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  We live in deeds not years




  In thoughts not breaths




  In feelings not in figures on a dial.




  We should count time by heart-throbs.




  He most lives




  Who thinks most – feels the noblest




  Acts the best.




  Philip James Bailey




  Remember the rain …




  Remember the rain blowing in from the hills? Still, we waited, watching the gentle diversion from our content until the flat drops spatted the glass, laughing teasing happy to be part of our joy. Then, as if aware of an audience, anxious to please, to entertain, bard at our court, rain coloured our world with the dark exciting hues of sharp discord, and we felt a loving hand in ours. Slowly, too soon, it lowered the heavy curtain, certain of applause, of speechless wonder, wrapped us in warm grey sound that stayed sentinel strong and permanent.




  And it was then we knew we were secure.




  
Prologue




  Two girls rode listlessly along a bridle track towards the main road leading away from Rockhampton. Both rode side-saddle and both wore the dress of the day, white blouses and long dark skirts, but while Laura had on a plain felt hat, Amelia preferred a fashionable straw boater with a blaze of ribbons that now hung limply in the humid air.




  They were the best of friends, these girls, thanks to the endeavours of their fathers – few families in this small, country community could afford horses for their daughters, let alone the smart Thoroughbreds that now carried their riders so splendidly through the rough scrub. Amelia’s parent was a wealthy man but Laura’s father had an added claim to fame, he was a Member of the State Parliament.




  As Amelia often said, and insisted upon, she and Laura were the leaders of the young social set of Rockhampton. It irritated her when Laura laughed at her pretensions: ‘Don’t be ridiculous! There’s no social set here, only people.’ They argued about their status long and hard because there wasn’t much else to argue about and it always came down to the same thing – Amelia Roberts cared about such matters while Laura Maskey couldn’t care less.




  ‘What did we have to take this stupid track for?’ Amelia complained.




  ‘It’s a short cut,’ Laura told her. ‘And it’s cooler this way, and much more interesting.’




  ‘Who says so? The flies are appalling.’




  ‘Well put on your net.’




  ‘I will not wear that ugly thing on my good hat. Let’s go up to my place, I’m hot and bored.’




  ‘What will we do there?’




  ‘I don’t know about you, but I’m going to sit in a cold bath. It must be a hundred degrees already.’




  Laura sighed. ‘I wish we were near the coast. I’d love to go for a swim in the sea, it’s the most wonderful feeling to bathe in salt water.’




  ‘Yes, and ruin your skin in the sun.’




  ‘Oh, bosh.’




  The horses took them out of the bush on to the open road and Amelia breathed a sigh of relief. ‘At least there’s some air out here.’




  ‘And dust. We need rain.’




  ‘Are you coming home with me?’




  ‘I might as well,’ Laura agreed, riding alongside Amelia now. ‘If I go home, Mother will think of things for me to do. She’s expecting quite a few ladies for tea.’




  Amelia nodded, understanding. Her father was a widower so there was no mother in her home to keep a watchful eye on this pair of young ladies.




  At a curve in the road Laura noticed another track. ‘Where does that go?’ she asked Amelia.




  ‘Down to Murray Lagoon.’




  Laura stared at it as they passed by. ‘That really annoys me,’ she said. ‘I mean, why should the lake be out of bounds to women?’




  ‘Because that’s where gentlemen swim. Hardly the place for ladies.’




  ‘Exactly. Why aren’t we allowed to swim there? Why do we have to put up with this heat while they cool off in the lagoon. It’s not fair.’




  ‘There’s always the river if you can dodge the crocodiles,’ Amelia grinned.




  ‘Oh very funny! I heard they’ve got a diving raft and all at the lagoon.’




  Amelia pulled her horse to a halt and turned to Laura. ‘I wonder what they wear?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘The men, silly. While they’re swimming.’




  ‘How would I know?’ Laura waited while Amelia adjusted a stirrup, and then took off her hat to shake out her damp curls.




  ‘Won’t your brother tell you?’ Amelia asked.




  ‘Leon wouldn’t tell me the time of day.’ She laughed. ‘They probably wear long-johns. Carter Franklin, our bank manager, goes out there. He’s so fat, he must look a trick in his underduds.’




  ‘Oh, you are awful,’ Amelia giggled. ‘Maybe they don’t wear anything. I’d love to know.’




  ‘So would I,’ Laura grinned.




  ‘Then I dare you to take a look.’




  Laura stared at her. ‘Don’t be mad. I can’t just ride up to them. I’d get shot at dawn.’




  ‘You don’t have to. Stick to the bush so they can’t see you.’




  ‘You want me to spy on them?’




  ‘Why not? It’d be a shriek! And we’d be the only two women who know.’




  ‘Then why don’t you go?’




  ‘Because I dared you first. Go on Laura Maskey. I double-dare you.’




  Laura wasn’t one to procrastinate. She was more inclined to act first and think later. Amelia was right, she decided. It would be funny to spy on the men. Serve them right for being so selfish. ‘Where will you be?’ she asked Amelia.




  ‘It’s too hot to stop here. I’ll go on home and have cook make us a slap-up afternoon tea.’




  ‘With hot scones and blackberry jam,’ Laura demanded, in payment for the dare.




  ‘Done,’ Amelia laughed.




  Laura wheeled her horse about and cantered down the road, turning into the track to make for the lagoon. Her horse trotted easily down the well-worn trail but when he smelled water he became more eager, so Laura kept a tight rein on him. She took off her hat, stuffed it under the saddle and guided him into the shelter of the tangled scrub, forcing him to step slowly as she shoved foliage out of the way and ducked to avoid heavier branches.




  Ahead of her she could hear them shouting and laughing, enjoying themselves and that made her all the more determined to keep going. The horse seemed to understand now that they were on a furtive venture and he trod softly through the lank green undergrowth until Laura slid a hand down to stroke his face. ‘Ssh now,’ she whispered. ‘Be still. This will do.’




  Carefully she moved a leafy branch aside to get her bearings and almost jumped in surprise to find she was directly opposite a small jetty. ‘Spot on!’ she murmured, congratulating herself, because she had a grand view of the swimmers only about fifty yards away.




  It was an effort not to laugh. She wished she’d insisted Amelia had come too. There they were, more than a dozen gentlemen cavorting in the lagoon, by the jetty and on a clever pontoon, anchored in deeper water to allow them to dive.




  Perspiration streamed down Laura’s face, and insects buzzed about her as she watched them enviously from the humid hide. The wide lake looked so cool and inviting she almost forgot the object of this exercise but peering more closely at the swimmers she was quite startled for a minute. Then she began to laugh, almost choking in an effort to keep quiet. None of them was wearing a stitch. They were all cavorting in their birthday suits! Gentlemen of all shapes and sizes dashed along the jetty and jumped off among the swimmers while others climbed up on to the pontoon to stand there shouting happily to their fellows like a bevy of Adams in Eden.




  ‘How rude!’ she giggled, wiping her face with her handkerchief. At twenty, Miss Maskey had never seen a naked man before and they intrigued her.




  Suddenly, something rustled in the undergrowth. Born in the bush, Laura had the same reaction as the horse – a snake? But the horse was faster. Spooked, he reared up and crashed forward. The soft branches, hiding them, gave way and Laura hung on as the chestnut shot forward into the open, into forbidden territory! She managed to control him before he’d gone very far along the sandy shore but she could hear the men shouting angrily at her as she spun the horse about. Ignoring them, Laura gave the chestnut his head and she galloped away, laughing, her dark hair flying. She’d won the dare! Let them shout their heads off. What could they do to her? It was too late, she’d seen them in all their glory.




  For these two girls, this was just another prank, but one thing leads to another and for the daughter of Fowler Maskey, Member of Parliament representing this electorate, this escapade was to have far-reaching and tragic consequences. Country towns are conservative and hot for gossip, especially this little river-town, a mere ten years old, that was struggling for recognition. Townspeople, eager to shake off the tag of being just a rough mining town, were sensitive about their image – as Amelia would say, ‘their social status’. They yearned for respectability; they were fierce neighbour-watchers and churchgoers with curious behaviour and familial failings kept behind closed shutters; and no one was more aware of the atmosphere than Laura’s father, their representative, who relied on their goodwill to hold his seat, for Fowler Maskey was an ambitious man.




  
Chapter One




  The sun rose molten gold from the sea over Moreton Island to add lustre to the pristine waters of the bay, where singing whales luxuriated after their long journey from the south, unaware of the cruel harpoons that lay in wait for them. Light and retreating tides lifted glistening mangroves from the steamy darkness, and battalions of birds rose, bickering, to begin their day’s work along the banks and shoals of their bounteous river. Undisturbed, they flew over the small ships that plied the thirty miles from coast to township, to feast on nectar from red and white bottlebrush that lined the shores, and to swoop from stately eucalypts on any likely prey.




  This was the age of the great canals, and the wide Brisbane River had taken its place as an important watercourse serving the capital of the huge new state of Queensland. Residents of the blossoming city preferred not to recall that their home on a bend of the river had begun life as a harsh penal settlement for doubly convicted transportees. And as they strolled their streets they had already forgotten that men in chains had toiled under the whip to forge roads and erect sturdy government buildings in a subtropical wilderness. Men and women of their own kin, from the British Isles, had suffered fevers, malnutrition, and torture at the hands of regimental warders, and had died unlamented, never realising that their labours were not in vain. They had laid the foundations of a city and through their bitter struggles had set the pace for the hard, tough men needed to pioneer this great land, many of whom were offspring of these same convicts.




  But wait. Maybe the ghosts of these convicts were grinning now, along with survivors of the prison days, as together they roamed the streets, free at last.




  Only thirty years had elapsed since the Moreton Bay penal settlement had been closed down in response to public outrage and the boundaries of the town of Brisbane thrown open to settlers. Lacking the fare home, which transported convicts were expected to pay when their terms of servitude ended, many were forced to stay in Australia. Others remained by choice to grow old in caustic observance of their former keepers. They lived to see the new state, still ruled by the first premier, Sir Robert Herbert, struck a body blow which came from, of all places, the motherland.




  Governor Sir George Ferguson Bowen, who shared with Herbert the privilege of a first in the raw colony, left his tranquil home overlooking the river and stepped into his carriage accompanied by his aide, Captain Leslie Soames. He could have walked to his destination in a matter of minutes but Her Majesty’s representative could not be seen marching up the muddy road like any commoner.




  This was a rare occasion. Usually the parliamentarians were summoned to his residence but this time he did not wish to alert the gentlemen of the press. A summons to Government House carried with it a sniff of political or social news, and either way, the members involved, for their own aggrandisement, made certain that word was abroad before they stepped to his door.




  He was dressed, for him, in plain attire, to avert any suspicion of formality, although his lady, the Countess Diamentina, had seen to it that he was the epitome of elegance. Even in the steamy climate he disdained the shantung and cotton suits that had become the fashion, deeming them ugly and inappropriate for his exalted position. On this day he was turned out in a black jacket with a high braided collar, breeches and gleaming boots. His silk shirt was overtaken by a fine wool waistcoat and a silk cravat which was held in place by a pearl pin.




  As he passed through the portals of Parliament House, a smile on his handsome face, he removed his grey topper and gloves in the nonchalant manner affected by locals, no matter their aspirations. Crowds in the lobby stared, bowed, bobbed and backed away as he passed by, and only one, the brash reporter from the Brisbane Courier, dared call to him. ‘What are you doing here, Governor?’




  Bowen inclined his head magnanimously, demonstrating his good humour and lack of concern. ‘Why! Mr Kemp! Surely you must know the races have been cancelled due to this morning’s sudden torrent.’




  He was rewarded by a titter from the audience. Everyone knew that Tyler Kemp was a dedicated punter.




  ‘Is the Premier expecting you?’ he persisted.




  ‘I daresay he will be by this.’ Bowen’s smile was still genial. There had been no time for appointments, the matter was urgent.




  ‘And what is the business of the day?’ Kemp asked.




  ‘Purely a social call. I have never believed, as you know, in the ivory tower, and what more interesting place on a dull day than our Parliament?’




  But Kemp would not give up so easily. ‘The House is sitting, sir. Will you require admission?’




  Bowen consulted his gold fob watch and returned it to his waistcoat pocket. ‘I believe the House is just now rising.’




  As expected, the Premier had been informed of his presence and Bowen was relieved to see he’d wasted no time in coming to greet him.




  ‘Your Excellency! Good afternoon. Do come through. Perhaps you’ll join me in my office?’




  ‘A pleasure, sir.’ The Premier, he knew, must be astonished at his sudden appearance, but the man wasn’t short of brains. He hadn’t given so much as a blink of surprise. A consummate politician, he had often been heard to remark, referring to nearby company, ‘Not in front of the children.’ And today was no exception to his rule.




  Bowen was tall, known as a fine figure of a man, but Herbert was taller and much heftier. As he escorted the Governor down to his office, Tyler Kemp dropped back. Not even he would muscle in on these two imposing personages with an aide at heel.




  ‘Tea or coffee?’ the Premier asked.




  ‘Coffee, thank you. Soames takes coffee also.’




  With viceregal permission, Herbert took his place behind the large mahogany desk and engaged the Governor in small talk, recognising that the real purpose of the visit would emerge in due time. Bowen was grateful for the respite, since he was the bearer of bad news and would prefer to discuss the matter without interruption.




  Herbert called to his secretary, who hurried away. In a very short time the young gentleman returned, wheeling an autotray with a silver coffee service on the top ledge and an assortment of biscuits on the lower level. ‘Shall I pour, sir?’ he asked.




  Herbert nodded. ‘Your Excellency, might I introduce my new secretary, Joe Barrett?’




  The china cups rattled dangerously as the Governor rose. Barrett was caught between the pouring and the handshake in a fit of nervousness.




  Herbert laughed. ‘He makes a better secretary than a waitress. Give him a hand, will you, Soames?’




  The captain’s eyebrows shot up and his thin nose twitched at the impudence of such a request, but he had to obey, whisking coffee to his governor with drawing-room ease and retreating from the demeaning task as soon as possible.




  ‘Graduate in law, Sydney University, is our Joe,’ the Premier said proudly. ‘Got honours, too, didn’t you, son?’




  ‘Yes, sir. Will that be all, sir?’




  ‘For us, yes thanks. But I want you to take a look at that bill the Minister for Lands is threatening to push through. It’s got more holes than a pair of old socks.’




  ‘Right away, sir.’ Barrett, as yet unused to such noble company, fled.




  ‘They’re getting away with murder up north,’ Herbert told the Governor amiably, ‘squatting on lands far past the limits. I’m from up that way myself, so I don’t begrudge them the size of their properties, just our loss of revenue while they dodge leasehold fees.’ He drank his coffee in a few gulps. ‘We’ve got to engage more surveyors, a lot more, to handle all this work.’




  ‘I wouldn’t do that just now,’ the Governor said mildly. He rose and walked over to study some pen sketches of Brisbane town, straightening one of the frames. ‘These are excellent. Who did them?’




  ‘You’ll never believe it.’ Herbert grinned. ‘Our mate Mr Kemp.’




  ‘Good God! Quite a talent there. Pity he doesn’t stick to his artistic endeavours.’ The sketches seemed to have caused him to reminisce. ‘I remember when I first came here and was handed the Treasury report.’




  ‘Ah yes.’ Herbert smiled. ‘That must have been a shock. What did we have? About five bob in the coffers to inaugurate a state. Not the most auspicious start.’ He heaved a sigh. ‘But we’re over those lean days. Unless your suggestion that we don’t employ any more surveyors rings a warning bell.’




  ‘Quite.’




  ‘Oh well, give me the worst. Spoil my Christmas.’




  ‘There’s a rumour, just a rumour at this point, mind you, that the Agra and Masterman Bank in London has problems.’




  ‘God Almighty! Don’t even breathe such a thing. My budget will be in ruins. We’re into them for a million pounds for railway construction, among other things. If the credit dries up … I hate to think!’ He took out a large handkerchief and mopped perspiration from his face.




  ‘That’s why I thought it might be advisable to hold back on any extra expense at this stage.’




  ‘Thank you, I appreciate the tip. I’ve got a party meeting this evening, the last for the year. I’ll start tightening the reins immediately. And start praying.’




  By early February, Fowler Maskey, Esquire, the State Member for Rockhampton, was aware of dissension in Herbert’s cabinet and was pleased by it. Now in his fifties, Fowler was an influential man thanks to the wealth inherited from his father, one of the élite New South Wales squattocracy. Before his death, John Dunning Maskey had purchased land in the Rockhampton area, predicting great opportunities in the new state, and Fowler had taken his word for it.




  He had moved his family north, built a house to complement his ambitions and settled in as one of the new town’s elders, despite the fact that his wife found the heat unbearable in the summer, and his son, Leon, now twenty-two, loathed the rough-and-ready river settlement. As far as Fowler was concerned, however, Leon’s complaints fell on deaf ears. Leon was not a scholar, nor could he be trusted to manage any of the Maskey properties since he had no interest in sheep or cattle. He was a good-looking chap, though of slender build, with fair hair and his mother’s blue eyes. ‘Horses for courses,’ Fowler allowed. It suited him to have his son with him. He socialised well, was a fair cricketer, and managed a respectable game of cards. He was also much loved by hostesses, an asset at parties. For Fowler he was a bee, buzzing about to keep his father informed of the latest news, moods and developments.




  Fowler’s wife Hilda felt her son should be given more responsibility. ‘What’s to become of him if he’s permitted to fritter away his time like this?’ Fowler didn’t care. He wasn’t interested in dynasties. He only cared about himself and his endeavours. What would become of his family after he kicked the bucket was the least of his problems. Leon, he guessed, would have a whale of a time with his inheritance for a couple of years and end up dead broke. The prospect amused his father.




  When Leon had declared he preferred to live in Brisbane, Fowler had agreed. ‘By all means. Live where you like as long as you support yourself.’




  ‘That’s not fair,’ Leon had argued. ‘I’ve nothing to do in Rockhampton but be your runner.’




  ‘You’re contributing to your father’s career, my lad,’ Fowler had replied amiably, ‘and if you go anywhere else without my say-so, you won’t get a bean from me.’




  So Leon stayed. Most afternoons he could be found cooling off at Murray Lagoon where a gentlemen’s bathing pool had been established. His evenings were spent at the Criterion Hotel or the Gentlemen’s Club on Quay Street, within walking distance of the family home.




  It had surprised Fowler that his daughter, Laura, actually liked the town. She enjoyed their imposing two-storeyed house with its wrought-iron balustrades on the front veranda and the long balcony upstairs. The house was right on Quay Street, which, Hilda Maskey complained, afforded them no privacy, but it suited Laura to be right in the centre of things. Unlike her brother, she was not above sitting out on the veranda chatting to passers-by, whether friends or strangers.




  She was a headstrong girl, tall and healthy, with the same silky blonde hair as her brother, but bolder than Leon. Too damned bold for her own good at times, but she’d be married and off Fowler’s hands soon enough. Lately she’d been nagging him to take her out to see the goldfields outside Rockhampton, but that would have to wait, he was too busy. Gold. He smiled. Rockhampton had become a town overnight, thanks to the gold rush at nearby Canoona. More strikes had quickly followed. It was a marvellous thing to have gold fields springing up in one’s electorate, adding to the already growing cattle industry.




  Old John Maskey had certainly chosen wisely. There was a big future for a parliamentarian in Rockhampton if he played his cards right, and Fowler intended to do just that. And as he’d told Hilda, ‘I expect my family to support me to the fullest. While I’m here you arrange to entertain as many locals as possible, and while I’m away in Brisbane do some charity work. That always makes a good impression.’




  ‘What charity work?’




  ‘How do I know? That’s a woman’s job. And get Laura at it too.’




  ‘Laura?’ Hilda had bristled. ‘She won’t do anything I tell her! She’s only interested in the horses, always off riding somewhere. And that’s your fault. You let her run wild.’




  ‘Then find her a husband, that will settle her down.’




  Fowler allowed his thoughts to idle in this manner to keep his head clear for his next move. Stationed by the wide window at the end of the corridor, apparently taking a breath of air, Fowler had placed himself so that the door to the Cabinet Room was between him and his office. As soon as the honourable gentlemen emerged, he, a lowly backbencher, would be right among them, simply making his way to his own room. Premier Herbert was a stickler for cabinet solidarity but an early bird could easily catch a worm, in the form of a minister off guard, ears still tingling from being boxed by the leader. Fowler was certain that Premier Herbert had lost his grip and that it wouldn’t take much to edge him out of the saddle. A few burrs in the right place could shift him now.




  There they were, being bundled out, faces aghast, trouble brewing. He pressed forward, moving among them, listening eagerly to the gush of in-house complaints. He collared a big fish, the Colonial Treasurer. ‘We’re in full support of Raff’s petition to upgrade the Brisbane wharves, sir. I hope you won’t let us down.’




  ‘All in good time,’ the Treasurer snapped, pushing past him.




  Fowler moved into step with the Postmaster-General. ‘Steamy old day, isn’t it?’ But when the minister merely nodded in reply, Fowler pressed on. ‘I have to tell you I’m getting bagfuls of complaints about the mail up my way.’




  ‘You got the telegraph, didn’t you?’ the Postmaster-General snarled, and Fowler hid a smirk. Of course they’d got it, against this fellow’s advice, but it was marvellous what a few quid towards members’ campaign expenses could do to pull an appropriation vote out of the hat. ‘We did and we’re grateful to you, believe me, but the diggers can’t afford to telegraph every time they want to contact their loved ones. They’re pretty savage, they say fortnightly mail is just not good enough.’




  ‘Then you’d better tell that to the Premier,’ the minister said as they rounded the staircase. And then, over his shoulder as they parted ways, ‘Or Macalister.’




  ‘Who?’ Fowler asked, surprised, but the minister’s door slammed shut.




  Arthur Macalister, Member for Ipswich and Secretary for Lands and Works. Why ask him? He was a nobody, a grim tub-thumper. No one asked his opinion. But Fowler would, and right now, with the utmost speed. He rummaged around his office for two bottles of good whisky, stuffed them in a carryall and strode off to pay his respects to Arthur.




  ‘My dear fellow,’ he said, noticing an air of excitement in Macalister’s office. ‘Forgive the intrusion, but I have been remiss. Several of my constituents asked me to drop these little gifts in to you at Christmas but I missed you. Dredging of the Fitzroy River is under way now, thanks to your good offices.’




  ‘Good man,’ Macalister said, stowing the whisky among maps in an overstuffed cupboard without offering Fowler a drop. ‘Sit you down, Maskey, I wanted a word with you.’




  Fowler caught sight of his own florid face in a brass jardinière on a pedestal behind his host, and the distortion reflected a wide grin under a drying clutch of gum tips. Or rather he hoped it was the distortion. If there were trouble, he must not appear to welcome it. He pursed his thick lips to counteract the effect.




  Arthur, representative of an unruly mob of coal miners, was fairly jumping with excitement, and a tic developed near his right eye, above his bushy beard. ‘There’s going to be a spill,’ he hissed.




  A spill! Jesus! Fowler’s mind raced. He wondered, as every other politician in the building would now be doing, if he should throw his hat in the ring. Who could he count on? He could call in a few favours. To be Premier of Queensland, the most powerful man in the state! Immaterial that he had inaugurated a move for a separate state in the north with its capital in Rockhampton and himself, of course, as premier. The separationists could go jump! This was a much bigger prize. He almost laughed. If he won the day the state would stay intact, he wouldn’t let them cut loose.




  ‘Did you hear me, man?’




  ‘Yes. I could have predicted it – Herbert’s none too popular – but it’s still a surprise.’ Obviously he had Macalister’s support and the Scot could bring him a handful of southern votes.




  ‘None too popular? That’s an understatement. The man’s gone mad. If we listen to him, all of us will lose our seats. He’s hellbent on cutting back on public works everywhere and raising taxes and charges across the board.’




  ‘You don’t say?’ Everyone knew Herbert’s penny-pinching was causing rumblings, but this was past a joke.




  ‘I say,’ Macalister continued, ‘that we have to block him. Are you for us?’




  ‘I would have to be,’ Fowler said. ‘The future of the state is more important than one man. He has no financial judgement at all. I’ve always said that. We need a leader who understands that the economy of Queensland depends on a balance of wise investment and expansion. If he pulls back now we’ll die on the vine.’




  ‘Exactly my sentiments. If I’m elected I’ll do just that.’




  ‘What?’ Fowler jerked up in his seat. ‘You’re standing?’




  ‘I am and I’d appreciate your support. I believe Herbert made a mistake in passing you over for the ministry, considering that a few of my colleagues are rolled-gold deadheads. You can be assured that I won’t make the same mistake.’




  And pigs will fly, Fowler thought. That was the oldest trick in the book, a carrot for donkeys. Macalister as Premier? Preposterous!




  ‘Herbert sucks up to the viceregal set, that’s his problem,’ Macalister continued. ‘Never a chance of that with me, they’ll no’ be impressing me with their fancy ways.’ He fixed his eyes on Maskey, the tic beating a warning. ‘Can I count on you, then?’




  ‘Of course,’ Fowler said. His dreams of leadership might be fading, but the separation movement was suddenly reinstated in his plans.




  The two men shook hands and Fowler hurried away to investigate his own chances. Finding himself among the also-rans, he gave his solemn support to two other gentlemen lobbying for high office.




  ‘None of them will beat Bob Herbert anyway,’ he told Leon, who was always happy to accompany him to Brisbane. ‘You get out there and nose about. If I have to vote for Herbert I want something for my money.’




  He lit his pipe and began preparing a statement for the Rockhampton press declaring Herbert a traitor to the north, a leader who reserved all his energies, and the public money, for the south-east corner of the state, ignoring the needs of the good citizens of the north. His essay was rising to a torrent of vitriol against the Premier when Leon came dashing back. ‘Herbert’s resigned!’




  ‘What?’ Fowler almost knocked the inkwell over.




  ‘He’s resigned, I tell you! Just now. He said he’d give his reasons later.’




  ‘To hell with his reasons – when you’re dead, you’re dead. So who’s in the lead now?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Well find out, you bloody fool. Get down to the bar. Shout a few drinks, expensive ones, that draws the flies.’ He crumpled the press release and flung it into the wastepaper basket.




  Two days later, the new premier, Arthur Macalister, announced his ministry, but Maskey’s name was not on the list. Fowler immediately went to work on a new press release, praising Herbert, claiming he had been driven out by a bunch of ratbags who wouldn’t know how to run a chook-pen. And who had elected a dour penny-pinching Scot as their leader, a man who knew nothing and cared less about conditions in the north? He called for a public rally in Rockhampton to demand secession from the southern stranglehold and the formation of a new state with the Tropic of Capricorn as its southern boundary. Rockhampton, he didn’t need to remind them, set on Capricorn would be the capital.




  He found Leon taking tea on the long veranda with two young ladies and beckoned him over. ‘Get back to the hotel and pack your things. You’re going home.’




  ‘Why? What have I done?’




  ‘It’s not what you’ve done, it’s what you’re going to do. You can catch the mailboat this afternoon. It sails at four. I want you to deliver a statement to the local newspaper and set up some meetings for me. I’ve written out your instructions, you can study them on the way home.’




  ‘But I promised to take Miss Lynton to the theatre this evening.’




  ‘She’ll just have to find someone else to take her. This is more important than watching a lot of pansies leap about a stage. Now get going. I might be able to find passage home next week, otherwise I’ll follow you in a fortnight. Just see that you do exactly as I say. I want them properly stirred up by the time I get home, and a substantial welcoming committee waiting for me when I step ashore at Quay Street.’




  ‘How will I know which ship to meet?’




  ‘I’ll telegraph you, won’t I?’ Fowler sighed.




  With Leon well away on his legitimate business, Fowler left the House early to visit a certain Mrs Betsy Perry in Spring Hill.




  ‘Why Fowler, my dear, what a naughty boy you’ve been. I thought you’d forsaken me.’




  ‘You know I wouldn’t do that.’ He smiled, stepping inside with a proprietorial air. After all, he owned the house. ‘We’ve been busy finding a new premier but now that’s settled I’m entitled to relax, wouldn’t you say?’ He dipped a mischievous finger into the soft cleavage of her full bosom and she giggled.




  ‘Now, now, business first. I’ve got your rent and the list of customers. We’ve been so busy I had to put an extra girl on over Christmas.’




  As the riverboat chugged upstream Leon stayed, sweltering, in his cabin – up top was like a furnace. He couldn’t conceive why anyone would choose to live in Rockhampton, miles from the coast and its cooling breezes. It was set in the river valley between two ranges, which turned it into an oven in the tropical summer, and was made worse by the infernal wet season. Brisbane was hot enough in summer but this place, more than three hundred miles north and so closer to the equator, was infinitely worse. He didn’t believe a climate could be any hotter right on the equator.




  Although he’d never been there, Leon dreamed of London, its chilly weather and the grand life a person could have there. All the right people went to England – they even called it ‘home’ – and he would one day, damned if he wouldn’t! He daydreamed about escaping from his father to the good life in faraway England, of telling his father off before he left, or perhaps just leaving a farewell note. If only he had the money.




  He hadn’t bothered to telegraph his mother to tell her he was on his way, because if he’d done so she’d be there on the quay waiting for him, and he wanted to savour his freedom. Fowler’s messages could wait.




  Eager prospectors shouldered him aside in their rush to get ashore and Leon stood back disdainfully. Everyone knew that to travel more than ten miles out of Rockhampton was to take your life in your hands, what with the natives fighting for every inch of their land. That pleased Leon – he was quite sympathetic to their cause and he didn’t care who they killed. It would suit him if the blacks won and they had to shut down this miserable apology for a town. Not that he would dare express those views, he’d be strung up. Most of the residents regarded the blacks as animals, vermin even, to be cleaned out of the district. Smiling, he wondered which of these ruffians were headed for a very nasty death.




  As he strode down Quay Street he nodded to a few squatters whom he knew, cattlemen with their big stations in the Fitzroy River valley and out beyond the hills. They didn’t let the blacks bother them, they just kept on fighting and eventually, of course, they’d win. At a price. Most of them, and their stockmen, carried spear scars which they valued like war wounds. In the bar at the Criterion, encouraged by their mates, men were always dropping their trousers or removing their shirts to show off the scars, a practice which Leon found disgusting, along with their boasts of how many niggers they’d killed. Even women and children. They were the most appalling lot! Leon had tried to tell people in Brisbane what was really going on in the north, the murders and massacres of hundreds of blacks, but they didn’t want to listen, or they retaliated by asking how many white people had been murdered by the blacks. He wasn’t much good at debating, and even less successful at trying to explain that the country belonged to the blacks, so he was usually shouted down. Only Tyler Kemp had listened to him and had written a story, but his paper wouldn’t publish it. And then – wouldn’t you know? – Fowler had got wind of it.




  ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he’d roared ‘Giving a reporter that pack of lies.’




  ‘It’s not lies.’




  ‘Of course it’s bloody lies. If the blacks look for trouble they get it. That’s all. And you keep your bloody mouth shut from now on. Do you hear me?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘A wet-behind-the-ears bloody know-all, that’s what you are! I ought to shunt you out to a station for a while to see how you like it. See how bloody smart you’d be if the blacks started chucking spears at you! Those station people are the salt of the earth, their cattle herds are going to be the making of Queensland. As it is, we are maintaining the south – the north is where most of the primary producers are, working against the odds to support the layabouts in Brisbane.’




  Leon was relieved that his father had gone off course and begun speechifying on his favourite subject: ‘North Queensland versus the South’. One day Fowler Maskey hoped to be premier of a cutaway state called Capricornia. And he’d probably succeed, Leon thought.




  He walked into the sudden gloom of the Criterion Hotel and bought a pint of beer for his thirst and a short rum for his spirits, propping himself moodily at the end of the bar until he realised that there was more than the usual commotion in the crowded room.




  ‘What’s up, bartender?’ he asked.




  ‘The blacks attacked Aberfeld Station. Ken McCraig got hisself killed in the fight and one of his stockmen, Tommy Pike, was wounded something terrible trying to save his boss and died of the wounds the next day.’




  ‘Good Lord! And how is Mrs McCraig? She’s a friend of my mother’s.’




  ‘Ah, the poor woman, she’s holding up, and her two little girls, they’re safe, she had them hid under the bed.’




  ‘I suppose they’ll be quitting the station now,’ Leon said, but the bartender shook his head.




  ‘No bloody fear. She aims to stay put. Her brother’s coming up from Sydney to take over.’




  That would be right, Leon mused. Once those grazier families got their hands on land, nothing could make them let go. His grandfather had been the same, opening a string of sheep stations and then cattle stations from Bathurst right through to Queensland. And with managers running them, Fowler and Uncle William were reaping the rewards. He wondered how much his father was worth. Must be around a million. And yet he chose to live in this stinkhole. Power, of course. After money came power, and trailing money came the sycophants, who hoped some of it would rub off.




  Captain Cope, known as Bobby, had spied Leon and was heading for his corner. Leon had mixed feelings about Bobby. He was well educated and was excellent company, but his occupation was a worry. The man had charge of a troop of Native Mounted Police, recruited from the south, and they had a nasty reputation. Led by white officers, they were issued with uniforms, rifles and plenty of ammunition. Their job was to ‘clean out’ tribal blacks, and they showed no mercy to their fellow Aborigines. Leon had seen them riding through Rockhampton looking more like a pack of thugs than soldiers. Even some of the cattlemen had reservations about the use of native police, but Bobby had no such qualms. ‘They have a job to do,’ he told Leon, ‘and they do it. Unfortunate but necessary.’




  ‘But I hear they kill whole families,’ Leon had objected.




  ‘Only on rare occasions. Besides, if you’re cleaning out marauding dingoes, you have to get rid of the pups as well or they breed and the problem remains.’




  ‘I find it rather disgusting,’ Leon had ventured.




  ‘And you’re right, old chap. But it’s not your concern, is it?’




  He now descended on Leon with enthusiasm. ‘Glad to see you back. What about a game of billiards before lunch?’




  ‘Suits me,’ Leon said, ‘but I thought you’d be out on the hunt.’




  ‘No, I don’t go off half-cocked. There are posses charging about everywhere. I’ll have my force properly equipped by morning and we’ll ride out there and deal with the murderers.’




  Or anyone with black skin, Leon guessed. He wished there were someone who could go on ahead and warn the blacks of these newly introduced troops. At least that would give them a fair chance. As fair as it could be with spears against guns. It would be amusing to see Cope ride into a trap.




  He delivered Fowler’s statement to the proprietor of the local newspaper and decided that was enough for one day. Tomorrow he’d set about rousing the separationists, after they’d had time to digest Fowler’s tirade against Macalister and the southern-based Parliament.




  As he walked into the house he could hear his mother’s distress. She was shouting and weeping at the same time. When Hilda Maskey decides to put on a turn, he sighed, she makes certain the world and his dog knows about it. Pity she didn’t engage in these hysterics when Fowler was home, but she wouldn’t dare. Her husband claimed he liked peace and quiet in his house, and Hilda had long since learned to obey or face one of his rages, which far outdid hers.




  Leon’s arrival startled her and she swung around in surprise. ‘When did you get home?’




  ‘Just now,’ he said, tossing his hat on to the credenza. ‘But I heard what happened. I’m sorry, Mother.’




  ‘You’re sorry?’ she cried, clutching at the dining-room table for support. ‘What good will that do? She’s gone too far this time. God knows what your father will say. And he’ll blame me as usual.’




  ‘Who has gone too far?’ he asked her, bewildered.




  ‘No one.’ It was Laura, sitting easily in a leather armchair behind the door. ‘Mother is overreacting.’




  ‘Is that what you call it?’ Hilda wept, mopping her face with an already damp handkerchief. ‘What else should I do when my daughter has disgraced the family? Leon has just arrived and he already knows about it. The whole town’s talking.’




  Leon discarded his jacket with relief and undid his collar. ‘The whole town is talking about Ken McCraig’s death, Mother, but I should be interested to know what you are on about.’




  ‘Oh yes, poor Ken. I’ve written to Mrs McCraig inviting her to come and stay with us for a while, but I’m glad she isn’t here now.’




  ‘Why?’ He looked to Laura, who shrugged, lifting her thick fair hair away from her neck and fluffing it for coolness. The room was hot so he opened the windows.




  ‘Don’t do that,’ his mother complained. ‘You’ll let the heat in.’




  ‘I’m letting it out,’ he snapped. ‘Look at that wall, it’s already starting to mould. In this climate you have to leave the windows open or the house smells musty. Now what’s gone wrong?’




  ‘Then you haven’t heard! That’s a mercy, better you hear it from me. That sister of yours, the hussy, rode out to Murray Lagoon today.’




  ‘You did what?’ he cried. ‘To the bathing reserve?’




  ‘Yes,’ Laura said defiantly. ‘Why shouldn’t I? It’s only four miles out of town, it wasn’t as if I was in any danger.’




  Leon was as appalled as his mother. ‘Are you quite mad? That is an area reserved for gentlemen.’




  ‘Then I think they should have an area for ladies. I should greatly enjoy a swim. I think it is quite unfair that we have to swelter while men cool off in that lovely lake.’




  ‘You see?’ Hilda almost shrieked. ‘She has no shame. You shouldn’t even discuss an idea like that in front of your brother.’




  ‘I hope there were no gentlemen present.’ Leon sniffed.




  ‘Oh but there were, Leon. They were having a wonderful time flopping in and out of the water like big fat frogs.’




  ‘Oh my God! Mother’s right, you’re shameless.’




  ‘No I’m not. I think men leaping around in the nude are a bit shameless, if anyone is. And to think they forbid women to swim, when’ – she laughed – ‘we’ve got less to hide than them.’




  ‘You were spying!’ he cried. ‘I hope no one saw you.’




  ‘Obviously they did,’ she said, ‘or Mother wouldn’t have heard about it.’




  ‘Mrs Mortimer told me,’ Hilda whispered. ‘Her husband told her and she felt I ought to know.’




  ‘She couldn’t get around here fast enough,’ Laura said sagely. ‘She must have broken a world walking-record.’




  Leon was flabbergasted. ‘What if someone mentions it to me? I’ll be in an appalling position.’




  ‘You can always say I’m not your sister, I’m only the maid,’ she offered.




  Leon was far from amused: ‘God knows how Father will take this.’




  ‘That’s what I’ve been telling her,’ Hilda wailed. ‘Fowler will have a perfect fit.’




  Laura wasn’t worried about Fowler’s fits. Like his speeches he was all rattle. She wondered if people really did believe all that tripe he dished up to them, as if, like a hell-and-damnation preacher, he was the only one who could save them. In this morning’s paper she found the statement that Leon had delivered yesterday. He’d called it a ‘press release’ but Cosmo Newgate, the proprietor, had published it as a letter. She couldn’t wait for Leon to come down to breakfast so that she could show him. It would be his turn to have a fit, he was such a sook. Laura could never understand why Leon and their mother could not stand up to Fowler. Hilda especially. If she made an effort she could make life damned unpleasant for her husband and bring him to heel, but instead she moaned and sighed, content in her perpetual discontent, accepting his bullying as a wife’s lot.




  Hilda had been happy enough, Laura mused, when they’d lived on the head station in Bathurst, where she’d proved herself to be an efficient hostess locked into the social whirl of wealth and prestige. But Fowler’s ambitions had dragged her away from her friends and family to the outlandish Queensland town where, in no time, she’d found herself wife of the local Member of Parliament, who spent more time at the State House in Brisbane than at home. Mercifully, Laura thought, but her mother complained about that too.




  To Laura, growing up on the station had been fun. She’d always been a busy child with a great love of horses and a large collection of pets, and she’d been very happy until they’d sent her to boarding school in Sydney. She still thought of that time with rage. While Leon had enjoyed boarding school, she had hated it. The mistresses had been appalled by her language, learned from the men in the stockyards and shearing sheds; they had punished her severely for being lackadaisical in her work, for being rude and defiant, a tomboy, not to be countenanced in young ladies. And finally, when she’d run away to take refuge at her uncle’s house in Sydney, they had expelled her. She’d been expelled from the next school too, for constantly taking unchaperoned walks along the beach nearby. They did not understand that the school gates represented not only prison gates to a girl like Laura, but a challenge. Egged on by other girls, who delighted in the presence of this rebel, she had even gone sea-bathing in the wild waves at Coogee Beach. That had been a joy she would never forget – the tingling crystal freshness of the surf, and the power of it had been the most marvellous sensation … even though a policeman had arrested her as she emerged.




  But that was the end of her schooldays. Laura had been permitted to stay with Uncle William and his mad wife in their Bondi mansion while her father began to rearrange his affairs. From afar, he promised to give her the whipping of her life, but eighteen months later, when the family sailed for Rockhampton, he had forgotten all about it. Laura always yearned to go back to the country and she vowed that eventually she would. As she told her friends, she would marry a squatter and live happily ever after with her own stable of horses. Or maybe she’d buy her own station. Uncle William was very fond of her and had promised to remember her in his will. And so he should, Laura thought. Her exile in Bondi had been very convenient for the Maskey family. William’s wife, Aunt Freda, was prone to nasty ‘turns’, as they called them. In fact she became violent and would attack staff with a carving knife, so William had dreadful trouble keeping his servants. None of them would live in, so Laura became his housekeeper and the only person who could calm his wife.




  ‘She’s frightened,’ Laura would explain to them. ‘That’s all. She thinks she’s protecting herself. She hears voices from somewhere telling her people are going to kill her and she has to defend herself.’




  In the end, though, poor Freda was consigned to a lunatic asylum and William no longer needed Laura’s services. Eventually, Freda died there and William left to reside in London. After those ordeals, Rockhampton wasn’t so bad at all. She loved to ride along the banks of the deep-flowing Fitzroy River or sit in the shade of the weeping willows feeling as languid as their drifting greenery. Sometimes she brought her sketchbook to try to capture the picture-postcard scenery but she never considered her efforts did the great river justice.




  The maid brought in a telegram addressed to Leon, which her mother opened. ‘Your father will be coming home on the next mailboat,’ she announced.




  Laura frowned. ‘You’re always on at me for my manners. I believe it is extremely rude to open other people’s mail.’




  ‘A telegram isn’t mail,’ Hilda retorted. ‘Besides, it’s only from your father.’




  ‘What’s that got to do with it? You didn’t know that until you opened it.’




  ‘I’ll thank you to mind your own business. If I were you I’d be more concerned with your own behaviour. Don’t think your father won’t hear of your latest escapade.’




  ‘Oh I’m sure he will,’ Laura remarked sarcastically. She sliced deftly into a juicy mango, turned a quarter open and sucked the sweet flesh from the skin. She could hardly tell them that Amelia, daughter of Boyd Roberts, one of the leading lights of the town, had dared her to go.




  She grinned. Everyone said Amelia was such a nice girl! She was always dressed so prettily in pinks and blues and fussy bonnets, with her dark hair pin-curled around her face, but behind the façade Amelia was an absolute villain. She was up to more tricks than a monkey on a stick but was never caught. Her ways were underhand, and at times, Laura felt, a little mean. She eavesdropped on everyone who came to their large, airy house up there on the range, repeating all the gossip to Laura. When the two girls sat primly at afternoon tea with her father and his friends, Laura would suddenly find her coffee laced with alcohol, usually cognac, and she would have to drink it, under Amelia’s bland stare, knowing that her friend too was swallowing alcohol.




  Mr Roberts was a tall, handsome fellow, aged about forty-nine, Laura guessed, with dark hair greying at the temples and a small clipped moustache. He had resigned from his regiment and travelled north to find his fortune – and he had found it in quite a spectacular way. People said that Boyd Roberts had been one of the first prospectors to strike it rich at Canoona, riding back into Rockhampton with his saddlebags bulging with gold. He now had two mines, and was said, as his wealth increased, to have the Midas touch. But his good fortune had not extended to his wife, who had died of pneumonia several years ago.




  He built a grand house on the range overlooking the town, staffed it with servants so that his daughter would always be well cared for, and spared no expense for his little Amelia. She could have anything she wanted. It surprised Laura that Amelia’s needs were so trivial. She had no wish to travel, to know anything about the outside world; she was interested only in her wardrobe and the beautiful jewellery her father bought her, because they were part of her plan to attract the right husband. At eighteen, she had her life all worked out. She would marry, and she and her husband would live here, with her father, happily ever after in the house that she loved.




  Every so often, eligible young ladies would be brought to the house, which Amelia had christened Beauview, to meet Mr Roberts, but Amelia saw these young women as a threat. Ridiculous things would happen to them: their gloves would go missing, they’d find themselves balancing on a cane chair which had suddenly become rickety, or mice would scamper about their skirts. But more subtle was Amelia’s way of complimenting them. She harped on about their clothes, their hairstyles, their jewellery, forcing flustered women to talk only about themselves and their apparel, knowing that her father was becoming bored with the conversation. Truly a visit to Beauview could be a disconcerting experience for ambitious widows or nervous single ladies, but it was a stage set designed by Amelia, and the odd thing was, Laura mused, her father, the suave and charming Boyd Roberts, never seemed to notice what his daughter was up to.




  Leon came in to breakfast, immaculate in a white ruffled shirt and beige breeches, and immediately noticed the telegram on the table. ‘Is that from Father?’




  ‘Yes, dear,’ Hilda said. ‘He’ll be home on the next mailboat.’




  Leon nodded without enthusiasm. ‘I have to arrange a welcoming reception for him, and you two will have to attend.’




  ‘Of course.’ Hilda smiled.




  ‘Father’s letter to the paper has been published,’ Laura remarked innocently.




  ‘What letter?’ Leon snapped, grabbing the paper. He soon found it and sat down depressed. ‘Oh my God! I’ll get blamed for this.’




  ‘Why, dear?’ Hilda asked. ‘What does it matter as long as he is able to put forward his view?’




  ‘It matters a great deal. Any ratbag can write a letter to the paper. If Cosmo had published his statement, the reportage would appear as news and not be relegated to the back. It would also give his argument more support.’




  ‘So you don’t think Cosmo wants a new state in the north?’ Laura asked.




  ‘Oh, he won’t give an opinion yet. But it’s clear he doesn’t want Father as the premier.’




  ‘Who would he want?’ Hilda asked. ‘Your father as the sitting member has the experience. No one else can hold a candle to him.’




  ‘Except Mr Roberts,’ Laura said.




  ‘Roberts?’ Leon was startled. ‘He’s not interested in state politics.’




  ‘Oh yes he is.’ Laura smiled. ‘Amelia told me.’




  Hilda clanked down her teacup. ‘Glory be to God! Isn’t it enough that we have to suffer a dangerous fellow like that in our town, without having him aspire to the Parliament?’




  ‘Mother!’ Laura snapped. ‘I don’t know where you get these tales. Mr Roberts isn’t a dangerous man, he’s very nice.’




  ‘Fat lot you know,’ Leon said. ‘That man has a bad reputation out on the diggings. They say he jumped those first claims at Canoona, that the Starlight mine belonged to an old Scot who mysteriously disappeared.’




  ‘Then why didn’t they have the law on him?’ Laura retorted.




  ‘Because no one was prepared to take on Roberts and his henchmen. They still won’t.’




  ‘I don’t believe you. And he employs miners, not henchmen.’




  ‘You’d better not go to that house any more,’ Hilda told Laura. ‘Your father won’t like it. Besides, I hear he entertains his ladyloves there in quite an indecent manner.’




  ‘He does not! With Amelia standing guard, any ladyloves, as you call them, would be lucky to last ten minutes.’




  ‘Really?’ Leon said, interested, but Laura wouldn’t enlarge on the subject, it would be disloyal to her friend to do so.




  Summer torrents had the town awash when Fowler arrived home, so only Leon was there to meet him at the quay, a poor start to his campaign. He grabbed the proffered umbrella angrily. ‘Where’s your mother?’




  ‘She’s waiting at the Criterion with Laura. I have arranged a reception for you at the hotel but not too many people have turned up.’




  ‘Fools! Afraid of a drop of rain!’




  ‘It’s not that. They’re celebrating at the pub down the road. There’s been another gold strike, a big one, they say, at Crocodile Creek.’




  Even though Fowler lodged this information in his mind as yet another nail in the coffin of southern representation – the riches of the north outstripping their contribution to the state’s coffers – he was still annoyed. He strode into the commercial dining room where refreshments were laid out on gleaming white tables, buffet food down one side and drinks on the other, with no more than a dozen people standing almost guiltily betwixt.




  His wife came over and kissed him. ‘Welcome home, dear. How was Brisbane?’




  Ignoring her, Fowler hissed at Leon, ‘Is this all?’ He was accustomed to at least one hundred people at his meetings. Gold or not, Leon should have done better than this. ‘There’s enough food here to feed an army,’ he said, pulling Leon aside. ‘You’ll make me a laughing stock. Get out there and find more starters.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘I don’t bloody care where. From the bar! In the street! See who is staying in the hotel. Just get them!’




  His professional smile back in place, he made the rounds of the few loyal supporters. ‘All the more for us,’ he joked, helping himself to a whisky. ‘Come on now, enjoy yourselves. Our plates runneth over! I tell you, folks, it’s good to be home.’ He shook hands, complimented two ladies for braving the elements, and tried not to watch the door as an odd collection of strangers filtered into the room.




  His daughter was standing by him. ‘Looks like you’ll have to offer more incentive next time,’ she said.




  ‘What are you talking about? What sort of incentive?’




  ‘I don’t know. But if you’ve got competition it’ll take more than a free feed to get them to your meetings. No one’s exactly starving here.’




  There was a glimmer of truth in what she said about incentive, and he tucked that morsel away too, but competition? ‘What competition?’




  ‘Mr Roberts is opposing you at the next elections.’




  The news shook Fowler but he was a good poker player. ‘So what?’ he said. ‘I’m the Member for Rockhampton, I won’t have any trouble holding the seat for Queensland, or for Capricornia.’




  ‘Is that what they’re going to call the new state?’




  ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it? Rockhampton sits on the Tropic of Capricorn.’ He had only been making conversation with his daughter to fill in time; now there was a small crowd at the door, so he plunged over to greet them.




  Laura drank a glass of ginger beer, helped herself to a plate of wine trifle and retired to the sidelines as Leon placed a box covered in red plush between the top tables.




  Seats were found for the ladies when Fowler stepped up to address the gathering, and Laura made sure she was placed where she could view the room without turning her back on the speaker. Fowler’s speeches bored her, she preferred to study the reactions of the audience – it was something to do. Laura knew the talkers, the dozers, the wrigglers and the ardent listeners, and most of all she looked for hecklers. They made the events interesting. Unfortunately there weren’t any today and as Fowler went on and on, she almost dozed off herself. That would bring the wrath of God down on her! She straightened up and saw a tall fellow over by the opposite table sneak a chicken leg, and then another, munching cheerfully as he listened to the momentous affairs of state. Laura grinned, and, noticing, he winked at her.




  When the speech concluded, Carter Franklin, manager of the Commercial Bank, and, of course, Fowler’s banker, made a short welcome-home speech, as prearranged. He then announced, to a cheer, that Australian sovereigns had been approved as legal tender in Great Britain.




  With that Fowler stepped up again. ‘To mark this momentous occasion I will be presenting newly minted sovereigns, as souvenirs to some lucky guests at my home next Sunday. It will be open house from two p.m., and you’re all invited.’




  Quick! Laura thought. And quite brazen! He had picked up on her incentive hint. The campaign should be quite fun if it were to be a race between her father and Amelia’s. Money against money. She doubted that anyone else could match the pace.




  Leon was standing nervously beside her. ‘It wasn’t a bad show after all, was it?’




  She felt sorry for him. ‘No. Not really. At least he got to talk to a few new faces instead of the same old mob. Who’s that chap over there, hoeing into the apple pies?’




  ‘MacNamara. I caught him just as he was checking into the hotel. He owns Oberon cattle station, east of the Berserker Range. Not short of a quid, that family. They’ve got a string of stations from the Hunter Valley right through to Townsville.’




  Laura nudged him. ‘Father wants you.’




  Leon looked back to see Fowler beckoning him and rushed away, so Laura wandered over to the stranger. ‘Did you enjoy your lunch, Mr MacNamara?’




  ‘I certainly did, Miss Maskey.’ He grinned. ‘I was starving. I just got into town in time!’




  She was intrigued that they had both gone to the trouble to establish identities, and flattered. He was very tall and she thought he had the most beautiful face, if that could be said of a man. Soft brown eyes under dark curly hair, smooth features and a lovely smile. A friendly smile. She didn’t want him to go. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ she asked.




  ‘I’d rather have a cup of tea.’




  ‘Then you shall have it,’ she said gaily.




  She sat with him while he had his tea, answering his questions about the meeting. Gladly.




  ‘Your father’s quite a talker,’ he said. ‘But I wish he’d stick to the one job.’




  ‘Which is?’




  ‘The one he has. Representing this district in State Parliament. I’m against separation. It’s too soon. Queensland needs all her resources, it would be disastrous to split at this early stage. Divide and conquer is old but true.’




  ‘But who would conquer us?’




  ‘Finance. Huge debts would only inflict poverty on the people. The state is struggling as it is – two treasuries fighting over the one purse would be ludicrous.’




  ‘But in the north we have our gold and our cattle, we’re practically supporting Brisbane and those southern districts.’




  ‘You don’t really believe that?’ He was obviously astonished.




  At that moment Leon approached. ‘Excuse me, Mr MacNamara. We have to go. Mother says to come along, Laura. I’ll get Father’s luggage.’




  MacNamara’s eyes twinkled. ‘You’ve been listening to too many of your father’s speeches. I hope you’ll forgive me for enjoying his hospitality under false pretences, but a hungry man could hardly refuse.’




  ‘That’s quite all right,’ she said magnanimously. ‘I find your opinions quite interesting. I hope you enjoyed your lunch. Actually, I have an engagement to lunch here again tomorrow. Perhaps we could continue the conversation then?’ It was a most outlandish lie but she’d have to get here somehow. Amelia would have to accompany her.




  ‘I don’t think so,’ he replied. ‘I’ve got a lot to do tomorrow.’




  ‘Very well.’ Laura retreated, but extended her hand. ‘It’s been nice meeting you.’




  Laura knew it was a schoolgirlish thought, but had he held her hand just a little longer than necessary, as if he didn’t really want her to leave? Probably not. But she was warmed by his touch, and a tingle of excitement went through her as she left with her parents. MacNamara! He was just divine. She couldn’t wait to tell Amelia. And she had seen his hesitation. He just might find the time to be in for lunch – after all, he was staying in the hotel.




  For the second time that week Laura put aside her comfortable country clothes and dressed for ‘town’, such as it was. She chose carefully, knowing that she had been rather forward with Mr MacNamara the previous day, afraid that she might have frightened him off. Some men were quite offended when ladies took the lead, as if it were their God-given right, like dancing. But then, she smiled, she doubted Mr MacNamara was that stuffy.




  She laced up her corset easily – not even for him would she choke herself into tight stays – and slipped on a long lawn petticoat and over it her favourite dress of blue shot silk. The bodice was low cut, nice and cool for these hot days, and the neckline was edged in a fine-pleated ruffle of georgette, just enough to finish it off. The dressmaker had wanted to busy up the neckline with layers of lace but Laura had refused – she hated frills. She had insisted on a slightly dropped waist with plenty of material in the skirt so that it hung freely, accentuating the lovely colours made by light and shade in the folds. After some argument she had allowed the dressmaker to add extra pleats at the back, with a large, flat bow, almost a bustle, at the waist. She had to admit, as she studied the effect in a mirror, that in all the dress had turned out to be very stylish. She added a leghorn straw hat, flipping the band of elastic under her hair to keep it in place, and began searching in a drawer for matching gloves.




  ‘Where are you going?’ Her mother was at the door.




  ‘To lunch with Amelia.’




  ‘I told you not to go out to the Roberts’ house any more.’




  ‘Father hasn’t said I can’t go.’




  ‘He will. I expected you to stay home and help me with arrangements for this party he’s sprung on me,’ she complained. ‘He doesn’t bother to consult me, just tells the world to come along. Open house on Sunday afternoon, he says! Which means I haven’t the faintest idea how many people will turn up, or what sort of people I will have to entertain. It’s really too bad of him. Am I expected to cater for all the louts and floosies in the town?’




  ‘Mother, I have to go.’ Laura interrupted the litany of laments. ‘I’ll give you a hand tomorrow.’




  ‘And how will you get out there?’ Hilda asked. ‘You can’t ride in that dress.’




  ‘Amelia is calling for me in her carriage.’




  Hilda gave a cluck of disapproval. ‘It’s scandalous the way that girl’s father spoils her. I never heard of a young girl having her own carriage and driver.’




  ‘It’s only a small carriage,’ Laura said, trying not to antagonise her mother, who had taken it for granted she was going out to Beauview and not just down the street to the hotel. ‘Mr Roberts had it built to scale and it is so comfortable. In the wet season it is just marvellous. You ought to have a carriage here, Mother, you really need one.’




  No one else in the town had a carriage of any sort. When it didn’t suit them to ride, the women rode in gigs or pony traps. Amelia’s special conveyance caused a lot of gossip and envy in Rockhampton, which delighted her.




  Hilda followed Laura downstairs, still grumbling. ‘It’s just as well Amelia is such a nice little girl, so well mannered, or her father would have her completely ruined.’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ Laura agreed, stifling a laugh. ‘Here she is now.’




  ‘Good morning, Mrs Maskey,’ Amelia called from the window as her carriage drew up. ‘I hope you are well.’




  ‘Yes thank you, Miss Roberts,’ Hilda replied stiffly as Laura climbed in. Given this first chance to examine the carriage at close quarters, her eyes roved over it, taking in the liveried driver who closed the door and stepped up to his seat. She made no comment, though, except to call to Laura: ‘Don’t be late, we have guests coming to dinner.’




  ‘Who’re the guests?’ Amelia asked.




  ‘It’s only Mr and Mrs Franklin,’ Laura told her. Then she ducked her head. ‘Quick! Look down. Captain Cope is coming down the road.’




  ‘Bobby Cope? Don’t put on such a face, I think he’s very dashing.’




  ‘Well I don’t, he’s a lecher.’




  ‘He’s not a lecher, he just flirts a little and I don’t mind that at all, he’s fun.’ Then, ‘Your mother seemed quite calm. I’m surprised she allowed you to go to the hotel unescorted.’




  ‘She didn’t, she thinks we’re going to your place.’ Laura grinned. ‘What did your father say?’




  ‘He didn’t ask. He wouldn’t be so dreary.’




  Laura sat up. ‘Tell the driver to stop! We’re passing the hotel.’




  ‘Don’t panic. It’s quite all right. I told him we’d take a turn through the town first. Give them something to talk about.’ She adjusted her tall bonnet which was lined with pink-and-white check to match her gingham dress and tied under her chin with a pink satin bow. ‘Lean back now,’ she said as the carriage spun along Fitzroy Street and then turned left into East Street. ‘Look straight ahead, Laura,’ she instructed. ‘You’ll spoil everything if you start waving to people.’




  ‘I’m not going to wave to people!’ Laura said indignantly.




  ‘Maybe we ought to stop here and do a little shopping,’ Amelia suggested.




  ‘No! Definitely not! We’ll be late for lunch.’




  ‘Oh, very well. You’re so keen to get there I think you are really gone on this fellow MacNamara. I’m dying to see him. Are you sure he’ll turn up?’




  ‘I don’t know. I told him we’d be there.’




  ‘But he likes you?’




  ‘I’m sure he does. He has black hair and the loveliest smile, so handsome, except for a small scar on his cheek, but that seems to add to his looks. Sort of manly …’




  ‘Oh my,’ Amelia said. ‘You’d better watch out, I may take a liking to this dreamboat yourself.’




  ‘Don’t you dare,’ Laura warned.




  The two young ladies stepped grandly from the carriage and swept inside to the lobby of the Criterion Hotel. As their eyes adjusted to the sudden change from the outside glare, they ignored the stares from men in the bar on their right and moved forward towards the dining room.




  Gunnar Thomas, the publican, emerged from the bar and eyed them curiously. ‘What can I do for you, ladies?’




  It was unheard of for young single girls to dine alone but Amelia had her answer ready. ‘We shall be lunching here with my father,’ she announced. ‘And it would be ever so sweet of you, Mr Thomas, to place us by the door so that we can watch for him.’




  ‘Of course, my dear, of course,’ he replied, and Amelia nudged Laura triumphantly as he bustled ahead to place them.




  ‘What a lark!’ Amelia whispered as they sat sedately, coolly surveying the room and the other guests.




  Knowing that stares were being directed at them from behind potted palms, Laura studied the red velour drapes at the windows with their gold-tasselled accessories, the grandfather clock, and the paintings of hunting dogs that hung on the walls, for as long as she could so that Amelia wouldn’t think she was too anxious. Her eyes went involuntarily to the door, but there was no sign of Mr MacNamara yet.




  ‘Would you ladies like to order, or would you rather take some light refreshment until the gentleman arrives?’ a waiter asked them.




  ‘We won’t wait,’ Amelia said loftily. ‘He could be a time yet. I’ll have oysters, please. And roast chicken. What about you, Laura?’




  ‘The same,’ Laura said, hardly interested in the food.




  Amelia, though, had a healthy appetite: ‘We’ll also have plum pudding and plenty of whipped cream.’ She passed the hand-written menu card back to the waiter. ‘And we’ll have some fresh bread and butter while we’re waiting.’




  When the waiter withdrew, she turned to Laura. ‘Let’s order a bottle of wine.’




  ‘I don’t want any wine,’ Laura said. ‘And neither do you. Don’t be ridiculous.’




  ‘I’m not being ridiculous. You’re a spoilsport. And where’s your friend anyway? Why don’t you go and ask if he’s in?’




  ‘No. I wouldn’t dream of it.’




  ‘I would,’ Amelia giggled. ‘If he’s as nice as you say I’d go looking for him.’




  The waiter brought them a cob of beer bread and a chilled bowl of butter curls, and then returned with a platter of large fresh oysters in their shells.




  Amelia gazed about the room, a sweet smile on her face, causing disapproving starers to whisk their eyes back to their own affairs, then turned her attention to the oysters. ‘I’m dying to see this beau of yours,’ she said, as she demolished them one by one.




  ‘He’s not my beau,’ Laura said.




  ‘Not yet.’ Amelia grinned, then glanced at the door. ‘Oh, look who’s here!’




  Laura’s heart leapt for an instant but then plunged in disappointment as Bobby Cope approached.




  ‘I can’t believe my eyes,’ he gushed. ‘Two lovely ladies sitting here fending for themselves.’




  ‘We’re waiting for Mr Roberts,’ Laura told him coldly.




  ‘I haven’t seen him,’ Cope said. ‘Might I join you in the interim?’




  ‘There’s no need,’ Laura replied, but Amelia’s response was simultaneous. ‘That would be very kind of you.’ Laura glared at her as she continued, ‘It’s rather awkward to be left here on our own.’




  There was no stopping him. He settled at the table and at Amelia’s invitation decided to join them for luncheon. ‘Have some oysters,’ she said. ‘They’re absolutely delicious.’




  ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I don’t quite take to them. You don’t seem to be enjoying yours, Laura.’




  She blushed. She had been eating them as slowly as possible to delay the meal, to give Mr MacNamara time to appear. ‘Yes I am,’ she mumbled.




  ‘Well, I must say you are looking simply stunning today. That dress suits you beautifully, doesn’t it, Amelia?’




  ‘Yes, quite.’ Amelia pouted. ‘Did you make it yourself, Laura?’




  Realising that she was about to become the butt of one of Amelia’s contrived conversations, Laura turned the tables. Amelia hated people to talk politics. ‘What do you think of the new premier, Macalister, Captain Cope?’




  ‘He’s a dolt,’ Cope said. ‘I was discussing him with your father last night. By the way, he invited me to your home next Sunday. I believe it will be an entertaining afternoon. Perhaps you’ll allow me to be your escort?’




  ‘Bobby, I don’t need an escort in my own house.’




  ‘A party? Next Sunday?’ Amelia interrupted. ‘Am I invited?’




  ‘Of course,’ Laura said absently, one eye on the door.




  ‘Marvellous.’ She smiled. ‘Now I shall have to choose a new outfit for the occasion. And why don’t I have a tea party at home one Sunday too? Would you like to come, Captain?’




  ‘I should be honoured,’ Bobby said. His heavy features displayed little enthusiasm, but Amelia seemed delighted.




  Laura couldn’t imagine what she saw in Bobby Cope. Admittedly he looked well in uniform, but his clipped hair and wide military moustache did little to improve his plump features and thick, loose lips. And even though he had a debonair manner, his hooded eyes belied gentility; to her they were cold. Mean. Not that Amelia agreed – she found his eyes exciting and mysterious, everything about him appealed to her. ‘You only like him because he’s chasing me,’ Laura had said. ‘You’re just being contrary. He’s not a nice man at all.’




  Now Amelia was in her element, even persuading Bobby to order a bottle of wine. But as the meal dragged on, Laura despaired. It became obvious that Mr MacNamara had not changed his mind. Maybe he really did have a lot to do today, she told herself. But if he found her interesting, surely he could have made an effort.




  Luncheon over, Amelia sent Bobby off for her carriage. ‘So your friend didn’t turn up. What a nuisance. But he could be in the bar, or in his room. Why don’t you ask?’




  ‘I couldn’t do that.’




  ‘Oh nonsense! I could.’ She called the waiter over. ‘Please enquire if Mr MacNamara is in the hotel.’




  While Laura sat nervously, awaiting the verdict like a prisoner at the bar, Amelia was bubbling with excitement. For her, the outing had been a huge success.




  ‘No, miss,’ the waiter said on his return. ‘Mr MacNamara went out early this morning and he ain’t come back yet.’




  ‘Oh dash,’ Amelia said to Laura. ‘I’m even more curious now. But I know what to do. When you get home, filch some of your father’s stationery and send him a written invitation for Sunday.’




  Laura’s eyes lit up. ‘Yes, I could do that. It wouldn’t require a signature. But he might have left town by then.’




  ‘It’s worth a try. You can’t hang about here all day.’




  Bobby Cope was back at the table before they realised it. ‘What are you two little rascals plotting?’ he laughed.




  Amelia fluttered her eyelashes at him. ‘Oh my, what a thing to say! I was just suggesting we all go back to my place, we could have a game of cards.’




  ‘Righto,’ Bobby said. ‘It’s just as well I came along. Mr Roberts must have been delayed somewhere.’




  ‘He forgets things,’ Amelia said airily. ‘Come along now.’




  ‘No, I’ll have to go home,’ Laura told them.




  Amelia smiled mischievously. ‘Of course. Laura can’t come, she has a letter to write. You’ll just have to play me, Bobby, and no cheating.’




  Laura was depressed, and irritated. She had made a perfect fool of herself going to all that trouble to meet a man who didn’t even bother to look in on them. She wondered why he had affected her so much. After all, they’d only talked for a few minutes. But she kept seeing the merriment in his eyes. What colour? Brown, they were brown, bushman’s eyes, with almost a squint from the sun, but so tender. Caring. And his voice. Soft, with just a trace of an Irish accent. He had talked to her as if they were the only people in the room. She tried to push him from her mind, bewildered that a stranger could upset her so much. She was relieved when she could escape from Amelia and Bobby, glad to be home. Forget MacNamara, she told herself, you’re playing silly games just like Amelia does. You ought to have more sense.




  ‘Your father wants to see you in his study,’ the maid told her.




  Laura flipped her hat on to the hallstand, loosened her hair, and tapped gently at the study door.




  As soon as she saw them she knew there was trouble. He was at his desk, his face beetroot red, and her mother was standing beside him, hands clasped together in her martyr’s stance.




  ‘About time!’ he shouted. ‘What have you got to say for yourself?’




  ‘I told you not to go out to the Roberts’ house,’ Hilda added.




  ‘Oh that.’ Laura smiled. ‘I thought better of it. We had a very proper luncheon with Captain Cope at the Criterion.’




  ‘You’ve got a cheek!’ Fowler roared, standing up to tower over her. ‘You ought to be ashamed to show your face in town. You have no regard for my position, no thought for this crucial time in my affairs. You are behaving like a hussy! I can’t afford scandal now or at any other time, and you deliberately scandalised the whole town.’




  ‘She won’t listen to me,’ Hilda said. ‘You’re the one who spoils her. I might as well be talking to the wall as talk to her.’




  ‘How old are you?’ Fowler glared at Laura. ‘Twenty?’




  ‘She’ll be twenty-one soon,’ Hilda added primly.




  ‘Twenty-one!’ Fowler echoed. ‘Most girls of your age are married by this.’ He turned on his wife. ‘It’s no wonder she can’t find a husband with the reputation she’s getting.’




  ‘What reputation?’ Laura said. ‘People hardly know I exist.’




  ‘Is that so?’ Fowler hissed. ‘Is that so? Then tell me why the Sergeant of Police felt it his duty to take me aside and ask me to keep my daughter away from Murray Lagoon? My daughter! Out there! The whole town talking and I’m the last to hear of it.’ He paced across the room. ‘I blame you for this,’ he accused Hilda. ‘You had a duty to tell me. Not leave me to be a laughing stock, with a daughter who is nothing but an embarrassment to the Maskey name. Well,’ he continued, ‘there’s an answer to the problem. I’ll have no more of this. I want her name changed, do you hear me?’




  ‘Her name changed?’ Hilda stammered. ‘How …?’




  ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, don’t play daft on me. Find her a husband. Marry her off. You women know how to arrange these things, now get to it.’




  ‘Don’t I have any say in this matter?’ Laura asked. She realised now that going out to the lagoon was a stupid thing to have done, but her father was overreacting.




  ‘No, you don’t have any say. There are plenty of young fellows who could be persuaded to marry you, given a decent dowry. Captain Cope for one, I’ve seen him eyeing you.’




  ‘I will not marry Bobby Cope, and you can’t make me.’




  ‘Then you find someone else. I want to see you married as soon as possible. Your days of running wild are over; you will marry and settle down and get out of my hair.’




  Laura didn’t mean to but she couldn’t help looking at his balding head. Her glance infuriated her father even more. ‘You think you’re so bloody smart,’ he said, ‘but you listen to me. You do as you’re told or I’ll disown you. You’re no different from Leon. Now get out of here, the both of you. I’ve got work to do.’




  
Chapter Two




  Four years prior to these events, the MacNamara twins, John and Paul, had come to the parting of the ways.




  Ever since the tragic death of their father, the lads had worked on the family cattle station, Kooramin, out on the Liverpool plains in New South Wales. It had settled into a steady, flourishing property, one that Pace would have been proud of had he lived. Pace and their mother, Dolour, had pioneered the cattle run, and their three sons – the twins and the younger son, nicknamed Duke – were born on the station. In those days it had seemed to be the back of beyond, but now other properties were operating for hundreds of miles into the west, roads and towns had opened up, and Kooramin was a valuable asset.




  The twins were barely into their teens when Pace had died and the loss had been an emotional crisis in their lives. They’d believed their Irish father to be indestructible and were looking forward to welcoming him home from his explorations in the north, when his partner, an Argentinian cattleman, Juan Rivadavia, had returned with the shocking news that Pace had been killed by tribal blacks.




  Months of turmoil followed. It hadn’t been easy to pick up the reins dropped by the stubborn Irishman, who had dreamed of owning the best cattle runs in the land. Only their loyalty to their father’s dream had saved the family from a serious split. They loved Kooramin and that took priority over family moods and administrative arguments.




  At first the two lads had been pathetically eager to help their widowed mother and they vied with each other to please her. A strong, passionate woman, she understood their intentions but disapproved of the competition. ‘It’s not a race we have here. I’ll not have you break your necks for the joy of it.’




  As the boys grew and became more confident, the novelty of pleasing Mother began to wear off. They had their own ideas on herd management, ideas they’d picked up from other cattlemen, but Dolour wouldn’t listen. And it was the devil’s own job to make her hand over the cash they needed to buy better strains of breeders, even to buy better equipment.




  John was the first one to break: ‘Mother, this just isn’t working. I can’t stand by and watch Kooramin deteriorate just because you’re too mean to spend a quid.’




  ‘Don’t speak to me like that,’ she’d said crossly. ‘You don’t know what it’s like to be poor. I do and I’ll never let it happen again. I have the three of you to worry about.’




  ‘But we’re not poor. The drought has broken, we’re getting good prices for the cattle and top rent for the leases on the other stations.’




  Dolour smiled at him, seeming to capitulate. She pushed back her thick red hair which now was tinged with grey. ‘Oh, very well then, if we need money we’ll sell the land in the far north.’




  ‘No you don’t,’ Paul intervened. ‘That belongs to Duke, and it stays in his name until he comes of age and he can decide what to do about it.’




  ‘I hate the place,’ she cried. ‘Your father died there. I don’t want Duke going anywhere near it.’




  ‘Mother,’ Paul said patiently, ‘we’ve been over this before. And I hate to keep saying it, but Dad wanted that land up there, it’s prize cattle country. He went after it and he got it. It was his wish that Duke should have it because he knew that region wouldn’t be habitable until Duke was older. I’m sorry if it upsets you, but it is not for sale.’




  His mother glared at him, tossed her head and strode from the room.




  ‘Thanks a lot. She’ll be in a temper for days now,’ John said.




  ‘And what would you expect me to say?’




  ‘Nothing. I wouldn’t be surprised, though, to find she uses the Valley of Lagoons to change the subject. We didn’t get any more money out of her, and I want to hire some fencing contractors. Otherwise we do it ourselves.’




  Of the two, John was the quieter, the more emotional, at least on the surface. Paul buried his feelings in humour.




  ‘I often think of Father,’ John said. ‘He still seems close, watching over what we do.’




  ‘Oh go on!’ Paul scoffed. ‘You’ve been listening to Dolour’s prayers. Pace was never interested in the day-to-day nuts and bolts of the station, not really. He was too busy with the big spread. He and Rivadavia bought the big run in the Brisbane Valley and then they went after more land. If he was alive today he’d be out chasing more and more and we’d still be here with Dolour running the head station.’




  ‘That’s a bit unfair,’ John objected.




  ‘No, it’s not. This isn’t a criticism. I admired him. I’d love to be able to do that, to open up a station of my own, but imagine asking Dolour to back me. She’d throw an Irish version of the vapours.’




  ‘Well do me a favour,’ John said. ‘Don’t mention it right now. We need to prise some cash from her for immediate use. I might ask Mr Rivadavia to speak to her. He’ll understand.’




  ‘Why bring him into it?’ Paul objected. ‘This is family business.’




  John shrugged. He was fond of his father’s former partner but Paul had reservations about him, and was inclined to be moody when Rivadavia visited them. Although Paul denied it, John felt that his brother blamed Rivadavia for their father’s death. Or maybe he just couldn’t come to terms with the fact that the blacks had killed Pace and allowed Rivadavia to go free.




  Juan Rivadavia had been so distraught at Pace’s death that he had not laid claim to a yard of the big cattle run that he and Pace had pegged in the Far North. He had just said that Pace wanted Duke to have it, and he had registered the run in Duke’s name.




  ‘It was very generous of him,’ John had remarked to his brother.




  Paul had frowned. ‘Generosity or guilt.’




  ‘That’s cruel, he was bloody upset.’




  ‘I know, I know. I don’t want to talk about it.’




  Since then, it appeared to John that his brother had never been able to make up his mind about Rivadavia. After he had done all he could to help the MacNamara family, Juan Rivadavia had left his Hunter Valley property in the hands of a manager and gone home to Argentina with his daughter, who had married someone over there. Gossip had it that Juan had kept her away from local fellows he considered ineligible. He was quite a snob where Rosa was concerned, John thought ruefully, remembering that he’d been madly in love with the gorgeous Rosa himself, though she’d never given him a second glance. Then again, the Argentinian was very wealthy and John supposed a gentleman like that had to take care.




  He did often think about Pace; he was very proud of his father, and Paul’s caustic attitude would have been more hurtful had he not understood that it was just Paul’s way. The friendship between the Irishman who had come to Australia penniless, and the already rich young immigrant Rivadavia had always intrigued John. The two men had seemed to have little in common. Pace was a blunt, plain-spoken battler, while Rivadavia was a cultured, sophisticated person who moved in Sydney’s viceregal circles. Like most country men, though, they shared a great love of horses, as well as that other thing, the obsession with owning great tracts of land. That had been the meeting point; both men had taken up the challenge to ride a thousand miles into the north, into dangerous country inhabited by hostile blacks, to claim virgin land in territory made famous by the German explorer, Leichhardt. They had actually met Leichhardt, an experience which John envied. To have known the ‘Prince of Explorers’ and have seen his maps! What an amazing experience! It was Leichhardt who had inspired that mad thousand-mile ride the two men had undertaken.




  But all this was history. When Juan returned from Argentina he became a frequent visitor to Kooramin. Eventually, he and Dolour were married, and they took Duke to live with them in the Hunter Valley. Dolour handed Kooramin to the twins, who, at last able to run the station their way, were fired with a new enthusiasm. At first there were arguments between them but they gradually settled into a routine and worked together successfully.




  The double wedding seemed a natural progression in their lives. John married Eileen Doherty, a Bathurst girl, and Paul married Jeannie L’Estrange from Moonee Downs, another cattle station to the north-west of Kooramin.




  At first the new era was exciting. Four young people working together and enjoying each other’s company brought zest to the small community, and the station hands responded eagerly. After six months, though, rifts began to appear in the MacNamara household. Paul was surprised and embarrassed by his wife’s attitude to Aborigines. She was hard on the station blacks, especially the young girls who worked in and around the homestead, which brought her into conflict with Eileen.




  Finally his sister-in-law came to Paul demanding that he speak to Jeannie. ‘This has to stop,’ she said. ‘While you’re out during the day she gives the girls hell.’




  ‘What can I do? I’ve asked her to ease up on them but she has an ingrained dislike of blacks. I was hoping that she’d learn to understand them a little better in time. We have to be patient with her.’




  ‘I have been patient, but I’m seeing her true colours now and I’m not prepared to put up with it. She stalks the place like a martinet, picking on the girls all the time, switching at them with her riding whip. And this morning was the last straw – she gave young Bessie a beating for breaking a plate. If she beats any of them again I’ll take the whip and try it on her. See how she likes it.’




  ‘Oh God! Don’t do that. I’ll talk to her.’




  ‘Don’t just talk to her, tell her!’ Eileen said and stormed away.




  Paul tried: ‘I want you to be nicer to the gins working here, Jeannie. They do their best.’




  ‘Their best?’ Jeannie laughed. ‘I’d hate to see their worst. Lazy good-for-nothings, the lot of them. I don’t know why we can’t get rid of them and employ clean white maids.’




  ‘Because this is their home, Jeannie, and it’s up to us to look after them. If we give them jobs it helps them to assimilate into our lifestyle …’




  ‘Why do we want them to assimilate? They’re a filthy lot, and the sooner they are all wiped out the better.’




  He was appalled. ‘What are you saying, woman? You’re talking about human beings!’




  ‘They’re not human beings. Just because you’ve got a few tame ones around the place doesn’t make them like us. My father says they’re no better than animals. Worse, in fact. He says they’re an infestation up our way.’




  ‘I see,’ he said quietly. Then, ominously, ‘I’ve heard tell that your father organises blackfellow shoots. Would that be true now?’




  ‘Why not?’ she replied defensively. ‘It’s the only way to clean them out. The buggers kill our cattle just for the hell of it.’




  ‘I’m not surprised if you treat them like that.’




  She faced him defiantly, hands on hips. ‘Your own father was murdered by blacks and yet you’re on their side. Strikes me you haven’t got the guts he had.’




  ‘You leave my father out of this. He died in a fair fight over land. It doesn’t take guts to kill innocent men and their families in cold blood. And it doesn’t take guts to belt into little black gins who are too frightened to defend themselves. You use that riding whip in my house ever again and I’ll …’




  ‘So that’s it. Eileen has been pimping, has she? She thinks she’s so high and mighty. She’s always criticising me, in fact she’s a real pain in the neck. When we were first married you said we’d have our own station but I can’t see any sign of it. How long do I have to go on sharing a house with her? And when she has her baby I suppose I’ll be expected to run the place while she puts her feet up.’




  ‘We’re not talking about Eileen.’




  ‘Yes we are. Why don’t you ask them when they’re leaving?’




  ‘John and Eileen aren’t leaving. We are.’




  He turned on his heel and strode away. He had already discussed a new station with John and he knew now it was time to make the move. Since Eileen was due to have her child in a few months, it would be better for her to stay on at Kooramin.




  John had laughed. ‘You’re all heart, mate. I suppose that hankering you have for new pastures has nothing to do with it? With your volunteering to move on?’




  ‘Of course not.’ Paul grinned, but then became serious. ‘I always wanted to be like Pace, to be able to get up and go, and see new places. That’s why I thought I’d take a look at Queensland.’




  ‘It’s a big state. You don’t want to get too far off the beaten track. You need to find the market first and then look for land.’




  ‘That’s why I had in mind some country around Rockhampton. They say the gold strikes created an instant town and this one is forging ahead because it’s a good river port.’




  ‘But is it good cattle country?’




  ‘I’ve heard it is but I’d have to check it out.’




  ‘If you wait a while I’ll come with you.’




  ‘Righto, but don’t forget I’m the buyer. You’re staying put at Kooramin.’




  Two months after Eileen gave birth to John Pace MacNamara, known to all as Jack, the brothers set out for Rockhampton. They rode through northern New South Wales, on over the Darling Downs to Brisbane, recalling that this was the route their father had followed several times. They then followed the picturesque coastal trails north. Since they’d been brought up on Kooramin, an inland station, the two men were fascinated by the sea and they made a holiday of this coastal leg of their journey. They swam and fished off bay beaches, camped on stunning headlands admiring the views, and stayed over in isolated taverns. Bushies at heart, they were still wary of attacks by bush-whackers or marauding blacks and so they were heavily armed and always alert.




  They rode over an eerie place known as Ironstone Mountain that was littered with huge boulders, and were confronted by several tribal Aborigines who emerged from a cave. For a few minutes Paul thought there could be a problem, but they were permitted to pass, and when he looked back he saw that the blacks’ cold, hard stares had changed to grins.




  ‘I wonder what that was about?’ he said.




  John shook his head. ‘God knows.’ He removed his hat and wiped sweat from his forehead. ‘I’ll be glad when we’re over this bloody mountain. The heat coming off those shiny boulders is terrible. You could cook a steak on them. They’re the weirdest-looking rocks I’ve ever seen. I wonder what they are.’




  ‘Some sort of dark mottled granite by the looks of things.’




  They toiled on, their horses picking their way around the boulders. The trail seemed to have disappeared, so they dismounted and led the animals to the edge of an escarpment to get their bearings.




  ‘Good God!’ John cried. ‘Will you look at this!’




  Spread out before them was a magnificent valley bordering a wide river.




  Paul stared. ‘That’d be the Fitzroy River,’ he said lamely, unable to take in the beauty of the landscape before him. He’d been told there was good pastureland up here but this valley surpassed all his expectations. Deep-green mountains reared up far to the east, forming a natural backdrop to this verdant scene which held the brothers spellbound.




  It was John who decided it was time to move on. He peered down the steep escarpment. ‘Now we know what the joke was,’ he commented.




  Paul laughed. ‘Yes, the cunning buggers. They knew we’d run out of road up here. But it was worth it to get a bird’s-eye view of this place. It’s journey’s end, mate. This’ll do me.’




  There was no sign of the blacks as they retraced their steps and found another route down the mountain.




  Paul was excited, already talking about overlanding cattle and speculating as to who might be spared from Kooramin to help him set up the new run.




  ‘I hope you’re not too late,’ John worried. ‘I shouldn’t think there’d be too much of that land going begging.’




  As they had expected, Rockhampton was a busy little village, set on the south bank of the river just below a barrier of rocks that jutted out into the swirling waters, preventing river boats from travelling any further upstream. They soon learned that these rocks had given the town its name, a simple solution to an oft-argued question in these frontier areas.




  There was plenty of activity on the wharf and surveyors were busy marking out the streets. They rode through the town in a matter of minutes, nodding appreciatively. They’d already seen fine healthy cattle grazing along the trail and they watched another mob being herded into a paddock.




  ‘Hereford,’ Paul remarked gleefully. ‘They’re in good nick.’




  ‘My bloody oath they are,’ his brother replied. ‘I’m glad these herds are a long way from our territory. They’d be some competition, I tell you.’




  ‘It’s all so green,’ Paul laughed. ‘I can’t get over it. I bet they don’t even have droughts here.’




  ‘You’re getting carried away,’ John cautioned. ‘They’ll have their dry spells just like everyone else. We’ve just come in on the end of their summer rains, remember?’




  ‘Yes,’ Paul said, though he was not entirely convinced. After the open plains of their home territory with its fierce, dry summer, this was another Eden. And it was only about forty miles from the coast. A wonderful place to raise a family. That thought caused him to frown. Jeannie was distressed, and a mite jealous of Eileen into the bargain, because she had not yet conceived.




  He had laughed. ‘What’s the hurry? We’ve plenty of time.’




  But, apparently, that was the wrong thing to say. She had accused him of not caring about her feelings, of not caring about her at all, when, in fact, he did. He loved her, she was his wife. He sighed. The sooner they moved on, the better, so she would not feel she had to compete with her sister-in-law all the time. They’d be much happier in their own home.




  Disappointment struck as a week passed and the brothers were unable to locate unclaimed land. They talked to the surveyors who were based at the York Hotel in Fitzroy Street, since their maps of the locality were the most up to date, but their replies were not promising.




  ‘Most of the pastureland around here has been taken up,’ Charles Conway, the chief surveyor, told them. ‘Well out to at least three hundred miles.’




  ‘I knew we’d be too late,’ John groaned. ‘Pastoralists have had nearly ten years to dig in.’




  ‘It doesn’t take long,’ Charles said. ‘The Archer brothers were first and they took up prime land, then came Ross and Birkbeck, and others, like the Carlisles out of Camelot. Then there are a few smaller stations like Airdrie and Oberon and Deeside. Your best bet is to head west, follow the Fitzroy until it meets up with the Isaac River.’




  Paul was depressed. What a fool he was to think time would stand still for them. And how Pace would have laughed. Pace, who had ridden into virgin country time and again, and staked his claims well ahead of other land-seekers.




  For the third time they called on William Wexford, the Lands Commissioner.




  ‘It’s a waste of time,’ John complained. ‘We’ll just have to head out west. It’ll be easier to buy a station out that way, since we seem to have been left at the post.’




  ‘No,’ Paul said.




  ‘All right. Then there’s no alternative. If you want a station we’ll have to keep going north until we find unclaimed land. We’ll peg out a run ourselves.’




  ‘No. I want land here.’
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