even that.’


‘I can raise it,’ he whispered.


Jessie was frantic that he’d make a fool of himself and, worse, compound poor Corby’s problems. This could easily be just another example of her father’s spontaneous kindnesses, emanating more from emotion than common sense – he’d been known to give away his boots to a needy fellow and arrive home, unconcerned, in his socks. And then there was the time he’d invited poachers, of all people, to share their Sunday dinner. A botanist, he could not be expected to grasp Corby’s financial dealings, but it was sweet of him to offer. ‘Don’t worry, Father. Corby will work it out.’


His eyes were wistful, sad. ‘I’m not dead yet, Jessie, but since your mother died, everyone seems to have written me off. They put me in chairs facing west to wait for my sunset. Don’t you see that this is my chance too?’


Jessie felt a pang of guilt. She knew that her eighteen-year-old sister, Sylvia, resented having to care for their father on her own since Jessie had left home. Sylvia could be cold and ungracious with him, but as a married woman now, there was little Jessie could do about that – except to give Sylvia a gentle reminder now and again that she ought to be a little more patient with him, comments that were not appreciated and probably made the situation worse.


He was becoming agitated. ‘Tell them!’ he insisted. ‘This is my chance to see the Antipodes. To start a new life.’


‘You want to come too?’ Jessie was astonished.


‘I was hoping you would ask me, but now I can buy my way in. I am needed. I don’t have to be a mathematical wizard to spot this bargain. Tell him we’ll take up the offer.’


Still Jessie hesitated. It was the brandy talking, she was sure. But when the argument between Corby and the Colonel descended into a fuming silence, Lucas intervened. ‘Mr Jess,’ he called, a title that infuriated her husband, ‘would you give me a word?’


Concerned, bewildered, Corby was forced to accept his father-in-law as his partner in the face of the Colonel’s amused derision: here was proof to Chester that his son would grasp at straws to dig a deeper hole for himself into bankruptcy. And Corby was angry too that Lucas, the old villain, had taken advantage of the situation. It was damned bad form to eavesdrop on a private conversation and then claim the same financial terms, and more. Had Corby managed to persuade his father to invest, he would have been a silent partner, remaining behind in England. Now he’d let half of Providence go at a low price to an old dodderer who intended joining them there. If nothing else, he was another mouth to feed, because already Corby made up his mind not to brook any interference from the Professor.


As soon as he could, he put Jessie and her father into a carriage and sent them off so that he’d be free to collect his thoughts.


A warm, cheery tavern offered refuge, so he found a dim corner and after a few drinks his despondency eased. It was possible that Jessie could talk the old boy into doing the right thing. If he could raise two thousand, surely he could find three, and pay the full price as any gentleman would do. Yes, it was possible. But still the other worry niggled. Besides being angry with Roger for backing out, Corby was very nervous of going it alone. He had been relying on the experience of his friend, who presently managed his uncle’s large estate in the north. Corby had never managed so much as a duck pond. It was all very well that Roger had handed over his copious notes and books on the subject of sugar-growing – good reading for the voyage, he’d said – but that wasn’t the point. Deep down, Corby had expected to enjoy his occupation as a gentleman planter while allowing Roger to make the decisions, and now the whole load had fallen on his shoulders like a dump of snow from eaves, and a twist of panic writhed within him.


By the time he staggered away from the King’s Arms, he had adjusted to the fact that instead of two enthusiastic young couples, a trio would sail for Trinity Bay – he, Jessie and that old leech, Lucas Langley. He almost wished he could leave both of them behind, irritated that he’d have another parent looking over his shoulder, having at last, and at least, escaped the Colonel’s sardonic glare.


But Corby had a further mental adjustment to make. He had forgotten Sylvia. Not that she was a willing voyager by any means.


‘I can’t believe you’re telling me this!’ she shouted at Jessie, appalled. ‘You’ve tricked Father into handing over his money just to get your husband out of a scrape!’


‘It wasn’t like that,’ Jessie said. ‘He wants to come with us. It’s important to him.’


‘I see. And what’s going to happen to me? He’s putting every penny he’s got into this madness. Where am I supposed to live now that he’s selling the house?’


Jessie tried to calm her. ‘Sylvia, you mustn’t take on so. Surely you don’t imagine we’d go without you? Think what’s ahead of us . . . a wonderful sea voyage and then our own estate out there in that beautiful climate. You’ll love it.’


That hadn’t occurred to Sylvia. ‘You expect me to go too? To leave London and live in the wilds?’ She burst into tears. ‘I’ve always said you’re the most selfish person in the world and now I know I’m right. You’d do anything to suit your own purposes. Well I won’t go! I won’t!’


‘You haven’t any choice, I’m afraid,’ Jessie said quietly. ‘I’m really sorry that this has upset you, but do try to look on the bright side. You might just enjoy yourself, and Corby says we’ll make a lot of money. You can always come back here to visit, and you never know who you might meet in our travels.’


‘I know what I’ll meet,’ Sylvia wept. ‘Blackfellows and snakes! I won’t let you ruin my life like this. I’ll insist Father comes to his senses. He’s too old for all this!’


In vain Sylvia begged and pleaded but the Professor took little notice beyond telling her to include mosquito nets in their sea chests. He was far too busy sorting his books and making lists for what was, for him, a fascinating botanical expedition.


Thoroughly dejected, Sylvia was left to do the packing, contrarily refusing to allow Jessie to help her, and when the departure day dawned she boarded the brig Caroline with them and went straight to her cabin to sulk. The Professor popped his head in, but misread her attitude: ‘Ah! Good girl. I see you’re nicely settled,’ and rushed away to explore the ship.


For Jessie, however, this was the most exciting event of her life, a day she wanted to remember forever. Sails billowed above them like wild, beautiful wings that would carry them to a new and wonderful life, and the dark green sea raced beneath them. She clung to Corby’s arm and looked up at his handsome face, still in a state of euphoria that this man, whom she loved so dearly, had chosen to marry her. There had been worries in this, the first year of their marriage, as to how they would survive with Corby’s capital diminishing at an alarming rate but she’d had faith in him. Jessie understood his reluctance to go into trade and his refusal to go cap-in-hand job-seeking, and she was eternally grateful that he’d rejected military service. She had known he’d find a way eventually. And when he and Roger, that cad, had come home full of this marvellous idea of purchasing a sugar plantation, Jessie had celebrated with them. Later that same night, with their problems solved, she was able to tell Corby her good news, that she was with child.


He was delighted. ‘See! Everything is falling into place. We’ll have our plantation, a great estate, and a son to carry on the family name.’


‘What if it’s a girl?’


‘No, you must have a son. I am told that if you concentrate you can produce the required gender.’


Jessie had laughed, but realised that he was serious.


Now she drew her heavy cloak about her as the wind rose and the swell deepened.


‘How are you feeling?’ he asked her.


‘Wonderful,’ she smiled. ‘Just wonderful.’


‘That’s a good start. I notice some of our fellow passengers are already green about the gills. By the way, I’ve thought of a name for our son: we shall call him Bronte. Bronte Wilcox Morgan, after my late uncle.’


‘Whatever you say dear.’ She kissed him. She was too happy to bother him now. She supposed that was the way with men, which was fine; it left her free to choose a girl’s name, just in case.





Chapter Two


The aquamarine waters of the wide lagoon lapped lazily at the exposed reef and drifted back to its crystal depths, resting mildly, awaiting the tidal rush. Already the great ocean out there had begun to sing, preparing to surge and then thunder high over the reef in a welcome invasion of invigorating surf. The lagoon tingled in the blazing sun under weightless blue skies, diamond peaks blinking across the mile of sea to the long arch of beach. Here the sand dazzled, as pristine as the polished creamy-pink interior of a large conch shell that lay at the edge of the jungle.


Sea birds hovered over the tousled green palms that leaned loftily over the beach. They were waiting too, playing their gliding games in hot airstreams, wafting effortlessly into the blue. Soon the ocean would rouse the silent lagoon, delivering fat silvery fish over the reef, and they would be ready for the catch.


A man emerged from the shade and strode down the beach, his large bare feet squeaking sand as he plunged along. This was Ratasali, the ‘big man’ of the coast-dwellers of this area. He was a big man in size too, a huge, bronze-skinned Melanesian, his body rippling with muscles. In his time Ratasali had been a formidable warrior and that, combined with cunning and foresight, had assisted him in retaining power over lesser mortals for many years. That, and his famed friendship with the gods, who appreciated his advocacy.


Ratasali saw to it that all of his people treated the gods with the utmost respect and in their worshipping tendered the very best of offerings. In this manner they had fended off devastating winds, great sharks were unknown in their lagoon, plentiful rains fed their waterfalls and pools, and, perhaps more importantly, his warriors were blessed with the courage and strength to fight off constant attacks by bushmen, hill people and other islanders. In fact these men of Malaita were known throughout the Solomon Islands, indeed the Pacific, as fearsome warriors and their ‘big man’ to be savage in retribution.


Ratasali stood by the conch shell, which was there for a purpose, exercising his arms and legs after a heavy meal, the palm leaves on his wrists and ankles rustling as he stamped. He wore a headband of shells to hold back his woolly hair, his nose and ears were pierced to accommodate adornments made of human bones, and on this day he was sporting his favourite necklace of human teeth. Even in his everyday regalia, his ceremonial headdresses and ornamentations carefully placed in the long house, Ratasali, with his broad nose, iron jaw and massive white teeth, and those deceptively soft brown eyes, was a man to be reckoned with.


Deciding it was time, he picked up the conch shell and blew into it, trumpeting a signal. A few minutes later the high carved prow of a war canoe shot out into the lagoon, slicing across the languid waters like the sudden chop of a tomahawk.


Ratasali danced with delight, clapping his hands as his new tomaka, his war vessel, on its first practice run sped towards the reef, its forty warriors dipping their paddles in swift precision. It was perfect! Wonderful! He shouted encouragement, thrilled with its speed as it turned towards him, the gruesome carved shark mask above the waterline baring its teeth to strike fear into the heart of the enemy.


He flung out his arm and as the canoe skimmed back across the lagoon, he beamed with satisfaction. This was the best vessel ever, beautifully constructed and carved by craftsmen. Before trusting it to the sea, he had taken the precaution of dedicating it to the gods, with the sacrifice of two women and a fat child, and there was no doubt that the gods approved. This had to be the fastest vessel in the islands.


He patted his stomach. The ceremonies to the gods completed with meticulous care, the sacrifices had made an excellent meal for his people.


Signalling to the men to keep practising, Ratasali replaced the conch shell and disappeared from the beach, making his way through the village to the long house to give thanks to the gods.


The thatched building, lined with skulls, was empty at this afternoon sleep-time so Ratasali squatted cross-legged on his mat to think things over. Now that the new tomaka was launched he had several important matters to explore.


White-men ships were due any day, recruiting men to work on the sugar plantations of Fiji and of Queensland, in the north of the big country, Australia. Ratasali knew all about the canefields. As a young man he had been kidnapped from a nearby bay and taken to work in Fiji. Three of his kin had died of dysentery in the hold of that ship before they even reached land, and of the forty-four men taken from Malaita that day, supposedly indentured for three years to white planters, only seventeen had made it home again. The others, unaccustomed to hard labour and poor rations, had died, exhausted, in the fields, or wasted away of disease, left neglected in their huts.


Ratasali had survived, but more than that, he’d watched and learned. He had learned the white man’s language, and had discovered that the British had laws covering the recruitment and employment of Kanakas, an island word for ‘men’. At first he’d thought this was just a tale. He’d laughed about it, in fact. ‘Imagine,’ he’d said to his friends, ‘having laws in our country for stealing men! Or women, for that matter. Would we have to beg permission of our enemies to grab them for sacrifice? Or even for meat when pigs are in short supply? These people are mad!’


It had been a surprise and a relief to find that the blackbirding ships were only seeking men to labour in the canefields. And it was indeed true that if they survived the three years they were free to return home, for the planters were bound by law to send them back.


Then he’d found out about the ‘passage men’: islanders who were paid two pounds or more for each recruit they delivered to the ships. Money they could use to buy supplies and oddments from the same ships! Some men volunteered to go, for the excitement of it, but most, like himself, were lured aboard and kidnapped.


Blackbirding had become a savage trade on both sides, with white men shooting opponents on the beaches and murdering belligerent natives aboard ship, while the islanders fought back, attacking any white men they could get their hands on . . . even the missionaries who tried to defend the islanders from marauding whites.


At the end of his indenture Ratasali was paid off in tobacco and tea, but the captain of the ship that brought him back to Malaita had refused to wait for canoes to come out to collect him, fearing retaliation, since several ships had been burned to the waterline by natives. Instead he had thrown Ratasali overboard outside the reef, forcing him to swim the rest of the way.


So he had arrived home shamed, knowing that while others had returned with gifts for their families, he had come back with nothing but rage in his heart.


His first move had been to take a knife and kill the passage man who had sold him, one of his own kin; not on his own behalf but for the three who had died when they were first kidnapped. Or so he told the villagers, who accepted that this was atonement to the gods. Then he went into the hills, captured two enemy warriors, and presented them to the families of the dead men. Grateful relations, still mourning their men who would never return, were able to sacrifice the hillmen to the gods as offerings for the loss of their sons.


From that day Ratasali became a passage man for the plantations, the wiliest in the Solomons, demanding payment for his volunteers and inflicting swift punishment on white men who reneged on agreements. Nor would he allow any of his people – because soon Ratasali rose to become head man – to work in Fiji. He knew that conditions were better in Queensland because old hands who came home often volunteered to return, thus adding to Ratasali’s riches. There were still losses, many men still did not survive, but Ratasali, like any general, saw them as acceptable casualties in the business of trade.


He was waiting on the labour schooner Medusa out of Trinity Bay, Queensland, which was due any day, but there were problems. He had promised Captain King fifty men and six women at the agreed price of two pounds each, but as yet he hadn’t assembled the required number and that would make the captain angry. He had to meet a quota for eager planters, or lose money on the cost of the voyage. Ratasali understood this and he was doing his best. As well as the group he’d rounded up, he had nine old hands who wanted to go back to Queensland, finding life on the island too dull after their three-year stints in the white man’s world.


Ratasali was contemptuous of their attitude. He couldn’t understand why they’d be willing to break their backs labouring six days a week in those dirty canefields for any earthly pleasures. Not even the availability of Japanese women in the Chinese brothels that proliferated in Cairns. They had to pay for those little brown women when there were clean islander women available free. It was a mystery to him. He had hated every day that he’d been forced to slave for the whites for a measly three pounds a year. Then again, he mused, it was obvious that he was of a higher birth rank than any of them, since it was not in his nature to bow to any man. Ratasali would never volunteer to go anywhere near those ships, not even in a canoe to exchange gifts. It was well known that blackbirders would often run down canoes to kidnap the curious occupants.


That had made him cautious. Several times white men had tried to grab Ratasali himself at gunpoint, but he was always well protected by warriors hidden in the bush. Many men had lost their lives defending their chief but – he smiled – the would-be kidnappers had never made it back to their ships.


Captain King was a legitimate recruiter, as far as they went, since he carried a government agent, Jock Bell, aboard Medusa. But it was well known in the Solomons that if King couldn’t meet his quota, plus extra men to make up for wastage on the voyage, then he’d grab young islanders anywhere he could find them, with the help of the big red-headed agent. So to make his money and avoid trouble, Ratasali had to have the numbers.


His friend Higimani joined him. ‘The big ship Medusa is due,’ he commented, settling himself down.


Ratasali nodded morosely.


‘Let me go,’ Higimani said. ‘I want to go back.’


His chief was amazed. ‘Why? You’ve been home two years now. Why would you want to go back?’


‘Ah – when I see those great ships with their wondrous sails out there beyond the reef, my heart sings with excitement. I yearn to ride them once more.’


‘Locked in the filth of the holds,’ Ratasali growled.


‘No, no. Not good boys like me. They let me roam the decks.’


‘You’re not a boy any longer and you’d have to work.’


‘They call us all boys. I don’t mind the work and I like their tucker. I am bored here.’


‘You’re mad. You have two wives. What will become of them?’


‘I’ll take them with me.’


That interested Ratasali. It was hard to persuade families to hand over their women. He sat for a long time considering this request. ‘Very well,’ he said at length. ‘Besides the old hands, only seventeen of our young men have volunteered to go. I need more.’


‘What about the six hillmen we captured?’


‘Yes, they go or they die,’ Ratasali replied casually, ‘but it’s still not enough. You gather up fifty men and six women and I let you go.’


Higimani was delighted. ‘I’ll find them,’ he promised. ‘Leave it to me.’


That pleased the chief. One job less for him. The festival of the great white sharks was only a week away and he had much to do. This would be the greatest celebration of all. Wood-carvers were busy making him a new throne, inlaid with pearl shell, which would be placed high on a bluff looking out to sea, and women were gathering food for the feasting. As well as their own firewater, Ratasali had a case of white men’s rum, to treat his people, and as the full moon rose with its blessings at the height of the celebrations, the offerings from the stone altar would be the most exciting in years.


Every night for weeks, chosen men had been furtively feeding sharks below the bluff, and during that time more and more of these clever animals had come in to thresh and fight among themselves for the food. When the big night came they’d be there in such numbers that his tribesmen, already whipped up by the grog and their chief’s oratory, would be in a frenzy equal to the expected feeding frenzy of the sharks when sacrifices were thrown over the bluff. For on that night Ratasali intended to join the gods. In future, intercession would be made, not through him but to him for favours and blessings, and he would become the richest chief in the islands. His son Talua, now eighteen, would stand beside him at the altar to be anointed in blood as a god too, therefore ensuring his succession.


Ratasali grinned. Here was the real truth, the heart of the matter, the reason for his almost fanatical interest in this year’s ceremonies, ordering huge bonfires and more singers and dancers than had ever been seen before. As chiefs grew older, ambitious young men cut them down. Ratasali had no intention of ending up as shark fodder. He had many sons but Talua was the best of them – beautiful, strong-limbed, of his father’s build, and with unblemished god-like features. Beautiful in temperament too, staunchly loyal to his father. When the time came Ratasali would step down and hand over leadership to his son, with a fine band of warriors as back-up. Then and only then, under Talua’s protection, he could live to enjoy his riches and look forward to knowing his grandchildren.


It was a magnificent plan that he had discussed with the gods, who were pleased to receive him, for they too were spirits of the earth and the seas who had gained immortality. Once he was a god, Ratasali planned to build many shrines to himself so that he would be known forever as the greatest god of them all.


Aboard Medusa, Captain King gave the order to drop anchor off Manu Bay, on the east coast of Malaita, and his schooner settled gently in the swell. It was just on dusk and as he watched, a great bonfire on a bluff sprang into life, flaming colour against the darkening sky.


He laughed and called to Jock Bell: ‘Look at that! That must have been the light we saw in the distance last night. Old Ratasali isn’t taking any chances that we’ll miss him. He’s lighting fires to welcome us.’


‘I don’t trust him,’ Bell said. ‘He’s too oily, too anxious to please. It doesn’t fit with the reputation he’s got around these islands as being a dedicated head-hunter.’


‘That’s their business,’ King said. ‘All of these islanders are the same, they fight among themselves, eat one another, keep heads as trophies. We’re not missionaries, we’re just here to pick up cargo.’


‘Cannibal cargo,’ Bell retorted.


‘So what? We deliver. Chief Ratasali is anxious to please, for good reason. We don’t give him any trouble. We go in, collect our Kanakas, pay up and get out. And he always lines up good workers for us, so quit worrying. This one’s the least of our problems.’


The following morning, though, King took the usual precautions. He studied the shore carefully through his telescope, grinning to see Ratasali done up for the occasion like a Christmas tree, in feathers and paint. He was relieved to see Ratasali was still the boss; sometimes a change of chiefs spelled danger.


Then he ordered not one but two longboats to be lowered. The first would ferry him and the agent to shore, the second had a different role. Four sailors followed them in that longboat but stayed offshore, guns trained on the beach; there was always the possibility of a sudden raid by an enemy tribe. That, the captain recalled, was the wild card in these operations. It paid to remain alert.


As his oarsmen beached the boat King sprang into the shallows and strode forward to an open-armed greeting from the chief, who almost squeezed the air from his chest.


‘Welcome, my good friend,’ Ratasali shouted. ‘You come longa good time. All fixemup plenty here.’


‘Good fellow, Chief,’ King replied, deliberately jingling a bag of sovereigns as a sign of good faith. He stood back and looked at Ratasali: they were both the same height, both over six foot, but the islander was massively built. ‘By God, Ratasali,’ the captain laughed, ‘you’re a big man now. People say you’re the top chief these days, plenty tucker, plenty women, eh?’


Ratasali beamed his pleasure and shouted the translation to the respectful crowd of natives along the beach, who whooped in delight, jostling and stamping with excitement. They thrust forward a shy young man whom the chief introduced as his son, Talua.


‘This feller next big chief when I sit down,’ Ratasali informed King, who was quick then to show proper respect to the young man. ‘He speak good Englis too,’ Ratasali added, but Talua dug a toe in the sand, seeming disinclined to demonstrate. Not that King cared; he was anxious to load up and get moving.


As ritual demanded, he sat in the sand, making conversation with the chief, and Jock Bell was permitted to join them. This was Bell’s chance to interrogate Ratasali about island problems: which chiefs had become dangerous to approach, the whereabouts of missing seafarers or missing ships, and so forth. This fellow’s information was usually reliable.


While the other two talked, King glanced down the beach to where a large group of islanders were waiting impatiently. These were his Kanakas, and by the looks of them he had a fit mob this time. The planters would pay well.


Now came the usual invitation from the islanders to remain ashore for a feast, but King had worked out an acceptable routine to duck this pleasure; when meat was served it could easily be human flesh and it was ill mannered to ask. He apologised profusely to Ratasali, claiming he had to catch the tide, but beckoned to his sailors to bring out a small sea chest of tobacco, tea and beads to soften the blow.


And so to business. Assured by Ratasali that the number of natives was correct, he counted out the exact money, returned it to the canvas bag and handed it to Ratasali, who then instructed his friend Higimani to begin loading the Kanakas into the captain’s longboat.


‘This feller comen back!’ Higimani called to King.


‘Good for you!’ The captain turned to Ratasali. ‘You got plenty old hands coming back with me? That’s good news. Trained men, they make it easier for everyone.’


‘I send ’em,’ Ratasali announced. ‘More better others follow, do good work. Nex’ time you pay three pounds for old hands, eh?’


‘Fair enough,’ King said.


Ratasali grinned with delight and punched his visitor in the arm. ‘You bloody good fair man, Cap’n. And nex’ time you bring this feller one good live sheep, eh?’


‘A sheep?’ King asked, astonished.


‘Sheep,’ Ratasali insisted. ‘This feller not chief no more. This feller god. More proper respect, see? My son a god too.’


‘Oh, right! A god! That is big news. You better teach me god ways, sir.’


The longboat had put to sea, heading for Medusa with natives crammed aboard, but there seemed to be some difficulty between the agent and Higimani, so King kept talking. ‘I never met a god before. By cripes, this is important news to take our great queen.’


Ratasali nodded absently. He too was aware that something was wrong. He lifted his bulk from the sand, leaning on his spear, and looked at King’s second longboat where the sailors, also disturbed, were levelling their guns to cover the captain. He picked up a conch shell and strode away with King in pursuit.


‘This is a rort!’ Bell shouted at King, who could have clouted him. The red-necked bastard might be a big noise back in Cairns but he was a walking disaster among the niggers; bloody hopeless with them.


‘Calm down,’ King said. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘We sent off the first load,’ Bell told him, ‘then I get to look at the mob behind them. They’ve got ring-ins here. Look at this!’ He jerked out a boy: ‘No pubic hair. We can’t take him, he’s too young.’


‘All right, leave him,’ King laughed, looking to Ratasali for support. ‘Kids push in, don’t they, Chief?’


But the smile had gone from Ratasali’s face and he stood staring sourly at his batch of would-be travellers.


‘What about these?’ Bell shouted, dragging out others hidden in the mob. ‘They’re useless. No one would buy them. Look at these two women, they’re covered in sores.’ He hurled them forward. ‘And back here, rickety old blokes not worth a cracker. Is this what you’ve paid for?’ One by one he hauled cringing natives from among the fit men.


Surprised, King turned to Ratasali. ‘You promised good fellers.’


Enraged, Ratasali sprang forward with his spear. But it was not the captain he was attacking. He had realised what had happened, that in his eagerness to go with the big ship, Higimani had double-crossed him, had made up the numbers by hiding decrepit and diseased natives in among the fit men. Ratasali lunged at this man who had been his friend and who now was spoiling everything.


His spear lodged in Higimani’s throat. At the same time the sailors panicked and shots were fired. That was enough to cause chaos, as those of the excitable natives who weren’t hit joined the fray. Suddenly the quiet little beach was in uproar, with the sailors in the boat firing steadily, believing they could restore order.


Bell ran for the sea. Above the screams, Captain King was shouting at his men to stop firing, and Ratasali, fearing that this first day of his godness would never be forgiven if he didn’t retaliate, raced away to blow long and hard on his conch shell. Immediately, the magnificent war canoe shot into the bay and made straight for the sailors who were firing at their people.


Enmeshed in the fighting on the beach, which had now been further aggravated by reaction from Higimani’s kin, King went down with a spear in his shoulder, screaming in pain as someone tore it loose and dragged him to the sea. With all eyes turned to the great war canoe, Talua, weeping, pulled the captain, his father’s friend, into the lagoon, striking out into the deep waters towards the reef. Blood washed around them as King tried to swim, but Talua held him firmly, dipping and pushing through the warm water, forging on through the choppy waves of the open sea on the outgoing tide until strong hands grasped them, pulling them aboard the Medusa.


Back in Manu Bay, the sailors with their rifles saw that great terrifying canoe coming towards them. They were marksmen, all four, but it would have taken a cannon to stop the forty warriors. In despair one man turned his last shot on the beach. He sought out the native chief who he believed had killed his captain, not likely to miss the great brown polished frame that had called death upon him too, and in the swaying boat he took careful aim and shot dead Ratasali, the god.


The great war canoe with its ferocious teeth came for him as fast as a yawning rogue wave.


Determined not to be left behind, some of the native volunteers also swam for the Medusa and clambered aboard just as the crew were swinging into action. The first mate had seen the eruption of violence through his telescope, horrified that a peaceful transaction could have gone so terribly wrong, and as soon as King and the agent were safe he was ready to sail. The war canoe had stunned and fascinated him and he’d had to watch helplessly as his four armed crewmen were mown down. Now it was imperative to have Medusa well away before the native war party took it into their heads to collect firesticks from the beach and come after them.


Amid the confusion of hysterical natives and the busy crew on the deck, Bell rushed the captain down to his cabin, swabbing and padding the deep wound to try to stop the bleeding. ‘We’ll have to stitch it,’ he said.


King shook his head. He couldn’t spare the time. ‘No, just bind it tight for now. I have to see what’s going on out there.’


‘No you don’t,’ Bell replied. ‘There’s nothing to be done. We’re under weigh.’


Curious natives, who should have been in the hold, were peering through the open hatch at them.


‘Get Talua for me,’ King shouted and within minutes the young man was pushed down the timber steps. Groaning with pain, the captain reached out to him. ‘Thank you, lad, you saved my life. I won’t forget you. We’ll drop you off at the next bay so you can go home to your father.’


‘You’re not thinking straight,’ Jock Bell argued. ‘You paid for fifty men and we’ll be lucky if we’ve got bloody thirty with us. We’re entitled to keep him.’


Talua’s large brown eyes rested miserably on the captain. ‘My father dead. Men say gun killem.’


‘Oh Jesus!’ King said. ‘What a bloody débâcle! I’m sorry, son.’


‘It was his own fault,’ Bell snapped angrily. ‘He tried to trick us.’


‘No he didn’t. It was Higimani who tried to pull a fast one. Ratasali was as surprised as I was. The least we can do is let his son go.’


But Talua shook his head. ‘No go back now. The gods angry. Plenty fighting there now to lookout new chief.’


‘Is it dangerous for you back there now?’ King asked.


Talua nodded, and Bell intervened. ‘Good. He stays.’ He hustled the lad above decks and as the schooner swept away from the island he began to call the natives to order, taking their names one by one and sending them below. When he came to Talua, he glared. ‘We lost four white men here, four good crewmen. We don’t want to be reminded of Ratasali or his family. Your name is Joseph now. Got it?’


‘Jo-seph,’ Talua shrugged. He was too devastated by the loss of his father and the shock of the day to be able to comprehend fully what had happened. He padded humbly away and dropped into the hold to curl up in a damp corner, nursing his grief, feeling the frantic rush of the big ship beneath him.





Chapter Three


The shanty port of Cairns on Trinity Bay was never quiet. The best that could be said of it was that it allowed the occasional lull. That would be around three in the afternoon when Europeans succumbed to the blazing heat and Chinamen padded swiftly, silently, about their errands temporarily safe from harassment. But dawn was bedlam. At the first trace of light, birds hidden deep in the luxurious fronds of tall palm trees began tuning up, then honeybirds piped, waking the incessant twitterers, and songbirds joined in with their fluting tones until, like a mad brass section, the parrots took over – all manner of parrots from rosellas and corellas to thousands of flashy lorikeets and parakeets – lifting the noise level to a deafening screech.


And this was only background noise. Mike Devlin, lying on his bunk in the wildly misnamed Palace Hotel, stirred restlessly. The birds were a part of life in the north, he hardly heard them any more, but he did hear the shouts and curses as all-night roisterers tumbled out of the bars and brothels.


‘Oh Christ!’ he muttered, turning over to try to retrieve some sleep as fights broke out, women screamed and swore and an irate wife could be heard collaring her man. Horses neighed and whinnied, raising dust as they pranced nervously in the street, dust that permeated the already hot air, adding to the stink from fresh horse manure and the ever-present stench from Trinity Bay’s huge mangrove swamps.


‘Tide’s out,’ he commented grimly to himself. The smell was always worse when the muddy wastes were exposed.


He heard several gunshots but even that didn’t move him. Trigger-happy drunks weren’t unusual in this neck of the woods – gold-miners, seafarers, cattlemen and planters were a rough mix. He wondered if this crude frontier town could ever sort itself out. Sooner or later it would have to, he mused, hopefully. Providence plantation, of which Mike was manager, depended on this port.


The racket outside was escalating so he stumped sleepily across the veranda to look down at the street, still not all that interested because it wasn’t Sunday. Cartloads of Kanakas came into town on Saturday nights, since Sunday was their only day off. Boozed, they were real trouble. Mike usually managed to persuade his labourers to stay home but if they insisted on visiting the ‘bright lights’ he wasn’t permitted under the law to stop them. All he could do was send a dray in on Sunday nights to collect the ‘bodies’ because most of the poor fools drank themselves unconscious.


‘What’s going on?’ he shouted to men below him.


‘Riot!’ someone yelled. ‘Riot in the holding house!’


‘Holy hell!’ He dragged on his clothes and raced down the rickety side steps, making for the wharf. The holding shed was first stop for incoming Kanakas, where they were identified and indentured by immigration officers. It was always a confusing, at times funny procedure, with the bewildered new boys wearing European clothes for the first time: their issue of shirts, trousers, boots and hats. Most of them had never before worn more than a lap-lap and so their struggles to dress could be hilarious for the onlookers and great fun for the cheerful islanders. Even the unfortunates who had been kidnapped managed to find some humour in these seemingly chaotic proceedings.


They stared about them in wonder, too, at their first sight of a white man’s village: everything astonished them, especially the horses. They stood in line with an interpreter as the officials took careful note of the date and their destinations, because, by law, the planters had to have them available for deportation to their home islands in exactly three years’ time. The time span often created a problem, since many of the volunteers had not been able to differentiate between moons and years. To be away for three moons was regarded as quite an adventure, but when they discovered they’d been hooked for three years they were understandably upset. Usually, though, the reactions were fear and despair, never riots, because other islanders were present to console them.


As he neared the shed, formerly a warehouse, it appeared that the sudden upheaval had been quelled, more or less. Battered white men, seamen and officials, were wandering, dazed, about the wharf, heads and shirts well bloodied from the fray; several islanders were cringing under police truncheons, blood pouring from head wounds, and three troopers faced the door of the shed with rifles. Inside, the natives, still protesting, hammered on the corrugated iron walls.


‘What the hell happened?’ Mike asked an agent, Jock Bell.


‘How do I know?’ Bell retorted angrily, his whisky-red face now blotched with exertion. ‘We were just sorting them out and they ran amok.’


‘Any booze in there?’


‘Not as far as I know.’


‘It’s your job to know,’ Mike said angrily. ‘I hired thirty of these fellows yesterday and I expect to get them in one piece, not bashed about. Where’s Captain King?’


‘He’s still aboard. He’s got a fever.’


Mike strode over to one of the immigration men, and yelled at him over the din. ‘What’s going on, Charlie?’


Charlie, resting heavily on a crate, nursed the back of his neck. ‘Some bugger gave me a chop, nearly broke my bloody neck.’


‘Why?’


‘Christ knows! One minute they’re getting into line and the next minute they jumped us.’


‘Who was getting them into line? Bell?’


‘Yes, he and a couple of his mates.’


‘The bully boys with their sticks?’


‘Oh well, you know how the niggers muck about. Jock was just giving them some hurry-up. No more than usual.’


‘Except that someone didn’t like it,’ Mike snapped. He looked about him. ‘Where’s Solly Sam?’


Solly Sam was the interpreter, a half-caste from the Solomons, son of a missionary it was said, but that was probably a joke. Mike needed to find out if there was a hothead among his newly acquired labourers. Considering that Kanakas were notoriously fierce on their home turf, they adjusted surprisingly well to the discipline of the canefields, one of the reasons planters from Fiji and Queensland competed for their labour. Neither Fijians nor Australian Aborigines would work the fields, the latter loud in their contempt for Kanakas, calling them ‘whitefeller dogs’. To keep the peace at Providence, Mike chose his recruits carefully. He couldn’t afford troublemakers.


Solly Sam was on his haunches beside the half-dozen sorry natives who had been dragged out of the mêlée. ‘Bloody good fight,’ he grinned, winking at Mike.


‘Bloody stupid,’ Mike retorted. ‘Who started it?’


‘Dunno, boss. It was all too quick. I went out that window mighty fast.’


‘What about these fellows?’ Mike indicated the islanders now under arrest.


‘Ah, they don’t know nothin’.’


Solly Sam watched as Mr Devlin marched over to the troopers and after a loud argument was permitted to go into the shed.


‘Don’t blame us if you get your head knocked off,’ a trooper shouted after him, since he had insisted on entering unarmed.


Solly tapped two of the natives, and spoke to them in their language. ‘That man is Mr Devlin. He’s a strong man, good boss. You boys are lucky, you go with him.’


They raised their eyes to stare miserably at him. No one had bothered to dress their wounds and in their present state they didn’t feel lucky, but Solly laughed. ‘No bones broken. White men here can’t do you damage, you’re worth money to them. It’s when you get out on the plantations you have to watch out. Some bosses bad men. No good. So you keep quiet, work hard, or they shoot you and tell the chiefs you die of sickness.’


The noise in the shed died down and soon Devlin emerged with several of his old hands. Solly recognised some friends among them, including Kwaika and Manasali, who was known in the fields as Sal.


Mike instructed Kwaika to call out men from their island, Malaita, but as he began and Kanakas crept meekly from the gloom, Jock Bell intervened: ‘What are you doing, Devlin? Picking the eyeteeth out of the mob as usual.’


‘No, I’m just separating them. That row could have been inter-island trouble, just local feuds. Tell King I’ll take them down by the bell tower.’


Solly Sam listened carefully as the names were called and Malaita men emerged. He knew full well what the trouble was about; the injured islanders had told him, their voices steeped in dread, but he had no intention of disclosing the information, not even to Mike Devlin. Solly knew better than to interfere in tribal matters. Nevertheless curiosity propelled him forward and he noted Kwaika’s hesitation as he called the name ‘Joseph’.


There was a delay. None of the white men noticed. Dark eyes flicked from one islander to another until Joseph came out, and then the eyes dropped as if nothing unusual had happened. Solly caught his breath in excitement. He had never seen a god before. This wasn’t Joseph; this, he’d been told, was Talua, son of the great chief and recently appointed god, Ratasali, who had gone to the sky after anointing his son as his successor.


Already the islanders believed that the fight on the beach at Manu Bay was pre-ordained, that Ratasali had been informed by the other gods of his imminent death and, after spectacular ceremonies, had gone forth to join them. It all fitted, Solly Sam had to agree: the timing of the ceremonies, the final sacrifice by Ratasali of his best friend, Higimani, and his flight into death. Now standing before him, unmistakably the son of Ratasali, whom Solly had known well, was a fine specimen of young manhood, magnificent even in a shirt that wouldn’t do up across his wide chest and in half-mast trousers.


Talua moved meekly away with the others – unlike his father, who had always been an arrogant, belligerent man. Solly couldn’t decide whether Talua was simply playing possum or was genuinely of gentler disposition. ‘But the father will emerge,’ he told himself. ‘Ratasali will make a very clever god. He will be watching. And that Jock Bell is a marked man.’


He nodded sagely, intrigued, enjoying the secret. Bell had struck Joseph in the line-up! The Malaita men, mostly tribal, had been outraged that this white man should strike a god, and the eruption had been spontaneous and vicious. Moving to protect Talua they’d attacked all the white men within reach. No one man could be held responsible for the attack, nor would they disclose the reason. It was a matter of great pride among these men that Talua was with them, Talua, whom they’d already recognised as their leader, their very own god to watch over them and bring them good fortune in this strange land.


And what a strange place this was. The new boys tried to take stock of their surroundings as they were herded away from the wharf, but the clothes hindered their progress. They sweated freely in the rough shirts, they tugged at their crotches, trying to ease the constriction of these things called trousers, and they pulled off the boots because they were already raising blisters, ignoring the warnings of the old hands that they must persevere.


‘Boots will save your lives in the canefields,’ they were told, ‘protection from snakes.’ But none of it made sense to them. And they were confused by the sudden change in attitude of these white men, the boss and the two others, who were not carrying guns or sticks and who strolled along with them, passing round canvas waterbags.


While they rested in the shade of tall trees, the naming business began again, this time without any fuss, and bags of food were handed about. This food was better than the dirty rice they’d been given on the ship – bread with hunks of meat, and plenty of bananas.


By the time they climbed on to drays for the journey to their new home, Providence plantation, the islanders were less apprehensive, more contented, some even laughing and jostling boisterously as the great adventure unfolded.


The drivers of the drays were white men, millhands commandeered for this job and by no means unhappy with the chore which had given them an overnight visit to town.


‘I have to stay in town to meet the new owners,’ Mike told them. ‘The Caroline is due any day. Keep the old hands, Kwaika and Sal, up front with you to give them authority. You shouldn’t have any problems but be sure to give the horses a couple of hours’ rest at Halfway Creek.’


He waved them off, relieved that the Kanakas had settled down. Mike had hired thirty men this time. No women. Single women caused too many problems. He and Jake had agreed on that right from the beginning. They had built small married quarters for the half-dozen fortunate Kanakas who had brought their wives, and six couples had remained the quota. The rest of the men were housed in long barracks well away from the women, and a half-mile down the track from the main house. The wives were employed as cooks for all the men.


As he made for the bank to draw the cash to pay Captain King, Mike was thinking of his friend Jake Wallace. He missed him and was not looking forward to breaking in new owners. If they decided to keep him on. For all he knew, this Englishman, Corby Morgan, might not require his services. Mike, at forty, was still a fit man, and he enjoyed his work at Providence. In fact he loved the plantation where he had worked for the last six years.


Over time, Mike had had dozens of jobs; he’d shipped out from Hobart on whalers for some years, which accounted for his abhorrence of foul smells. Clean air was almost an obsession with him. Except during the burn-off, the plantation was wonderfully fresh and green, and that beautiful river flowing past the fields of cane was as pure as crystal.


It was just a stroke of luck that had introduced him to Jake Wallace. When he quit the whalers Mike had worked as a sheep-shearer, then, moving north, as a cowhand on a cattle station, then as a drover. Always restless, he’d drifted into Queensland towns and finally ended up as a barman in Brisbane, and that was where he’d met Jake and his mate Tom Swallow.


‘Mr Swallow manufactures biscuits in the south,’ Jake had told him, and Mike, as barmen do, had acknowledged the information politely but without any real interest.


Later, while Jake was putting away his usual pints, he’d enlarged on the subject of Tom Swallow. ‘He’s a smart fellow is that Tom. He’s bought a swag of land in the north near Trinity Bay, to grow sugar cane. What do you think of that?’


‘Very good,’ the barman replied absently.


‘But don’t you get the point, Mike? Sugar. Biscuits. He’ll have the business sewn up from go to whoa. He owns a biscuit factory.’


‘Oh yes, I get it.’ Mike hadn’t thought any more about it until, months later, Jake walked into the bar with the news that since Tom Swallow was on to a good thing, he too was going into the sugar business. Acting on the advice of Swallow, Jake had purchased a large estate in the same area. ‘It’s virgin country, magnificent, tropical, ideal for sugar. Of course I’ll have to get it cleared, bit by bit, but that damn cane grows fast, I’ll have a harvest in no time.’


‘Then what?’


‘Then I sell what I can here and export the rest.’


‘Sounds complicated.’


‘No, it’s not. Tom will keep me on the right track. You wait and see, I’ll have one of the best plantations in the north before I’m through. I’ll end up a bloody millionaire.’


‘How much land did you buy?’


‘Six hundred acres.’


‘God Almighty! I hope you know what you’re doing.’


‘Sure I do. That town of Cairns on Trinity Bay is growing, thanks to all the gold-fields up there, and by the time the gold runs out the sugar will keep it going.’


‘I haven’t been that far north. I thought that was cattle country.’


‘No. That’s over the range. It’s too wet on the coast. Why don’t you come with me?’


‘What?’


‘You heard me. Chuck this dead-end job. Come with me.’


‘What’ll it cost me?’


‘Won’t cost you nothin’. I’ll put you on the payroll.’


‘How far is Trinity Bay from Brisbane?’ Mike asked, interested now.


‘Christ, I dunno. Couple of thousand miles, I suppose, as the crow flies. The ship sails tomorrow. I have to get my horses on board early. You can start by giving me a hand there.’


Mike took off his apron, shook hands with the publican and left with Jake.


While they were waiting for a contingent of Kanakas to arrive in Cairns, the two men rode the boundaries of Jake’s estate, which he had named Providence, and then studied the terrain with care, drawing up maps to work out which blocks should be cleared first. Then they rode further afield to become better acquainted with the river that fed the property.


They explored the upper reaches of the Barron River, both of them overwhelmed by the wildly beautiful rainforests. They journeyed through ancient gorges festooned with ferns and orchids and climbed into jungle teeming with flashy birds, delicate butterflies, and, at night, cascades of glittering phosphorous plants. By the time they reached the mighty cataract known as the Barron Falls, Jake was beside himself with delight: ‘Bloody beautiful, isn’t it? Bloody beautiful!’


And Mike had to agree. Even though he was weary and stiff from a climb that the older man had taken in his stride. He had expected the Trinity Bay area to be much the same as Brisbane. Nothing had prepared him for this massive and spectacular event of nature.


Looking up now at the steamy green mountains surrounding the bay, that experience was still with him. It was as if nature were showing off in those impressive surrounds, brazenly flaunting its beauty to a point of decadence. A decadence that he still felt, far below at Providence, seeping over the rich lowlands and sighing through the sweep of canefields as seductively as the pipes of Pan.


He gave a snort of laughter as he remembered that foolish expedition. Two new chums riding innocently into Irukandji country, home of one of the fiercest Aborigine tribes in the north, but with beginners’ luck, they’d fared well, attracting little attention from the blacks. And despite the ongoing war between blacks, and the miners and cattlemen pushing inland, Providence had been mercifully free of trouble. A few Aborigine clans still camped on the plantation side of the river but mostly they kept to themselves, while their more belligerent brothers stayed on the west side.


Jake was happy to leave them be, and acceded to the request of the Providence blacks that they be accorded their right of passage. The blacks clung to their old ways; they followed the same old trails, and when those trails crisscrossed the plantation, that was the way they had to go. Once the homestead was finished, though, a trail often took a detour, right past the kitchen where they’d get handouts of tucker. No, the blacks weren’t a problem at Providence; it was the Kanakas who had to be kept calm. Every so often one or more of them would run amok or they’d break out into fights among themselves, so Jake and Mike had to keep a firm hand on them.


Finally the Kanakas had arrived and work had started at Providence. God, how they’d worked, he and Jake, side by side with fifty Kanakas, clearing the land and planting field after field of cane. Mike had never worked so hard in all his life, and had never enjoyed himself so much. It was exciting to watch those sticks grow into towering plants, jubilant waving fields of cane. To bring in the great harvest and then celebrate the year’s work.


Now he walked by the barred windows of the Bank of New South Wales and pushed through the heavy door, feeling resentful of change.


Between them, he and Jake had carved Providence out of a wilderness; they’d built barracks, stables, a fine homestead; and in only three years Jake’s investment had shown a profit. And now that sugar was booming, strangers were taking over!


‘Yes, Mr Devlin?’ The teller addressed him, and Mike made quick calculations. Two hundred and ten pounds for Captain King.


One pound a head to Immigration for landing thirty Kanakas, and ten pounds per head to the same officers for return passage money, to be kept in trust for these same men in order to ensure they were returned home in three years. Five hundred and forty pounds.


‘Draw out a round six hundred cash for me,’ he told the teller, signing the withdrawal form. He was owed three hundred pounds but the Providence account was running low. They couldn’t expect any more payments until after the harvest. The new owner, the rich Englishman, would have to top up the balance fairly smartly.


He pocketed the cash and walked out into the glare of the day, making for the saloon bar of the Victoria Hotel where all such transactions were settled.


It was still hard to believe that Jake no longer existed. Big, exuberant Jake, always the life of the party. And there’d been some swell times at Providence! After one such party, with a fiddler playing and friends milling about the front veranda in the moonlight, Jake had gone tumbling down the front steps. A shout from Jake. Laughter from the guests. Then silence.


Not a drunken fall. A heart attack. They’d carried him inside, past shocked men and weeping women, and a few minutes later Dr Leary had pronounced him dead.


Typically, Jake, who’d always thought himself to be indestructible, hadn’t written a will, so Providence went to his son Tom, a Brisbane horse-breeder. Within days of the funeral Tom placed the plantation, lock, stock and barrel, on the market.


Not one to let the grass grow under his feet, Mike had made a deal with Tom, that he would stay on as interim manager until the place was sold, on condition that he could build a manager’s residence on the property. As he pointed out, he could hardly expect to live in the homestead with the new owners, so his own quarters were essential.


‘They won’t know any different,’ he explained to Tom. ‘I want them to take the manager’s residence for granted.’


‘But what if they don’t keep you on?’


‘Then it’s my bad luck. But if they do, I’ll have a house of my own. But listen to me, young Tom! If I walk off here, this place will go to the dogs, because I’ll see to it that you don’t get another manager, and you’ll end up with nothing to sell.’


‘That’s not fair.’


‘It’s bloody fair. Take it or leave it.’


While Tom searched for a buyer – without success, since the north was considered too hot and too dangerous for white men while there were better propositions going further south – Mike built himself a small bungalow up the hill from the main house, with a view of the valley, and got on with managing the plantation. Finally, in desperation, Tom advertised Providence in London and the plantation was sold. At a stupid price, Mike told him, but Tom didn’t care. He wanted the money and wouldn’t hold out for a better offer.


Now Mike waited. The Caroline, bringing the new owners, Mr and Mrs Corby Morgan, was due any day.


He walked into the hotel and bought himself a pint, hoping that the bloody ship would pile up on a reef coming down from the Torres Straits, as so many others had done.





Chapter Four


Captain McTavish of the good ship Caroline was taking no chances. The voyage from London had been a copybook expedition right from the start because he was a meticulous skipper. The ship was well appointed and well provisioned, and he’d hand-picked his crew. They’d sailed the Indian Ocean into the northern tropics ahead of the monsoon season, which bore with it devastating cyclones, and had reached Batavia without mishap, although quite a few of the passengers had become rather testy by this time, mainly due to boredom.


At Batavia he’d armed the crew and doubled the watch as protection against murderous Asian pirates who preyed on ships in the Arafura Sea and the Torres Straits. They’d had only one encounter with these gentlemen when a large schooner, flying a Dutch flag, had hailed them with a distress signal. The captain, observing them through his spy glass, had noticed that they were no more Dutch than he was an Eskimo, so he had sent his great clipper, using auxiliary steam, straight at the schooner, almost swamping it. Not that he would have cared had he sunk it; he had spotted the snub-nosed cannons peeping out from under canvas, fore and aft.


Do-gooders among the passengers had cried ‘Shame!’ and threatened to report him to the maritime authorities, but ignoring them he had turned his attention to the pilot, whom he had engaged in Batavia. This was his master-stroke. The pilot, a German, had guided the ship through the straits and around the tip of Australia and then into the deceptively safe passage between the mainland and the Great Barrier Reef as they headed south. The treacherous reefs had claimed many a ship and McTavish was determined his Caroline would not be one of them.


Although they had a few anxious moments the pilot did his job well and Caroline dropped anchor at the entrance to Trinity Inlet on a glorious sunny-blue day, as the crew gave a rousing three cheers for their captain.


Soon the lighter Bee came trundling out on the first of its many trips to convey passengers and freight to shore, and McTavish stood on the deck bidding farewell to his voyagers.


Corby Morgan, a contrary fellow, shook his hand. ‘Well done, Captain.’


McTavish smiled. Morgan and his wife had taken a stateroom on the poop deck for the voyage, but even that, four classes above steerage, hadn’t prevented him from fault-finding and complaining. When they’d encountered the pirate ship, though, Morgan had taken the captain’s side in the ensuing arguments. McTavish bade farewell to Mrs Morgan, a fine woman, and to the dear old Professor, and he smiled with genuine pleasure to see the last of Miss Sylvia Langley, who had flirted outrageously with one of his officers and then suddenly switched her attentions to his first officer, Lieutenant John Mansfield, causing friction between the two men and scandalising other passengers – Mansfield was a married man. She was a very pretty girl, with her dark curls and almost cobalt-blue eyes, beset with long dark lashes, but she was rather scatterbrained and impetuous. And unfortunately she’d shared her stateroom with Mrs Lita de Flores, a languid, sophisticated young widow who was returning to her family plantation at Trinity Bay. Not the ideal company for an impressionable miss like Sylvia.


But they were out of his hands now. Lita, being Australian-born, was going home. The Morgan party were seeking a new life here in the tropics. And God help them, he mused. They were in the hands of the furies here, man and nature at their best and worst.


Mike saw her standing alone at the edge of the wharf and he experienced a physical jolt at that first glance, as if some magnetism had passed between them. She didn’t notice. She was wearing a long duster coat over a wide-skirted dress, and an imposing hat on thick coils of hair, and she was staring out to sea as if loath to leave it. But it was the stillness of her that held his attention; she had a serenity not often encountered in this turbulent town.


With an effort he turned away from his study of the calm and lovely profile to join the crowds further down the wharf. Passengers were being landed from the Caroline and he had to find Mr Morgan in the confusion of newcomers and welcomers, wharf labourers, sightseers and scurrying Chinese bearers.


Lita de Flores sneaked an arm through his as he joined the throng: ‘Mike, darling! How wonderful to see you! God, I’m glad to be home! Europe was deathly. Absolutely bloody freezing! You heard my husband died?’


‘Yes, I’m sorry, Lita, my condolences.’


‘Oh well, it was his fault. He insisted on going back to Paris to see his family. He had a weak chest. Daddy warned him not to go, but you knew de Flores. Bloody spoilt, had to have his own way.’


He grinned at her. Lita, sleek, self-assured, was the most ladylike rascal he’d ever met. ‘Look who’s talking!’ he commented.


‘Oh, get out with you! I’m not spoilt! Darling, I sat with him in that dreary Swiss sanitorium for four months, right to the end. No one could have done more! And all the time I was petrified I’d catch that sickness too. But I must fly, Daddy is waiting. Now, I insist you and Jake come over to Helenslea as soon as I get settled.’


‘Jake’s dead.’


Lita stepped back to stare at him. ‘Jake? He can’t be! Oh damn! How bloody awful! But some people on the ship told me they’d bought Providence from him . . .’


‘From his son.’


‘Good God! What are you doing then?’


‘I hope to stay on.’


‘They’d be mad to let you go. That’s Corby Morgan over there, the fellow in the grey jacket and topper. He’s rather a stuffy character, Mike. I’ll get Daddy to put in a good word for you.’


She kissed him on the cheek and hurried away, her white skirts billowing in the breeze. She looked cool and crisp in that elegant dress with a matching parasol. Mike smiled, for the Lita he knew usually wore jodhpurs and silk shirts and rode hell-for-leather about the plantations like the wild bush girl she really was, despite her terms at expensive boarding schools and her two-year sojourn in Europe.


But now it was time to meet the new boss. He walked quietly over to the gentleman who was watching anxiously as luggage was being slung ashore. ‘Mr Morgan?’


‘Yes?’


‘Welcome to Cairns, sir. I’m Mike Devlin, manager of Providence plantation.’


‘Oh, you are? Good. Excellent. I was hoping we should be met. I must say you’ve put on a fine day for us. Bit warm, but one imagines that’s to be expected.’


‘Yes, our winters are kind,’ Mike replied.


Morgan blinked, surprised at the comment, and then laughed. ‘Winter. Of course. You’re topsy-turvy down here, aren’t you?’


‘Very topsy-turvy,’ Mike said, relieved to find that Morgan seemed an amiable fellow, and only in his thirties. He had expected a much older, sterner gent. He turned to the young lady standing with Morgan. ‘And this is Mrs Morgan?’ he asked, smiling down at her.


‘No. This is Miss Langley, my sister-in-law. My wife seems to have disappeared somewhere. Go and find her, Sylvia. And where’s your father?’


The girl ignored him, stretching out a dainty hand to Mike: ‘How do you do, Mr Devlin? I’m most pleased to meet you. I have my little dog in a cage here for fear he might fall in the sea, but it’s rather warm for him. Do you think you could put him in the shade for me until we’re ready to depart?’


A dog? Mike peered at the sad-faced spaniel with alarm. Hadn’t anyone told them what happened to dogs here? There wasn’t one left in the town, except for a few bush-wise dingoes that only the blacks had managed to tame. But this was no time for explanations of that sort, he had to keep these people happy. He picked up the cage, looking helplessly about. What shade? On a wharf?


Fortunately Morgan countermanded her instructions. ‘We are all in need of shade, Sylvia. If you could find us a porter, Mr Devlin, we could set off.’


Glad to oblige, Mike commandeered a long wheelbarrow and piled on it the cabin luggage which Morgan identified. As he added the last piece, the missing father, introduced as Professor Langley, made his appearance; a small man with a fluffy beard and sideburns, and sharp twinkling eyes.


‘So you’re the manager of our plantation,’ he said enthusiastically, and Mike noticed Morgan stiffen. Our plantation? he thought, I was under the impression that Mr Morgan was the sole owner. But I guess I’ll figure this out in time.


‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘I’m looking forward to showing you around.’


‘I can’t wait,’ the old chap replied. ‘It’s all very exciting.’


‘Then can we please go?’ Morgan said. ‘I see my wife has wandered on ahead of us.’


As he trundled the wheelbarrow along the uneven planks of the wharf, Mike saw the sweet-faced, gentle woman coming towards them. But disappointment set in when she was introduced as Morgan’s wife.


‘Haven’t you had enough of the sea?’ Corby asked her petulantly. ‘You’ve been staring out there as if you might miss it now.’


‘Oh no, dear,’ she said. ‘I’ve been admiring this bay. It’s truly beautiful, the colours are so strong with those mountains in the background.’ She turned to Mike. ‘The light is different here,’ she observed, falling into step beside him. ‘It’s so sharp, Mr Devlin.’


She seemed unconcerned that her husband was striding on ahead of them, with her sister and father in tow. ‘How long have you been at Providence, Mr Devlin?’


‘From the first day, ma’am,’ he replied. ‘Six years.’


‘Thank God for that,’ she commented. ‘Mr Morgan has been making a study of the sugar industry on the voyage and I’m sure he’ll make a success of his endeavours, but he’ll be most grateful for your guidance, so I do hope you’ll stay on with us, at least for a while.’


His first flush of infatuation for this lady was fading. What did she mean? For a while? What were they up to, this lot? Did they intend to pick his brains and then chuck him out? Like hell they would. Still . . . slowly, slowly, catchee monkey, he mused. A manager could be sacked at any time, so his best bet would be to shut up and feed this paragon of book-learning with information bit by bit. Make himself indispensable.


‘Where do we go from here?’ Morgan asked.


‘I’ve made arrangements for you to stay at the Victoria Hotel here in the town for a few days,’ Mike told him. ‘To give you a chance to get your bearings. It’s a new hotel, only been built six months, and they serve decent food so you should be quite comfortable.’


‘Why do we have to go to that expense?’ Morgan demanded. ‘The plantation is our home now. We should prefer to go straight home.’


‘I can see your point,’ Mike said, placating the man, ‘but there are quite a few people in town who wish to make your acquaintance. You know the drill . . . a couple of bank managers, councillors, other planters. I thought a gentlemen’s dinner might be in order.’


‘And who pays for this gentlemen’s dinner, Mr Devlin?’


‘It’d go on the Providence account. Jake used to entertain leading citizens four times a year. And they reciprocate, of course.’


‘By Jake, I understand you mean the former owner, Mr Devlin. But I am not Jake. We have come a long way, we’ve crossed the world. I am not in the mood to entertain and I am simply not ready. Forgive me if I appear ungracious. I appreciate your thoughtfulness, believe me, and in other circumstances it would be a quite splendid idea, but not now.’ He drew Mike aside. ‘Don’t get me wrong. I thoroughly enjoy a good smoke night but I have to get the family settled. We’ll leave right away.’


‘It’s no trouble to cancel the dinner,’ Mike said, knowing that he was bringing down the wrath of the proprietor of the Victoria Hotel, Clancy Ahearne, who was expecting them, ‘but I think you should stay here overnight.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s not a good idea to travel when the sun’s high. It’s nearly eleven o’clock now. It’s better to leave first thing in the morning.’


Corby patted him on the shoulder. ‘Come now, Mr Devlin. Do you see me as a milksop who needs nursing? It’s a glorious day. Now what transport can you provide?’


His manager shrugged. ‘A bullock train will bring on your heavier trunks and other effects which I presume you have with you.’


‘Indeed we do.’


‘Then if you would care to ride, I have a horse for you. The ladies and Professor Langley can ride in the wagon with the cabin luggage, and I also have some packhorses organised.’


‘Well . . . there we are. No problem at all. We shall be home in no time.’


‘In six hours,’ Mike corrected, ‘all being well.’


The shock on Morgan’s face was some recompense to Mike for his dawning realisation that this was a man not given to accepting advice.


‘Six hours, you say?’ Morgan remarked lightly, with an attempt at bravado. ‘I was under the impression that Providence was much closer.’


‘The wagon will slow us up,’ Mike told him. ‘It’s much faster on horseback.’ But then to rattle the man and consolidate his own position, he added: ‘That’s now, I mean, in the dry season. In the wet it can take a lot longer, that is if we aren’t completely cut off.’


‘Then we shall just have to suffer it, won’t we?’ Corby replied firmly.


‘Not much choice,’ Mike said with a grin. Despite the fancy clothes and his obstinate attitude, the Englishman wasn’t short of spunk. Having made his decision, he was prepared to tough it out rather than back down, and Mike awarded him points for that. Of course they had a long way to go – the journey to Providence, though hazardous, was just the beginning. Providence itself could be a volatile mistress, gleeful or grim, totally unpredictable. Mike always felt that if he could get through a day without some drama or problem he’d done well. It would be interesting to see how Morgan coped with the physical exertion and the pressures of a workforce of ninety Kanakas.


Sylvia thought the plantation manager, though old – forty at least – very handsome, with his black hair pegged at the back, dark eyes and tanned skin, and a warm smile under that thick moustache. He wasn’t wearing a jacket, as gentlemen should, so his wide chest and muscular arms were all too evident under an old-fashioned full-sleeved shirt which was left daringly open at the neck.


‘Oo-la-la!’ she said to herself – Lita had taught her that – as she watched him unpack the barrow. ‘He looks like a dashing pirate!’ She’d been fascinated to see Lita kiss him on the cheek for all the world to see, and his smiling, easy response, as if he were her brother, which he certainly was not. She’d have to find out all about him from Lita one of these days.


It was cruel of Corby to insist they leave straight away. Mr Devlin had tried to make life more pleasant for them by suggesting they stay at an hotel for a few days, but Corby wouldn’t have it – too mean to pay, of course. At least she and Jessie had been permitted to take morning tea in the lounge of the hotel while the men made the travel arrangements.


‘This seems quite a proper place,’ she said to Jessie. ‘You ought to insist that we take rooms and stay over, especially in your condition.’


‘It won’t make any difference, condition or not,’ Jessie replied. ‘I’ll have to make the journey sooner or later and I’m feeling quite well.’


Sylvia lapsed into silence. Jessie was such a cabbage. Whatever Corby said was right, she always did exactly as she was told without a murmur. Still, she thought, primping her hair and looking over at three young men who were in earnest conversation by the door, Jessie was so plain, with her mousy hair and nondescript colouring, she’d been lucky to catch Corby. For all his bossy ways he was quite good-looking and he was always dressed elegantly, which was more than could be said for his wife. Fashion did not interest Jessie, who wore drab, correct outfits designed to last, in stark contrast to her sister, who delighted in attractive clothes.


Corby never seemed to notice how dull his wife looked beside him, and that had been a mystery to Sylvia until her new friend and cabin-mate, Lita, had whispered: ‘It’s quite normal, dear. Lots of men prefer dull little wives who don’t make a sound out of place, because they don’t attract attention from other males. It rules out competition, you know. Had your sister been a sparkling wit, she’d never have landed Mr Morgan, who prefers to be the centre of attention himself.’


From the minute she’d met Lita, Sylvia’s life had changed. Here was a person who listened to her, who understood that it was callous to wrench a young lady from her accustomed social setting, and, best of all, who was such fun. She never seemed to take anything seriously, especially her role as Sylvia’s chaperone when the family had retired. Flirting outrageously herself, she wasn’t in the least critical of Sylvia’s shipboard romances. Rather, she enjoyed hearing all about them.


Corby disapproved of Mrs de Flores, of course, but Sylvia didn’t care. Lita was quite divine, and her friend. Sitting there by the window, watching all manner of strange, rough people idling about the peculiar village, Sylvia hoped that Lita wouldn’t forget her now that the voyage was over. She had promised to keep in touch, insisting there were plenty of jolly people living in the district who would be pleased to welcome the newcomers.


‘We ought to go for a walk,’ she said to Jessie, becoming bored with the delay.


‘No, we’d better not,’ Jessie said. ‘Corby asked us to wait here. He wouldn’t want to have to come looking for us. Would you like some more tea?’


‘Thank you, no. I’m going to have a look out the front door. Surely that won’t bother your husband!’


‘Don’t be like that, Sylvia. Corby has been very patient with you . . .’


‘About what?’


‘You know perfectly well. Your behaviour on the ship left a lot to be desired, so I suggest you don’t add to his exasperation.’


‘He’s not my keeper!’ she snapped.


At the door she met her father, who took off his cap and mopped perspiration from his face. ‘Oh my dear, that sun is hot. I’ve been exploring. They’re making quite a town here . . . a new court house and post office, and a police station . . .’


‘I should hope so,’ Sylvia retorted.


‘Yes, quite.’ He blinked. ‘Come and have a cup of tea, dear.’ With a sigh of frustration Sylvia went back inside with him.


Reminded of Devlin’s suggestion that they should defer travel until the early morning, Corby was disconcerted to find that the women would have to travel in a lumbering German wagon without cover. He wasn’t worried about Sylvia, but Jessie was nearly seven months pregnant and could be affected by the heat.


‘Surely we can do better than this,’ he said. ‘I thought a gig or a jinker with a canopy might be more appropriate for the ladies.’


‘Afraid not. Once we get away from the town the road deteriorates. In the dry weather it’s like driving over a ploughed field. A lighter vehicle would rattle their teeth out, the wagon is much safer.’


He introduced the driver, a grey-haired blackfellow. ‘This is Toby. He’s got hands of steel, he’ll take it carefully, won’t you, Toby?’


‘Go real steady, boss,’ Toby grinned. ‘These two feller horses good boys.’


Corby watched as the wagon was loaded, and bags of spare provisions were strapped on to the packhorses. Two Chinamen came running with a hamper and three umbrellas.


‘Our passengers will need some shade,’ Devlin explained, ‘and there’s some food in the basket, we can have a meal on the way.’


‘That’s very thoughtful of you,’ Corby replied. He was feeling quite adventurous; two fine horses were saddled ready for them and he had noticed that there was a shot-gun under the driver’s seat in the wagon. But when Devlin armed himself with a handgun and stuck a rifle in a leather pouch by his saddle, his excitement changed to unease. ‘Are these guns necessary?’


‘Best to be on the safe side,’ Devlin said.


‘From what?’


‘Snakes,’ the manager replied, but Corby wasn’t to be put off so easily.


‘You need an armoury to defend yourself from snakes?’


The manager hesitated. ‘I didn’t want to worry you. Sometimes the tribal blacks out in the bush can be a bit difficult, and there are always bushrangers to watch out for. But we’re not much of a target, they’re usually out for gold.’


‘And provisions?’ Corby indicated the packhorses.


‘It’s possible.’


‘Then I should prefer to be armed also.’ Corby wanted to impress on this fellow that he was in charge of this expedition, not just a passenger.


‘By all means. What do you want? A rifle or a revolver?’


Corby wondered if the word ‘sir’ inhabited the fellow’s vocabulary. ‘The latter, please, and a decent one.’ He took out his purse. ‘How much do you require?’


‘We’ll put it on our account,’ Devlin said. ‘You wait here while I dive over and get one for you.’


His reply both cheered and displeased Corby. To have an account meant that credit was established and he wouldn’t have to use his meagre funds, but on the other hand ‘our’ account bothered him. He’d have to keep an eye on Devlin, see to it that he wasn’t booking goods up at town stores without a chit signed by the real boss, Corby Morgan. God knows what this slack system might cost him. In Devlin’s absence he turned to the young stablehand who was lounging by a fence, minding the horses. ‘Do all these horses belong to the Providence plantation?’


‘Yes. Mike keeps spare mounts in town, usually half a dozen or so.’


‘They’re fine horses.’


‘Oh, yes. Jake was a good judge of horseflesh. That one over there . . .’ he pointed to one of the packhorses, a tall chestnut with a white mane, ‘that’s Prissy, sister to your mount, Prince.’ He laughed. ‘And do you reckon she isn’t put out, being turned into a workhorse, even though we’ve only given her a light load! They know, the buggers. Mike had her brought in because he thought your missus would like to ride. But when he woke up she was in the family way, he had to rethink, didn’t he?’


Corby turned away in disgust, offended by this lout’s casual reference to his wife’s condition. God, how he wished Roger and his wife were with him to give him the reassurance he would need to cope with these awful people.


Nevertheless, he couldn’t resist a slight swagger as he walked up the main street to collect the women and the old man, with a gun slung on his hip, his well-cut jacket flapping open to accommodate the bulge. None of the other men in the street seemed to notice – quite a few were wearing guns themselves – but as soon as Sylvia saw him she burst out laughing. ‘My God, Corby! You look like a highwayman! Stand and deliver!’
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