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PROLOGUE


Zululand, South Africa, 16 July, 1838


Between the Umlatoosi River and the Ungoya peak, the early morning sun, fighting through sliding grey clouds, cast a meagre winter light upon the kraal: large and circular, surrounded by an eight-foot-high fence, its hive-shaped thatched huts strung, in usual fashion, around the inside, the main kraal entrance facing east. A few women, wrapped in capes as protection against the wind, huddled, muttering softly, outside one of the biggest dwellings.


It lay opposite the main gate on the far side of the kraal, and that alone designated it as the abode of the headman’s Great Wife. In the smoke-filled interior, the occupants stamped their feet as they moved back and forth in attendance on the woman who lay by the fireside. A rasping cry of pain escaped her lips as her mother’s veined hand reached out to pat her gently on the tight, black, wiry curls of her head.


‘Hush, my darling, it will come soon,’ the old lady said, bending forward on her knees to kiss her daughter’s wet forehead. As her mother’s lips touched her the woman on the cowhide mat shook her head from side to side. Her eyes were glassy and full of fear. She panted audibly, and as her full breasts lifted her swollen nipples skywards, grunted in the strain to push downwards once more.


The mother turned to the induna who sat at her side on the floor of rock-hard polished clay. He was one of the headmen who practised the magic arts, and they had sent for him earlier in the day when the birth had become increasingly difficult. ‘Can you do no more?’ she asked. Her eyes pleaded, filling with tears. ‘This is terrible. It has been going on for two suns now. I fear for her. I fear for her. She is not strong enough.’


He shook his head and his heavy brows rose unhappily. ‘The will of our ancestors cannot be changed, Oola. I understand your fear for your daughter, but there is little more I can do.’


‘Oh, why oh why is it that Mattana is not here?’ the distressed woman cried. ‘Why is she not with us in our hour of need?’


A look of affront passed briefly across the induna’s face and he turned away.


One of the younger women who bent heating water over the open fire exclaimed, ‘Mattana did not expect Nadi to bear before her time was ripe. I heard her say she was sure Nadi would go her time.’


‘She is supposed to see all things,’ wailed the mother, leaning forward over Nadi. ‘Why did she not foresee that my daughter would fall in the field?’


‘Ah yes, why?’ croaked the induna, lifting his eyes upwards. ‘It appears to me she does not see everything as clearly as she claims.’


The young woman spoke again. ‘My eyes are watering from the smoke!’


‘Quiet, you tiresome girl,’ answered the woman beside her. ‘Poor Nadi’s water in agony.’


There was another strangled sound of pain from behind them.


‘I think it comes at last!’ called Oola, as the two women who held her daughter’s arms in support helped her bear down.


‘Oh, Mother! Help me . . . it’s . . . killing me.’


Minutes later, they lifted the child from Nadi’s perspiration-covered body, and she collapsed back, her limbs racked by violent tremors.


‘You have a son, my darling,’ whispered Oola, as the women in attendance moved away with the tiny crying form, but there was no response from her daughter as the trembling ceased and she lay still.


The adviser to the chief moved forward on his knees, his head ring shining in the firelight. He took the limp hand that lay on the mat. Oola, panic in her eyes, kneeled beside him, watching him feel her daughter’s pulse.


‘Nadi? Nadi?’ he said softly.


There was no response. Nadi’s body was unmoving and she lay with unseeing eyes.


He turned sadly, sympathetically, to Oola. ‘She is with her ancestors.’


Oola sank forward on to the inert body, her old arms, garnished with the stringy muscles of decades of mealie-making, clinging to the spent form of her daughter. Her grief welled over her lids and ran down her face. ‘No . . . no . . . no . . . it cannot be, my Nadi, my only daughter!’


The women who held the soiled infant looked over to Oola, their faces expressing dull acceptance. What could they say? It was oftentimes a woman’s destiny to die in childbirth.


The induna rose. ‘I will tell Shiambi, ancient one. I am sorry.’


Oola made no reply, and the sound of her weeping followed him as he bent double through the single small opening of the hut and scrambled out on his hands and knees. The women clustering round the hut entrance watched as he stood up, and sighing, pulled the thick hide cape more tightly around himself before he ran swiftly in the biting wind across the dust of the central pen and out of the kraal entrance.


A hundred yards away lay a larger, more important kraal, and to this he hastened. He entered and ran to the chief’s hut.


The babble of voices ceased as he entered, and the faces of the chief and his wives and indunas turned towards him.


This hut too was filled with smoke, for as in the one he had just left, there was only the single low entrance that gave air. But this dwelling was larger still, and grander, the walls being decorated with war shields and the floor covered with numerous intricately patterned mats of woven grass and hide. People could move around upright instead of bent over. Those gathered were wrapped against the cold.


The newcomer bowed to the chief and repeated his praise names – the chief’s many titles which must be used when addressing him – then he turned towards the young induna who sat at the chief’s right hand. He was a handsome man of thirty-five years, wearing the headband of the uDlambedhlu regiment; these warriors had been given permission to marry by Dingane, king of the Zulus, only two years before. The young induna looked up hopefully at the one who practised the magic arts, and then, unravelling his long body and gaining his feet, advanced across the floor towards him.


‘The news I bring is mixed, Shiambi. You have a healthy son – he is already airing his lungs, but I am sorry to tell you Nadi was not strong enough. She is . . . gone.’


Shiambi’s shoulders sank. He was brave and fierce in battle. He had a long assegai scar down his right buttock and another smaller one on his hand to prove his courage; did he not carry the pure white shield of his regiment’s master warrior? He had known Shaka and was a favourite of Dingane and feared throughout all the Zulu kraals. But now he felt weak like an old woman, for he had loved Nadi, she was his Great Wife. He had only one other, his first; she, he had taken merely according to convention. He remembered Nadi’s gentle smile on the day she had told him she was to bear his child. How proud she had been. He heard her say, ‘And he will be strong and brave like you, my love.’ He remembered the ecstasy of their times entwined together on the floor of their hut.


And now he had lost her. This baby had killed her. This boy child had done that. Children were important . . . yes, very. Yet there would be other sons. It was easy to have children, but there never would be another Nadi. His dark eyes filled with tears and as some of his friends moved over to comfort him he turned quickly away so that none would see and hurried to the hut opening and out into the chill air.


He looked briefly, painfully, up at the sky before he ran to the hut where her dead body lay. Inside he moved to her and gently removed the shining white stone that hung on the strip of leather around her neck.


Ah, Nadi, my beautiful Nadi, my tender delight. How I want you back. I hurt like a thousand spears were twisting in my entrails. I hate this child who has killed you . . .


Two hours after Nadi’s death, and five and a half thousand miles to the north, a young woman in fine russet silk turned from the window of The Grange where she had been looking down across the cool green meadows dotted with summer daffodils, scanning the miles of open countryside for the dust that would announce the approach of a carriage.


‘I’m afraid there is still no sign of the Colonel, Doctor.’


The doctor lifted his head from where he attended the woman in the big four-poster oak bed. ‘I see.’ The sound of his voice was grim.


The woman in the bed opened her eyes. They were large in her ashen face and she perspired freely. A midwife wiped her forehead with a white cotton towel.


‘I . . . I . . . feel as if I am being torn in two, Doctor. I cannot fight much longer.’


‘Hush, hush, m’lady,’ he answered gently. ‘This is not your first time in childbed. You have brought five fine girls into the world. There’s no reason why you cannot do it again.’


A weak smile broke across her thin mouth. ‘Ah . . . you try to cheer me . . . but . . . I know . . . I cannot. It has been forty-eight hours and it still has not come . . . this one’s killing me.’ She grunted in pain then, and her head lifted from the pillow as the second midwife hurried forward to grasp her arms in support.


The doctor sighed and applied another leech to her.


It was an hour later that the woman’s young sister-in-law, Jane Harrison, again turned from the window. It was a beautiful midsummer twilight and the fields radiated a burnished yellow glow from the setting sun.


‘At last the carriage comes,’ she said in a voice barely above a whisper. Her face was drawn with worry and she twisted her hands together anxiously. ‘My brother is here.’ She came swiftly to the bedside. ‘Joanna, dearest, he comes.’


As she spoke the woman on the bed screamed again, and lifting her tormented face, looked with glazed eyes at the girl.


‘Bear down, m’lady, bear down,’ said the midwife at the bedside, and as the poor, weary, life-drained woman attempted once more to do so, the doctor urged, ‘Good, good, keep pushing, m’lady.’ A minute later, his blood-soiled hands urged the tiny form out from between her legs and lifted it in the air. ‘Thank God! It’s here. You have a son at last!’


A second midwife took the child from him as he cut the umbilical cord.


The cries of the infant filled the bedroom and his mother turned a glassy stare towards the sound. Her voice came in a whisper from her dry throat. ‘A son, you say . . . please . . . Can I see him? Don’t clean him or I fear it will . . . be too late.’


The doctor nodded vehemently. ‘Yes, yes. Give the child to his mother.’


The midwife hurriedly wrapped the child in a towel and placed the bundle in the woman’s arms as a glimmer of a smile came to her exhausted face. She looked down at the infant and touched his bloody cheek with her hand. ‘My son . . . my son . . .’ It was a heart-rending acknowledgement and those in the room with her looked fearfully at one another. Then Joanna’s eyes lifted to her young sister-in-law. ‘Jane . . . promise me . . . you’ll love him.’


‘Oh, darling, of course I will, but . . .’


The mother’s gaze returned to her son, becoming a fixed stare upon him, her eyes bulging; then suddenly a heaving shudder ran through her and a sound like escaping air came whistling from her throat.


‘Doctor!’ cried the second woman in attendance. ‘My Lord, is she . . .? Oh, dear God!’


Swiftly, the doctor returned the child to the arms of the midwife and leaning forward, took up the inert wrist to check the pulse he knew was not there. ‘M’lady? M’lady?’ He shook his head sadly and placed her hand gently across her breast. Then with another tired shake of his head he put his hands on her gaunt face and brought her lids down over her blind eyes.


Seven minutes later, Colonel James Harrison dismounted from his coach, and leapt up the stone steps to his front door, where he was met by two liveried servants. Behind them stood the doctor.


‘Well? Well? And what has transpired? Is my wife finally delivered of a son?’


‘Please come with me, sir,’ answered the doctor, turning and leading the way into the drawing room.


The door closed behind them.


‘Well, what is it?’


‘My news is mixed, sir. Yes, you have a son. A strong healthy boy, but . . . you have no wife, she was not able to . . . I’m sorry, Colonel, but your wife died within minutes of the delivery.’


Colonel Harrison nodded. ‘I see . . .’ The words were pushed out along with a sigh. But inside his heart raced. He had a son! At last! A thrill of joy ran through him. Poor Joanna finally had given him a son. He was sorry she was dead; he really was. But what could he do about it? Nothing. They had been a mismatched pair, he and Joanna.


For a moment he felt sad for the marriage that might have been. Yes, there was a time when Joanna had been beautiful . . . He remembered the first day he had ever seen her. It was June then, a glorious sunny day at Ascot. He had returned to his box for the running of the second race and there, to his amazement and delight, had seen a vision in pink lace sitting beside his cousin Myrtle. He had fallen immediately in love.


His family had never approved of her: an American, a Harrison wife! Why, his father had never forgiven them for the War of Independence. But James Harrison would have his way, and thus against all their opposition the vision had become his wife. Yet her beauty had faded quickly, just as his love for her had faded years ago. He knew that was why he had remained in the army. The army was his second wife, the one he truly loved. In the fifteen years since they had married, he had been away with the army for more years than he ever had been at home.


Momentarily, a heavy guilt, nauseating and leaden, settled across his mind. Perhaps he should have tried harder. Then, following the life-long habit of never finding fault with himself, he shook the guilt away in unison with the shaking of his shoulders, and faced the doctor. He could feel that the medical man did not approve. His eyes were casting judgements upon him; saying he should have been here when his wife was dying. But then how could the doctor understand all the intricacies? It had been impossible for him to get here in time. He had tried; he really had.


But he did not have to explain himself to anyone. ‘Well, thank you, Doctor. I’m sure you did everything possible. Could you leave me alone now, please?’


He walked to the window and looked out on to the wide stone steps leading to the ivy-covered colonnade and the rolling lawns beyond. The pond at the bottom of the steps was reflecting the afternoon sun and the lily pads gleamed a deep, dark green. In the first weeks of their marriage he and Jo had run hand in hand down those steps and nearly fallen in the pond with laughter. He hadn’t thought of that since the very day. Why would he think of it now?


His hand was unsteady as he opened the window. I’m sorry, Jo, I really am. Perhaps I should have realised you were not strong enough to bear this last one; but after all, I’m not Solomon.


There was a movement behind him. He turned to his youthful sister’s sceptical gaze and formal greeting.


‘Good evening, James. Jo is dead, but you have what you wanted, at last. Your son is ready for viewing.’ Her voice was weighted with sarcasm. ‘But no doubt you will want to see poor Joanna first.’


‘Jane . . . don’t. That’s not fair. I’m very sorry she’s gone.’


‘Really? If I believed that, I would have to ask you why you turned a fragile woman into a baby-making machine . . . Even you must have known it would kill her in the end.’


He turned away. ‘Leave me, Jane, I don’t need your company. Go, before I become angry.’


There were tears in Jane’s eyes. ‘She was like . . . a big sister to me, a friend. If I knew she was not strong enough, why didn’t you?’


He did not answer, but continued to stand with his back to her.


He heard her sigh and the rustle of her silk skirts as she moved to the door. Her parting words came between sobs. ‘I know the answer, James. It’s because you did not care; but I did, I loved her. All along, nothing mattered to you but to have a son. Well, congratulations.’ Then the door slammed and he was alone.


How dare she? Trust Jane to be so bloody rude; an obnoxious girl grown into an obnoxious woman; the only daughter and the youngest child. She continued to get away with appalling behaviour.


He walked outside into a beautiful day. He could not contain his feelings any longer, he smiled . . . smiled and smiled.


He had a son! After all those daughters poor old Joanna had given him a son. It was a miracle. Oh yes, I do thank you for that, Joanna. I truly do.


Ah! How I will love the boy!


Eight years later: April 1846, Cleveland, Ohio, USA


The evening sun filtered through the curtains on to the tranquil lines of Victoria McLean’s face. She sat reading the Lord’s words from St Matthew and her eyes lifted in contemplation. Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy. She tried so hard to understand and live by the words of the Lord, but she wondered if she would ever have the fervour to impart God’s message the way Frank did. Her husband inspired all those around him, and had such a way with people that he could uplift their spirits even when they were in the depths of misery. Yes, his was a true calling, and he was so very good and kind and caring and wonderful. Her life was quite perfect. She smiled, a smug smile, and then quickly remonstrated with herself for being so sinful.


She put down the bible on the velvet seat beside her and moved gracefully out on to the porch and down across the lawn. Her parents had built this lovely house for her and Frank when they had married two years before. It was a long way out of the town itself but that did not matter to Victoria. For a few minutes she stood looking at the tranquillity of the trees around her and listening to the song of a goldfinch in the sycamore tree that bent under the weight of its hundred-year-old branches. She felt so at peace with the world today.


She moved down to sit on the seat some feet from a walled garden, and there she remained until the evening shadows fell. She often sat like this, meditating on the words of the saints or the Lord, but this evening other things, worldly things, were on her mind.


She and Frank had often spoken about going to Africa where there was a desperate need for missionaries. If anyone could make a difference to those poor needy heathens so far away; if anyone could bring goodness and care and the ways of the Lord to them, it was her husband. And she would be his faithful helper. It was causing a rift with her parents, for they would hear no more about it; but they didn’t understand. Yes, one of these days they would go as missionaries, she was sure.


‘My own darling.’


She turned with a rapturous smile to run into her husband’s arms. Frank McLean kissed her as if he had been away from her a month instead of a day.


‘I have something to tell you,’ she said, an awkward, shy smile playing around her pretty mouth, and she took up his hand and led him to the bench, where she sat him down and turned to him with shining eyes.


Frank McLean was a good-natured, good-looking man of thirty-six. He had been a pastor of the Methodist church for a decade and he had met Victoria when he had been sent here from Baltimore four years ago. He loved her deeply – perhaps too deeply, for he knew he should save his greatest love for God. Sometimes he felt guilty about that, but not today, not looking into the depths of her round hazel eyes here in the shadows of the warm Cleveland night, with the wind playing a love song in the sycamore tree.


‘What is it, Victoria sweetheart?’


‘It’s what we thought, my darling, I’m positive now.’


His strong features broke into a delighted smile. ‘You mean it truly?’


‘I do.’


‘Oh how wonderful.’ He hugged her to him, kissing her forehead, her eyes, her hair.


She looked up into his dark blue eyes. ‘And do you know, I’m sure, somehow so sure, it will be a girl.’


He kissed the tip of her nose. ‘As long as it’s like you.’


Now a tiny frown formed between her pretty eyes. ‘Oh no, Frank, not like me . . . like you.’


Then he laughed and took her in his arms again, and deep in the rustling leaves of the sycamore the goldfinch began his tune once more in the swiftly falling night.


Six months later, in October, while Frank and his in-laws waited to hear the news of the birth, Victoria’s father took Frank aside.


‘Son,’ he said, looking down his long, straight, patrician nose, ‘now that you’re beginning a family I’m hoping this missionary nonsense will be put aside. You cannot take a child into the wilderness. It’s not fitting.’


Frank took a deep breath. It was not that he disliked his wife’s father, he did not; it was just that the man seemed so ungodly. ‘Mr Lawrence, sir, on the contrary. While we will wait a few years before we go, so that the child is walking and talking, we have given our word to God, and we hope in time you will understand that such a promise is not lightly made.’


A look of distaste covered his father-in-law’s features as he turned abruptly and walked away.


Frank put aside the attitude of his wife’s parents and rejoiced in the thought of the child that was soon to come. If it were a girl it would be Phoebe; if it were a boy, Peter. Frank did not care about the sex of his child; he would love it dearly . . . whatever it was.




CHAPTER ONE


Six years later: 16 October, 1852


For two weeks the seas had been huge and the Regent Three had fought its way, plunging and rolling, all the endless miles down the west African coast towards the Cape of Good Hope. And now, as the clipper made its way into Table Bay and the passengers saw the distant lights of Cape Town, this thriving outpost of the British Empire, the angry waters, at last, gave way to blessed calm.


Jane Harrison removed her long white hand from where it rested on the forward bulwark. For some time now she had stood alone, watching the distant twinkling lights that represented her future across the inky fluid mirror that was Table Bay. She felt great relief, for she had brought her two charges safely to South Africa after over six weeks at sea with only Mannie, her maid, as helper. Tomorrow when they went ashore, Edgar, her favourite brother, would be waiting. She smiled to herself at the thought of seeing him again.


Edgar was of the pioneer spirit, enterprising and adventurous. Even as a child he had been interested in faraway places and peoples. She saw him now in her mind’s eye in the schoolroom, a map of distant lands, India or the Americas, open in front of him. He was her big brother of nine or ten, leaning from his desk towards her, his blue eyes shining with visions she could not see, telling her of the things he would do and the places he would go. He had a saying that he repeated over and over to her. ‘When I grow up, Janie, I’m going to ride on an elephant, shoot a lion and sail across the seas to new places, primitive places.’ And her inevitable reply had been, ‘Oh no, I don’t want to come.’ Until she was a little more grown up, when she had answered, ‘Well, dearest boy, you’ll have to change the sequence of your dreams: for you will have to sail across the seas first, in order to do the others.’


The army had finally fulfilled his wish, for it had sent him to Canada and then to South Africa, where in 1843, as a captain of the 45th Regiment in the Cape Colony, he had been sent by the Governor, Sir George Napier, with a detachment of the Royal Artillery to Port Natal under the command of Major Smith. Sir George was anticipating a time soon to come when the newly acquired territory would become a British colony.


Edgar had never loved the army, but South Africa pleased him immensely, and when he gained his discharge the following year, he left Port Natal and went into Zulu country, living for many months with these simple but fascinating people, and learning about them. Probably he realised his other dreams, to ride on an elephant and shoot a lion. He certainly saw his primitive lands and peoples. Jane recalled the letters he had written to her telling her of his meeting with Mpande, the Zulu king, who was intrigued by the English, while retaining his half-brother Dingane’s distaste for the Boers. Edgar maintained a sort of friendship with Mpande and had actually spent some time at the king’s kraal.


So here she was, Jane Harrison, thirty-five-year-old spinster, facing a new life over there in the twinkling lights of Cape Town. She sighed as she took her eyes from the firefly flashes across the black water and moved away from the bulwark. As she did so, in the dull glow of the ship’s lanterns a black shadow fell across her path and a form jumped down from the rigging to stand in front of her.


‘John Lockley Harrison,’ she exclaimed, ‘how you startled me!’


‘Sorry,’ said the boy, dragging his mouth down at the edges and looking up at her with a wry expression, ‘but you’re such an easy one to frighten, Aunt Jane, that I cannot help but take advantage.’


‘You try me! Honestly you do; you try me! Why cannot you be like your sister Ellen? There’s not a more well-behaved girl anywhere, I’m sure.’


He smiled at her, a mischievous but completely beguiling smile. He was a beautiful boy set to become a beautiful youth and, to follow, a beautiful man. His eyes were the colour of that line along the horizon at sea, blue and yet not blue, perhaps closer to the colour of indigo heightened with Tyrian purple: and already at fourteen he had an indefinable quality, something that made a person look again at him, and listen to what he said. In spite of herself she put her arms around him lovingly and ruffled his hair. ‘Off you go, there’s a dear! You’re the most high-spirited child I ever did see! And you get away with it!’


‘That’s because you let me!’ he replied, and ran ahead of her, sidestepping two sailors and the coil of rope which lay on the deck.


‘Yes, I do,’ she said aloud to his retreating form. ‘What an insight into me.’ She shook her head in disappointment with herself. John Lockley was right, she did let him get away with these things. Her excuse, of course, was that she loved him so; there never was a child more loved than John Lockley, she was sure of that. Perhaps it was because he had arrived after five girls, and because poor Joanna had died giving birth to him. And yet, he was loved for himself, she was sure of that.


She made her way forward towards the companionway, past the men and women who were coming above and milling to and fro on deck in the excitement of seeing the twinkling lights of their destination.


It had been a very difficult voyage. And there had been nasty trials, like the hordes of cockroaches that roamed the vessel, up and down the cabin walls and in every nook and cranny; and the objectionable taste of the stale water. She shivered now and her nose crinkled in distaste. The cockroaches alone had made her feel physically ill. And the clothes she had been compelled to wash in sea water felt so uncomfortable. She recalled her reaction to the embarkation order issued by the shipping company. It had read: ‘As no fresh water can be allowed for washing while on board, a considerable stock of clothing is essential to comfort.’ That was all very well, but as she refused to wear the same clothes multiple times, her stock, ‘considerable’ as it was, had not lasted the six weeks.


She was about to go below when she saw her friend, Victoria McLean, the missionary. Victoria had been the one person who had made the voyage bearable for Jane. She was a delightful woman, articulate, intelligent and understanding; the perfect wife for a man of Mr McLean’s calling.


As Jane stopped to speak with her friend, the woman was frowning. ‘Jane, I’m looking for Phoebe again. She was with me playing with her doll in the cabin a minute ago. I turned round and she was gone. I’m worried, it’s so dark.’


Phoebe was known as the ship’s wanderer. She had become a favourite with the cooks and was often to be found in the galley sitting on the bench amongst the vegetable peelings. That was the first place they looked when she went missing. The child seemed to be fearless and was bright, pretty, eager and inquisitive, and Mr Blake, the ship’s mate, had asked the missionaries more than once to watch their daughter more closely.


Soon John Lockley and Ellen had been seconded into helping to look for Phoebe, not an uncommon pastime for them in recent weeks.


‘She’s a pest,’ Ellen stated, but because John Lockley was going to look she accompanied him. After a few minutes, though, she had had enough. ‘I’m getting a headache from all this.’


‘Ah, Nell,’ he said, using his pet name for her. ‘Go and lie down awhile. I’ll just pop aft and see if she’s down there.’


John Lockley liked the little girl, with her bright round eyes and funny tinkling laugh that made him laugh too.


As he headed aft along the newly holystoned deck, there was a silence hanging in the air, for most of the people were forward where they had the best view of the lights of Cape Town.


Running his hand back through his hair as was his custom when exhilarated or concerned, his clear young eyes darted this way and that, looking for the child, as he hurried past the covered life rafts aft of the main deck. Suddenly he heard a tiny voice singing, the childish pronunciation blending the words together. ‘We are merry little cooks, smart in acts, and smart in looks . . .’ He halted. The singing went on. ‘We will show you how to bake, whitest bread and sweetest cake . . .’ Where was it coming from? Inside the lifeboat? Surely not, the canvas was sealed down on all sides. Then he realised it was above him. He looked up. There in the dim light was the dark form of Phoebe, climbing in the rigging!


He went cold with shock, for she had to be at least fifteen feet up, but somehow he stopped himself from shouting at her. Calmly, he called her name.


The singing stopped and the little face looked down. ‘Hello, Jan Larkley.’


She appeared quite unconcerned, smiling at him in the benign light of the lanterns, but the boy’s heart raced, for she was so precariously balanced, a little girl up there so high.


‘Everybody’s looking for you again, Phoebe. Stay there, don’t move. I’ll come up and get you. We’ll come down together.’ And the boy stepped up to take hold of the ropes and hoist himself up, saying all the while, ‘Just stay there, Phoebe, don’t move.’


But she had been diverted now from her climb: below was John Lockley whom she liked; he had often played a game of hopscotch on the decks with her. She tried to turn round, giving a happy laugh, but the laugh became a scream as her foot slipped and she toppled, hurtling like a lead weight down at the boy. He had only an instant to react as the form dropped towards him. He stepped swiftly underneath her and put up his arms to catch her if he could. She hit him with a thud and they fell heavily to the deck.


His body had broken her fall but she was crying loudly, and as they attempted to disentangle themselves from one another John Lockley felt strange sensations of pain in his left arm. He watched with surprise the swelling forming rapidly before his eyes. His wrist was broken.


Phoebe soon realised she had not hurt herself and she ceased to cry as she stood up and turned to John Lockley.


‘I’ve surely broken my arm, Phoebe,’ he said, and the child, realising this was a bad thing, began again to cry.


They made a sorry pair when they went below and found Jane and Victoria. Jane was all solicitude and rushed John Lockley away to the hospital where his wrist was soon expertly strapped by Mr Fleet, the ship’s doctor.


In her cabin with her husband, Victoria was feeling remorse. ‘It’s terrible about John Lockley’s arm. I’m responsible. I should have kept Phoebe by me.’


Frank took her hand and kissed it, then drew her to him in an attempt to stop her thinking about what had happened. ‘No, it wasn’t your fault, my love; it was an accident and the boy will heal quickly. Try and think of tomorrow when we land in South Africa. I think the Wanderer sails for Durban by the end of next week, so all being well we’ll be on the last leg of our journey soon.’


‘Ah yes . . . Zulu country.’ Victoria’s eyes brightened. How lucky the Zulu heathens would be to have her wonderful Frank bringing them the one true message, Christianity. She put her arms around his neck. ‘I know you will be wonderful with the native people, Frank, but were the six months we spent in England sufficient for me? Do I know enough to be a missionary?’


Their own church fathers at the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Cleveland had arranged for them to work with the London Missionary Society, the organisation which arranged to send missionaries of various denominations all over the world. Frank had been quite clear for years that he wished to go to South Africa, so they dealt with the British organisation and its established mission stations there.


Her husband kissed her, with a deal of passion. ‘You know enough, my darling.’


They anchored that night not half a mile off shore, and the following morning, as the smell of bacon and eggs emanated from the breakfast saloon, Victoria, Phoebe, Frank, Jane, John Lockley and Ellen stood looking over the Regent Three’s side towards the town. It nestled at the foot of the table-shaped mountain which was half-hidden by a frothy covering of slate grey that sat over the upper part of the two-mile-long face.


John Lockley had slept fitfully, and he looked rather pale in the morning light, but he was in his usual good spirits as he turned to his aunt and said, ‘There’s a tablecloth on the mountain.’


‘Whatever do you mean?’


‘The second mate was explaining yesterday about Table Mountain. Because it’s flat-topped, when the wind is in the south-east the cloud cover forms rapidly on the top, and thus, dear Aunt Jane, the local folk say you have a tablecloth on it!’


Ellen pointed to the distant buildings. ‘There it is, Cape Town! They have fellows as black as night here, don’t they, Aunt Jane?’


‘Yes, Ellen, the indigenous people are the Bantu, I’m told, though perhaps they shall not be so black as brown, dear. And perhaps there shall not be many in the town.’


‘Of course there shall be.’ There was scorn in John Lockley’s voice. ‘Don’t you see, Aunt Jane? They’ll be the servants and the labourers in the colony. It stands to reason. That’s what happens in these places, the local folk do the manual work.’


‘Oh, why yes, that’s true, I suppose.’ She turned to Victoria. Her friend had yet another voyage ahead of her.


‘How long will it take to Durban?’


Victoria looked thoughtful. ‘Well, as it’s nine hundred sea miles from here, a week or so if the weather’s fair.’


Jane’s eyes turned skywards. The very thought of another week at sea made her feel ill. How very pleased she was that she did not have to continue on to Natal as her friend did. Although at the same time she knew she would miss Victoria very much, for she was so kind and dear and caring.


‘I can hardly wait to be ashore,’ came Ellen’s excited voice as she hung over the bulwark.


Her brother turned to her. ‘And nor can I, for it will be as different from Mother England as it is possible to be. Why, there’re elephants and great herds of wild beasts and lions; they roam around, you see! And are known to kill men.’


His sister’s mouth arched in distaste.


Half an hour later they drew up the anchor and long boats towed them into the wharf. There were hundreds of people there to meet the ship, all manner of hustle and bustle; people calling greetings, and traders and pedlars and wharf labourers, and folk simply watching the spectacle.


Pulleys had been mounted all along the shore bulwark of the ship to hoist and lift barrels and commodities down to the wharf.


John Lockley watched the wharf labourers excitedly, for as he had predicted, they were mostly tall, beautifully proportioned black men who seemed to lift the heavy boxes effortlessly in their massive muscular arms.


‘Aren’t they wonderful?’ he whispered to Ellen.


‘I . . . I’m not sure,’ she answered, looking at him with uncertainty.


‘Oh, Ellen.’ There was disapproval in his voice.


Wishing to please him, she quickly added, ‘But they certainly are the most unusual men I’ve ever seen.’


‘That’s the spirit,’ he said as he moved away towards Jane, who was looking steadily along the rows of faces upturned towards them. Ellen’s eyes followed her brother until he joined their aunt and the three McLeans.


Jane shook her head. ‘I cannot see Edgar anywhere.’ Then, with an enveloping gesture, she motioned the two children towards the gangplank, saying, ‘Come along down to the pier. The luggage follows.’


‘Aye,’ agreed Mannie, Jane’s maid and helper, ‘after six and a half whole weeks on this Godforsaken craft I cannot wait to have solid ground beneath my feet and all.’


‘Where’s Uncle Edgar?’ John Lockley asked, as the four of them bunched at the opening in the ship’s side.


Jane shook her head again. Then she exclaimed gleefully, ‘I think I see him!’ and began to push them ahead of her. ‘Now carefully, please, take small steps, John Lockley, and be watchful of your wrist.’


As John Lockley followed his sister he felt a little hand slip into his right palm and he looked down at Phoebe’s upturned face.


‘Jan Larkley, I . . . I’m sorry you hurt yourself.’ She looked so serious, frowning up at him with her little brow so very puckered with concern, that he could not help smiling. ‘I’m all right, Phoebe. Mr Fleet said it’ll be good as new in eight weeks.’


Suddenly the child did an odd thing: she took his bound wrist in her plump little hands and kissed it gently. Then lifting her six-year-old eyes up to his, stated, ‘Phoebe make it better.’


To John Lockley, a boy of fourteen, it was a funny, childish gesture, and was soon set aside, but it was something that would return to his mind now and then and somehow it would give him strange comfort.


The McLeans followed down the gangplank, and when they were all on the wharf Jane forced her way through the crowds towards a tall man looking up to the ship. As she came closer to him, her smile faded; it was not her brother.


‘There must be someone here to meet us,’ reasoned John Lockley. ‘For even if Uncle were held up with business matters, he would send someone in his stead.’


Soon Victoria and Frank were met by the superintendent, the Reverend Adrian Charles, who arrived in a four-wheeled dray. He was the leading Methodist cleric in the colony, so the McLeans were being treated royally.


Victoria was loath to leave Jane and the children but Jane insisted. ‘Please, my dear, don’t be silly, Edgar will be along at any second.’ She clung to her friend to say goodbye. ‘And you will write to me care of my brother’s firm here, won’t you?’


Victoria smiled. ‘Of course I will.’


‘Now, go . . . Go.’


The McLeans and their boxes and trunks soon departed and so too did most of the other immigrants. Now the foursome stood together on the wharf, looking expectantly this way and that. After half an hour, Jane was becoming very concerned.


‘P’raps he didn’t know we were comin’ and all,’ commented Mannie, her sharp features darkening in dismay.


‘Really, Mannie dear!’ Jane’s exasperation showed as she tapped her toe in a determined way on the wooden spars beneath her feet. ‘Of course he knows! He was informed months since.’


‘Well, he ain’t here,’ came Mannie’s irrefutable reply.


And so the minutes passed until they became an hour and more and the wharf was decidedly less frequented. It was around twelve noon now and the sun shone vengefully down from a cloudless sky. The temperature was climbing close to eighty degrees, and the humidity was higher than it ever reached at home. The lonely foursome sheltered in the shade of a warehouse veranda, still looking hopefully for the invisible relative.


‘This is terrible,’ announced Ellen, who had removed her gloves and was fanning herself with them. She sat on one of the trunks, crossing and uncrossing her legs. ‘I think I’m going to faint.’


‘Now don’t give me that nonsense,’ replied her aunt, opening her handbag and taking out a small bottle of laudanum. ‘Here, smell this, there’s a dear, and stop complaining, please, for we are all hot.’


‘And the light . . . I mean, it’s so bright,’ the girl continued woefully, while sniffing the laudanum, ‘it hurts my eyes.’


‘I think the reverse,’ spoke up her brother. ‘The light is wonderful, I’ve never seen the world with such clarity before . . . it’s exceptional.’


‘Oh,’ replied Ellen in a small voice, ‘then I suppose it’s not so bad.’


John Lockley patted her shoulder approvingly and she gave him an imitation of a smile.


‘Well, I care not whether it’s the most wonderful light in God’s universe,’ declared Jane. ‘It’s of little consequence when we’re in such a predicament. How I wish I hadn’t sent the McLeans so swiftly on their way.’


‘Oh, what can we do?’ wailed Mannie. ‘And home so far away.’


John Lockley looked to his aunt. ‘We can’t wait here forever, can we? We must do something. You do know where Uncle Edgar lives, don’t you, Aunt Jane?’ He was looking at her sceptically.


‘Of course I know where he lives!’ Jane began, and then noticed a man running along the wharf towards them, waving his arms.


‘He’s here at last,’ exclaimed Ellen, jumping from her seat on the trunk.


But the closer he came the more sure Jane was that the man was not her brother. He ran right up to them, a sun-browned, good-looking individual with a solid, well-defined jaw below an aquiline nose and handsome hazel eyes.


‘Miss Jane Harrison?’ he queried, removing his white hat.


‘Yes.’


‘I’m Christopher Nelson, your brother’s partner.’


‘Oh, thank goodness, we thought we were stranded.’


The newcomer’s face was serious and there was a concerned expression in his eyes. ‘I did everything I could to get here on time. There’s much to tell you.’


‘Where’s Edgar?’ Jane asked.


Christopher Nelson’s head bent momentarily, allowing a lock of his sun-lightened hair to fall over his forehead as he lifted his hand to hold his jaw. Then he met her eyes. ‘There’s no easy way to answer that, Miss Harrison. I’m so sorry to tell you, Edgar died last week in Grahamstown from a fever that attacked him a month since. I was with him. Subsequently, I’ve travelled at speed to be here to meet you.’


Mannie immediately began to cry, while Jane looked with disbelief at the man in front of her.


Now Ellen too began sobbing, and John Lockley, standing in shock at his sister’s side, automatically lifted his arm in a comforting gesture around her shoulders.


‘I . . . I don’t believe it. It cannot be.’ Jane was stunned.


Christopher Nelson shook his head sadly. ‘I’m only sorry that it is so.’ He took her by the arm and steered her across to one of the travelling trunks. She sat there staring up at him with eyes that begged him to say his message was not true.


John Lockley left Ellen’s side and came close to the man. He swallowed hard. ‘Sir, did our uncle say anything? Did he . . . give you any instructions about us?’


Christopher ruffled the boy’s hair affectionately. ‘Well, lad, he was most concerned for you all, yes, most concerned. In his final moments he asked me to tell his sister here of his true devotion. I have been his companion, his friend and his partner, and I was privy to his innermost thoughts, and there’s no doubt that he provided for you all, very clearly and very well.’


Jane shook her head. ‘I must try to steady myself. Yes, I need time to reflect. Nothing needs to be done in a hurry.’


Mr Nelson crouched down on one knee in front of Jane, looking sympathetically at her. ‘Unfortunately, I have to tell you that we do need to do some things rather swiftly, Miss Harrison.’


‘Why? What do you mean?’ asked John Lockley, for his aunt, who in her dismay could not utter a word.


‘I mean, there’s much which needs to be done, and, unhappily, done in a hurry. You see, Miss Harrison, your brother and I had decided to leave Cape Town and go to Durban; that’s in Natal . . . the colony to the north. I actually met him up there years ago before it was a colony. He sold his house here in Cape Town, where no doubt you thought you were going to live, before we set out for Grahamstown. We’d already purchased new properties in Natal a year ago. We have the start of a thriving building business up there. He was very partial to that part of the country.’


Jane could not believe her ears. She forced herself to speak. ‘What? Sold his house? Where on earth are we to live?’


Christopher sighed. He had regarded Edgar as his true friend and had fought hard to keep him alive, but the fever had been one he had never seen before and he had lost Edgar to it. Telling this lady and her charges about the new plans in store for them would have been difficult even had Edgar been alive to do it himself. He strove to find the right words. ‘Miss Harrison, the truth is, you have an excellent property to live in: a fine, large house and many, many acres of ground, and in addition there is more land in Pietermaritzburg and upcountry too. I’m sure the house will be to your liking; don’t be concerned, it’s a very nice place. Edgar saw to that.’


Jane’s eyes widened. ‘But I’m not following you, Mr Nelson. No, not following you at all.’


‘I’m not either,’ wailed Ellen.


‘I think I am, Aunt Jane,’ spoke up John Lockley.


‘Are you?’ Jane was incredulous. ‘Well, there’s a dear, tell me.’


‘He means we have a house in Natal, Aunt Jane.’


Christopher Nelson could see the consternation and panic in the woman’s eyes. He remained kneeling in front of her and nodded calmly. ‘Yes, that’s right. The properties in Natal are yours, and you can live comfortably in the house near Durban all right. Your brother had made arrangements for you to go there with him, you see. That was the plan. He’d intended to be back in plenty of time to meet you at the ship and then to transfer with you to Durban. And Miss Harrison, I understand that you don’t wish to talk of your brother’s will, but nevertheless everything of his in its entirety goes to you and your other brothers. And as you are here, the abode in Durban is now entirely at your disposal, and therefore I suggest . . .’


‘Houses? Properties? Durban?’ interjected Jane in a voice of alarm.


‘Yes, that’s right.’


‘And my brother’s dead.’


‘Unfortunately, that is so.’


‘No. I don’t have the strength. I simply cannot go to this Durban place. Not without Edgar. It’s unthinkable. I brought the children here on the understanding we were to live here in Cape Town until the arrival of their father after his Indian service. He wants to live here, in South Africa, with Edgar. But now there’s no Edgar because of this horrible fever, and . . . and I . . .’ She put her head in her hands and finally the tears came welling to dampen her palms.


Ellen and Mannie began to cry again, and even John Lockley’s face had crumpled unhappily.


Mr Nelson stood and touched Jane tenderly on the shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry, but everything will be all right. I shall accompany you all the way.’


Jane could not believe this was happening. She looked up into Christopher Nelson’s face, appearing almost child-like in her grief as he smiled reassuringly down at her.




CHAPTER TWO


It was close to three weeks later, when, nine hundred sea miles away from Cape Town, a cannon sounded at Fort Natal on an overcast day in early November, alerting the inhabitants of Durban that the schooner Wanderer, under the captaincy of Jack Joss, had anchored beyond the bar and safely deposited the royal mail and fourteen immigrant passengers into the cargo ship which in turn was to set them down on the yellow beaches of Durban in the colony of Natal. The fourteen passengers for the cargo boat consisted of two couples, each with a baby, and Jane, Christopher, Ellen, John Lockley, Mannie, Victoria, Frank and Phoebe. They had peered attentively from the decks of the Wanderer upon the long bluff, the high ridge, the sandy point, and the mountains in the distance. They, in fact, looked with even more interest than had Vasco da Gama three hundred and fifty-five years previously: for while he was the first European to see this place, he was not, as they were, about to make it his home.


Christopher would have preferred to bring his party on the new screw steamer Sir Robert Peel which had just begun to ply between the Cape and Durban, but it was not due to make the run again until December.


Victoria and Frank had been amazed and delighted to encounter Jane and the children on board the schooner; although consequently they had been sorry to hear the reason.


Now, as John Lockley climbed carefully one-handed down the narrow side ladder from the steamer to the rocking and bouncing cargo ship, his eyes sought the opening between the sandhills of The Point and the long green-covered Bluff. He strained to catch sight of the settlement, but could make out nothing, though he could clearly see the breakers defining the bar, which left only some ten to fourteen feet of water over which they must cross. As far as his eyes could see the entire yellow-sanded shore was edged with continuously rising foam and spray.


His heart was beating rapidly. He looked back up to the schooner to see Ellen peering over the bulwark at him with frightened eyes. ‘Don’t be afraid, Nell,’ he called, as he bumped against the side of the ship. ‘Look at me, I’m not concerned.’ But his sister’s eyes did not lose their alarm, and when she was hoisted out in a chair fashioned from a cask, and deposited in the bobbing boat, she was trembling. Her brother put his arm around her shoulders to comfort her, and she smiled weakly in an attempt to hide her fear. Little Phoebe, however, who was carried down in her father’s arms, seemed to enjoy the adventure as much as did John Lockley.


The boatmen gave the word to let go from the Wanderer, hoisted the jib, dropped astern and sheeted home the mainsail to head for the breakers. They were all seasoned ‘crossers of the bar’, which according to the wind was not always reached without tacking.


Suddenly the cargo boat was surrounded by a large school of skimming albacore, resembling their cousin, the mackerel, beautifully marked and powerful in the water. John Lockley hung over the side of the boat enthusiastically. ‘Look at them, Nell . . . Aunt Jane . . . aren’t they wonderful?’


Phoebe pointed excitedly. ‘Look, Dadda, look!’


As they neared the breakers on the bar, and could see the height of the waves, John Lockley lost some of his confidence and edged closer to Jane, who was already clutching Ellen in her arms. Victoria’s eyes had been closed since they dropped away from the mother ship, and now her husband, who held their little girl, put his free arm around her.


Christopher Nelson was eyeing the waves. ‘We shall have to go below,’ he informed them. At the same time one of the sailors shouted, ‘All below deck now, please, like sensible folk . . . It be for your own good as we shall take on a few heavy slops as we cross today, no doubt about it.’


The hatches were lifted and a dark hole was exposed in the deck.


‘Down there?’ said Victoria. ‘I’m not going down there.’


Christopher looked sympathetic. ‘Mrs McLean, you must, for the boat will swing and jump as she crosses the bar.’


‘Aye,’ shouted one of the sailors, a toothless old salt with skin leathery and sun-darkened. ‘Ye don’t want to be waterlogged or taken overboard to drown, do ye? No, madam, it’s down ye go and sit low, arms around yeer knees, make yeer centre of gravity low.’


‘Do you mean you’ve done this before?’ Jane was looking at Mr Nelson incredulously.


‘Yes, Miss Harrison, I have, as you must. Please go below, so we can cross over safely. It’s the only way.’


‘Oh my God.’


Now Mannie’s eyes filled with tears as she turned to Jane. ‘I didn’t know we was to be locked up in this place or I tell ye, Miss Harrison, I’d not a come, no, not for anything in this world.’


Jane put out her hand and patted the woman on the shoulder. ‘Me neither, Mannie dear, me neither.’


So down they went, into the hot, stuffy darkness of the floating cellar, all protesting.


The old salt’s face appeared above them. ‘It’s only for a few minutes, to keep yeer things dry and so as we land all fourteen of ye, none missin’, as we are meant to do.’


Then, complete and stifling blackness as he fixed the hatch over their heads.


Frank held Victoria and Phoebe close while Jane put her arms around Ellen and John Lockley and bent forward. Mannie, in crouched position, kept mumbling, ‘Lord save us.’ Christopher, the experienced, sat grasping his knees.


Thud . . . the cargo boat jumped.


Thud . . . it turned around to face the way it had come.


In the blackness the fourteen souls had no way of orienting, and the craft seemed to take terrible plunges, almost turning over, bringing them falling on to each other. As they rallied to regain their seats and bemoan their bruises, they heard the cry, ‘Here comes another!’ and were again lifted high in the air and dumped unceremoniously down.


‘We’ll sink,’ sobbed Mannie. And the groans from the others showed that they believed her.


Never again, thought Jane to herself as an elbow caught her in the face and she tumbled forward. Then, righting herself, she remembered John Lockley’s broken limb. ‘Be careful of your arm, John Lockley.’


Now the two babies were crying loudly and Ellen joined Mannie in sobbing.


The boat continued to rock violently, jumping high in the air as if leaving the sea forever, then smashing heavily down again.


John Lockley was almost pleased they were in jet blackness, for he was truly frightened, and as he heard little Phoebe’s scared voice near him, ‘Too dark, Dadda, too dark’, tears were breaking silently from his eyes. Once more they lifted up as the boat turned completely round, before crashing down to be hit by another wave tipping them all again to one side.


‘Our Father, who art in Heaven . . .’ began Victoria in a high-pitched voice.


Then through the thunderous noise of the surf, the wailing and crying, came Christopher Nelson’s calm voice. ‘It’s nearly over now . . . I can tell. Don’t worry, we’ll soon be across.’


Frank answered him steadily. ‘I’m sure you’re right, Mr Nelson. You’ve experienced it before. Be calm, everyone.’


Groping around her, Jane found Ellen and clutched her, then felt for John Lockley’s hand and held it tightly.


She was thinking, No . . . never again. I will have to stay in this Natal, no matter what . . . whether I hate it or no, I shall have to remain. I could never live through this torment a second time. Lord in Heaven, I never wish to be on the sea again as long as I live. She joined Victoria in the Lord’s prayer, ‘For Thine is the Kingdom, the power and the glory, For ever and ever, Amen.’


The boat dipped again.


Then, quite suddenly, it had righted itself and they realised everything was on an even keel once more. Then came the solace of daylight upon them as a cheerful voice sounded above. ‘So we’re over the bar. Wasn’t too bad, eh? And ahead lies Port Natal.’


Jane released Ellen, and looking to her other side, dropped the hand she held in shock. ‘Oh, my! I . . . excuse me, Mr Nelson, I . . . beg your pardon. I thought I held my nephew. Oh dear.’


Christopher Nelson said nothing. He was smiling at her, an odd smile, saying something that she failed to interpret.


They stood up and strong arms reached down to help them climb once more to the deck. They were all a little shaky on their legs, but the sight of the mild green bushes on the lofty bluff gliding gently by calmed them.


And now, as the boat turned into the harbour, shutting the bar and the Wanderer from view, they gasped in admiration, for they were rewarded by one of the most beautiful sights they would ever see: a brilliant, aquamarine landlocked bay, some seven and a half square miles in size and twelve miles in circumference, delivering one unbroken sheet of glistening water framed by shimmering, brilliant yellow sand and fringed all round with glossy, gleaming greenery, emerald bright.


‘Oh, isn’t it wonderful?’ shouted John Lockley. Forgotten was the episode in the darkness below deck, and he could not contain his pleasure at the sight. He stood to gain a better view.


‘Yes,’ agreed Christopher, ‘it always is.’


Two tiny trading vessels and two cargo boats were at anchor and a few lighters and rowing boats rested on the beach.


Soon they could see the port office flagstaff, and the harbour groyne of stone at right angles to the beach, then the port captain’s wooden cottage half hidden in the bushes, and finally an imposing gable-ended structure of brick with a slated roof, a red-coated sentry walking back and forth in front. It was the Custom House, one of the few brick or stone buildings in the colony; many were yet wattle and daub and thatch, for they were the most easily available building materials.


The crew took in the sail and soon the cargo ship bumped upon the beach beside the skeleton of a jetty presently being built.


‘Oh dear!’ Victoria turned to her husband. ‘How on earth will we get ashore?’


‘I’ll carry you, my love.’


‘No need for that, sir, no, not at all.’ One of the sailors pointed to a group of natives standing by a small man dressed in white with a manila hat sitting jauntily upon his head. ‘There’s yer transport, missus.’


‘What?’


The natives, all tall, with muscular long legs and perfect proportions, wore only the mutya, a belt of oxhide, from which hung a fringe of monkey tails. Their marvellous physiques called for admiration, but to the newcomers their scant attire was bewildering.


‘They shall bring ye in sedan-chair fashion. It be part of their job.’


‘Oh my Lord,’ exclaimed Mannie.


Along the beach ranged all sorts of curious folk come to see the new arrivals. Resident wives with their children, ox-wagon drivers and their natives, merchants, one or two longshoremen and a small party of off-duty soldiers from the blockhouse.


Soon, on the shout of one of the sailors, the stalwart black men, laughing and joking, ran into the water to stand beside the boat, ready for their first passenger.


Victoria McLean was fascinated. How different all this was. It was primitive, but she had known it would be. They were here to do God’s work, and she was prepared to accept it would not be accomplished easily. Rewards would come in time. She turned to smile at Jane just as Christopher took her friend’s arm, saying, ‘Come along, Miss Harrison.’


Jane had been quiet for a long time. Events had picked her up and swept her along. Cape Town had been outpost enough for an English lady used to the tilled green fields and civilised security of The Grange in the heart of England. But the events since hearing of Edgar’s death had frightened her. Once more she had been on a voyage, ever farther from home. And now they had arrived, after that frightful boat ride, the most fearsome event she could ever recall, into what appeared to her a very unsophisticated backwater. She was surprised to see the native people were veritably naked; she was not shocked, for she understood that the entire world did not conform to her code of respectability. But she did not like Ellen and John Lockley, at fifteen and fourteen, exposed to these things.


Why had Edgar decided to sell up and come here? It had been wrong of her brother to assume so much with her life and those of her charges. Ah, but she was here and here she would stay, for she would never cross that bar again . . . no, never in her life. She managed to smile at Victoria as, with Christopher’s aid, she climbed reluctantly on to the side of the boat and tentatively stepped into the arms of a native. In a few seconds she stood safely on the sand and shortly all the women were beside her.


The men took off their shoes and hose and waded ashore. Then began the long wait to unload their trunks and cases of luggage and numerous items of furniture.


The small man in the manila hat came forward with a smile to greet the new arrivals. He introduced himself as George Cato, the agent for J. C. Byrne’s Emigration Scheme, which had recently been instigated by the businessman John Byrne, and which brought the settlers out from Great Britain. He immediately recognised Christopher. ‘Mr Nelson, you’ve returned, eh? Where’s Mr Harrison?’


‘Ah, good day to you, Mr Cato. Mr Harrison unfortunately won’t be coming. I’m afraid it’s very sad news of him I bear.’ Christopher explained in low tones about Edgar’s death, and the agent doffed his hat and offered his condolences when introduced to Jane, then made his way to the other passengers, whom he in fact had claim upon, for they had come to Natal under the emigration scheme he represented.


There to meet the McLeans was the Reverend Jonas Fitch with his wide, almost toothless smile; he had lost five of his front teeth to a drunken Matabele warrior’s spear in Griqualand seven years before. He had come today from the Wesleyan mission, which was a snug little house encircled by large wild fig trees at the beach end of a long, straight path leading from the Market Square. He greeted Victoria and Frank amiably, lifting little Phoebe high in the air. He would help organise their travels out to their own mission station over a hundred miles to the north-west beyond the Tugela River.


Ellen stood close by her brother, watching Christopher instruct the black carriers in the loading of the luggage into long covered wagons, each pulled by six or eight oxen. As their muscular arms twined around the trunks and boxes, raising them easily to the ox cart, she spoke softly in her brother’s ear. ‘These people are so strong,’ and Christopher, overhearing her, replied, ‘Yes, they are, Ellen, wonderfully strong. You see, the natives here have never had canoes or boats of any kind: they know naught of their workings. Sometimes I think they fancy a boat has a sort of will of its own. So they keep away from craft of any kind, and employ their strength in hauling, lifting, pushing and loading. They’re pretty good at that.’


‘Sir? Where is Durban?’ asked John Lockley.


‘A mile and a half that way.’ He gestured along The Point with his left hand.


‘Oh dear, haven’t we come far enough already?’ groaned Mannie.


‘Won’t be long now,’ Frank consoled the maid. ‘God will give you the strength to get to your destination, young lady.’


And Mannie, who had not been called ‘young lady’ for twenty years, beamed at him.


It seemed ages but finally the ox wagons were loaded.


Christopher supported Jane as she climbed up into the cart. It was such an uncomfortable, awkward conveyance, but then nothing else would be able to travel along the extended beach. The bush growing down to the sand was like a solid wall filled with huge cactus trees and caster-oil plants and what looked like gooseberry bushes intertwined with endless strong, sweet-scented creepers with little white and yellow flowers.


Just as Christopher climbed up into the cart there was a shout. ‘Helloa there, Nelson,’ called a rotund man in a blue hip-jacket, his large stomach poking from beneath to rest on his white trouser band.


‘Yes, Port Captain Bell?’


The man had been along the beach, hands behind his back, stepping out a short quarter-deck walk, and listening to the talk of the sailors who had brought the cargo ship in over the bar.


‘I’ve just heard the terrible sad news, sir . . . about Mr Harrison. Now that’s a damn blow to us all, that is. I do commiserate, I do.’


‘Thank you very much. Let me introduce Miss Harrison, Mr Harrison’s sister; this is Port Captain Bell.’


Jane leant forward from the wagon and the sailor took off his cap. ‘I’m very sorry, ma’am, for yer brother were a credit to this community. He and Mr Nelson here have made work for folk as what thought the end had come.’ He turned again to Christopher. ‘Ye won’t be closing the brickworks and things will ye, I ask?’


‘No. We shall keep them running as Edgar would have wanted.’


And to Christopher’s great surprise Jane had an opinion on the matter. ‘Yes, Port Captain Bell, we shall endeavour to do just that.’


The ox wagon lurched forward to bump along the sand around the line of the bay where the ever-breaking surf continued its rhythm.


John Lockley was thrilled and delighted. His exuberance bubbled out of him as he turned this way and that, watching the black men with their long, loping strides running ahead of the wagon, and concentrating on the bush growing to the sand’s edge in the hope of seeing a wild animal. Ellen’s feelings varied from her brother’s. She was neither averse to her surroundings, nor enamoured of them. It was far too hot, that was certain, the whole country was. The heat seemed to rise up from the ground, encompassing everything like a net. But the whole place was extraordinary, so why not the climate?


Just over two months ago she had been reading Shakespeare to Mr Luton in the schoolroom of The Grange and counting the stocks of crisp starched linen with the housekeeper. Now The Grange was so remote to her, it was as if it were on the moon. She had been transported to a different world, where the sun was like a golden fury in the too bright sky; where black men did the housework and the cleaning; and where, it was said, wild animals strayed up to the back doors of houses on the edges of settlements. It was all so fundamental . . . primitive . . . raw. She was somewhat confused by it, but she did not dislike it She knew she was fascinated by the long, semi-naked, fluid black bodies moving ahead of the wagons. They were getting near the real Africa, as John Lockley called it, she could feel that.


She looked sideways to her brother and at that moment he took her arm with his good hand, pointing to a movement in the trees. ‘There, did you see that, Nell? It was probably a small monkey or a local ant bear.’


She smiled at him. Her brother was so clever, so knowledgeable.


The wagon driver, a stocky man with a broad back and thick neck, turned from where he walked at the side of the cart and looked up at the brother and sister. ‘There are some deadly fellows in the rivers, you know – alligators. Ugly great lizard things that regularly kill horses; and the python is prevalent hereabouts too, caught one eighteen feet long just before you left here the last time, didn’t we, Mr Nelson?’


‘Oh my God!’ exclaimed Mannie. Her outburst expressed the shared feeling of them all.


Christopher shook his head at the man. ‘For heaven’s sake, Thomkins, it’s not that bad.’ He turned on the seat beside Jane and smiled at them all. ‘Don’t take that too much to heart. They don’t come into the town. Thomkins is over-telling it a bit.’


‘But it seems they are in the countryside.’ Jane spoke haltingly. She had not imagined a snake could grow that long, and she was thinking with concern of her friend, Victoria, who was heading into the inland.


‘Miss Harrison, don’t be worried. Why, as long as people are careful, there’s no reason for concern at all.’


When the entourage finally entered the settlement, they realised that the streets, too, were of sand; there was no paving of any kind. Jane sighed. It came from the soul of her. How could Victoria, who was so gentle and ladylike, be going on past this Godforsaken settlement into a positive wilderness to live with poor savages? She actually turned round to peer at her friend in the following dray as if observing her might somehow explain the workings of the missionary woman’s mind.


Ten minutes later, they were in Smith Street, which ran the entire length of the community. They had passed a few stone buildings, but most were houses of wattle and daub and some huts of thatch, usually with a good-sized trench running around them to carry off the rainwater. Some had a light trellis porch of reeds, and a wide slab of stone for a doorstep, with a scraper of hoop iron beside it. There were some stores and business premises, all primitive-looking, and, under large shade trees, some cattle wandered about.


Here Victoria, Frank and little Phoebe waved goodbye, for they were staying with Pastor Fitch for a few days before commencing their onward journey. ‘I shall come and see you before we leave,’ Victoria called after Jane.


As the wagon turned into Gardiner Street, Christopher pointed with his slender, sun-browned hand. ‘That’s where the other two families from the Wanderer will spend their next few weeks. It’s the Emigrants’ Barracks.’ He was referring to a rough wooden building surrounded by a group of tents, affording temporary accommodation to those arrivals whose allotments of land were subdivisions of the original farms granted to Byrne and Co. Invariably, the surveys of their allotments were not completed when they arrived in Durban, and thus they spent their first weeks, and sometimes months, in this rude fashion. ‘It’s partitioned off inside, but not too private, I’m afraid.’


‘Poor things,’ commented Ellen.


‘Yes, Miss Harrison, I’m afraid the immigrants are often disappointed with the lack of comforts when they arrive. I’m not an enthusiast of our emigration schemes. So many colonists arrive and, in fact, never see their allotments of land, losing their initial deposits altogether.’ Then he smiled. ‘But you’re different. We have a proper house for you. Mr Harrison saw to that.’


And yes, it was a proper house, certainly by Durban standards, though nowhere near the beauty and opulence of The Grange, so far away back in England. But it was large and substantial in comparison with the others they had seen, and was built of bricks with a slate roof. There was still work being done, and from where they stood at the front, they could see a number of men, both black and white, toiling on a wing which ran westwards.


The house stood in the beginnings of a lawn, a mile beyond the edge of the settlement, on a tiny incline between the roads to the Umgeni and Pietermaritzburg. A line of well-cared-for mimosa trees ran from the wide veranda across the property, their fluffy yellow flowers adding a splash of welcome colour to the scene.


John Lockley spoke optimistically. ‘Well, I think it’s a marvellous house in marvellous surroundings with a marvellous view, eh, Nell?’


‘I . . . suppose so.’


‘We had many plans for this property.’ Christopher lifted his hand towards the house. ‘Give us time, and we shall make it as Edgar Harrison envisioned it.’ He walked ahead up the stone steps to stand under the roof of the wide veranda. ‘Welcome to Mimosa. Mr and Mrs Veldbron, your caretaker and housekeeper, await you inside.’ And with a wide sweep of his arm he motioned them through the open door.


In the long hall stood Matilda and Dirk Veldbron: she, small and rotund, with a wide face, warm, friendly eyes and a matching smile; he, big with a round face and sun-etched wrinkles around his eyes. He had been one of the Voortrekkers who had left the Cape Colony in 1836 and gone on the great trek, but had finally found himself in Durban working for Mr Harrison and Mr Nelson, an easier life than the hardships of farming in often hostile territory.


Mrs Veldbron curtsied. ‘Welcome to Mimosa. I’m so sorry it’s such a warm day and all.’


Jane smiled and took her hand.


John Lockley spoke up. ‘I’d call it hot, though I’m not complaining, don’t misunderstand.’


The woman beamed at him. ‘Yes, young master,’ she answered. ‘I suppose it is more correct to say hot, although this being only spring, it’s going to get much hotter, don’t you know.’


‘Oh dear,’ remarked Ellen.


Four black men had appeared to help them with their luggage. They wore slightly more than the scanty mutya of the beach natives and each had feathers braided in his hair.


It was not long before Mrs Veldbron had made a ‘cuppa’, as she called it, and they felt better for the refreshment, but even with the help of the natives and two young men from the brickyard, it was hours before they were finally unpacked and settled in their new abode.


Mrs Veldbron prepared their evening meal and, after eating, the new arrivals retired early to their rooms.


Ellen and John Lockley had become used to sleeping under the mosquito nets during the week they spent in Cape Town, and while it was a hot, steamy night there was a strong breeze reaching them from the bay. It had been a day of exertion and by half past nine all the house was quiet.


But one oil lamp still burned and one of the new arrivals sat late into the night by the window, thinking, her head resting from time to time on her hands. By the light of the moon Jane fancied she could see the small settlement on the edge of Natal Bay. Night had fallen early as it did in the southern lands, and it had been dark for hours. She was in her nightgown and had plaited her long hair in two braids to hang down across her shoulders. Her handsome mouth was set in a meditative line, and she tapped with her smooth oval fingernails on the wood of the sill. She was thinking of the last weeks and what had brought her here to this outpost, so detached from all she knew and understood.


When Joanna died Jane had been only twenty-one, and the only adult female at The Grange, her mother having died two years before. She smiled wryly, as she recalled James’s speech of entreaty to her. It had been about three weeks after Joanna’s death. She had been cutting roses in the stone colonnade when she heard his measured steps behind her. He had worn an expression of uncertainty as he spoke. ‘Janie, I know you loved Joanna well, and she you. I must go back to the regiment next week. Well, as you’ve no prospects of marriage at present, would you . . . could you help? I mean, will you look after my brood for a while? There’s plenty of help, what with the servants. I’d just like to know they were taken care of by the family.’ He coughed. ‘I think dear Mother would have wanted that, you understand?’


She realised this was a blatant manipulative use of their mother’s wishes. He cared little for herself, she knew that well. She was his only sister, but their natures did not blend. Even so, she could not refuse him; it was for the children’s sake that she agreed.


Now, fourteen years later, the four older girls were all settled in their lives. Kate and Mary were married and Dorothy and Constance lived with their Aunt Conn and Uncle Andrew in Tralee in Ireland.


Yes, Jane had done as she had been asked; to such an extent that her prospects of marriage had diminished, and while there had been one or two gentlemen who had paid attention to her, she never allowed the relationships to develop. Her excuse was that she had no time to spare; the real reason was not one she acknowledged, for it sat deep within her consciousness and had to do with excitement and heroes and not with dull English squires.


And while she had felt capable of taking care of John Lockley and Ellen in Cape Town, this place was entirely different. Cape Town was exactly that, a proper town, settled for almost two hundred years, Europeanised, with character and beauty in its graceful streets. There were decent shops and carriages and parks and gardens. During the short time she was there she realised it had not only the necessities, but the niceties, of life, with twenty-three thousand people living there. Whereas here, she estimated, there were only a handful, perhaps six, eight hundred! Dear Lord, what was she doing in Durban?


And while she had been told this was a frontier settlement she had not been capable of understanding what that meant. Not until she had arrived here and experienced the place. Oh yes, now she knew what a ‘frontier settlement’ was. Here was a tiny township on the edge of a primitive country, with Pietermaritzburg the only other settlement for hundreds of miles. No proper shops, no sealed roads, no parks or gardens, no carriages, no culture, no refinement. When she saw just how small Durban was; when she saw the cows and oxen roaming across what passed for the main street; when she saw the streets were all unpaved, all sand, and most of the houses wattle and daub; and finally when she had been told of the kraals of the Bantus on the distant hills, yes, then she had realised they were to live very close to what to her was primitive and savage.


Jane Harrison felt very out of her depth.


She had promised James she would look after his two youngest children; had promised to bring them to Cape Town and wait for him to come to them after his Indian service; but she had not promised to come to this miserable spot. Her eyes filled with tears and she sobbed to herself. How she had loved Edgar, and now she was never to see him again . . . never. Because of his dreams, dreams so alien to her own, he was dead and she was here in Durban, Natal. And it was Christmas next month. What a Christmas.


Bitter tears ran from her eyes. She was about to leave the window when she stopped. Down below someone moved across the front of the house. Then she recognised him. It was Mr Nelson. She watched as he walked across the yard to stand looking towards the bay. Somehow she felt comforted knowing he was down there, and she wiped her eyes and moved over to her bed.


Just before she fell asleep she thought of Victoria, elegant and ladylike, who was continuing inland with a six-year-old child to some place called Fantele’s Drift, near the Ibabanango Hills – wherever on God’s earth they were – and she gave a long sigh in awe of her friend’s courage.


At the very same time, in the Wesleyan mission house close to the pristine sands of the beaches of Durban, the subject of Jane’s sigh stood over a crib covered by a mosquito net and listened to the steady breathing of her daughter. As she watched the small pale form through the net she felt the arm of her husband go about her and she turned to look into Frank’s eyes.


‘Well, my darling, Fitch tells me that our guides will be here next week.’


Victoria smiled, ‘Good,’ just as Phoebe stirred, giving a small moan. Her mother lifted the net to soothe her, absent-mindedly drawing the sign of the cross on the little one’s forehead. The child was deep in a dream about sleek, muscular black men and oxen carts and long white beaches and lapping waves and her friend with the broken wrist, John Lockley.


In the solid house on the far hill, John Lockley dreamed too, of similar sleek, muscular black men, but in his dreams there were lions and wild beasts and alligators; though they were not frightening dreams but good dreams, happy dreams.




CHAPTER THREE


There was one school in Durban, a government boys’ school in Field Street, in a new building only finished some months before, and run by the Reverend Nesbitt, an elderly, unmarried gentleman who had already acquired a reputation for ready use of his cane. There was no girls’ school at all; and while Ellen was fifteen and, some would say, needed no more schooling, Jane disagreed.


So she decided to tutor the children herself until a suitable substitute could be found. Fortunately she had had an excellent education, so often neglected in females of her time; her father, the old General, had seen to that. She had been included in the schoolroom with her brothers and as each boy went off to Eton she continued on until she was seventeen, and her father had decided she was ‘finished’, as he put it.


Jane was well versed in the arts, and confident of her mathematic standard, but she was not sure of her capabilities in science. Thus some nights would find her poring over Habberfield’s Science Lessons to prepare for her next day’s teaching, which almost invariably John Lockley would dominate, for he had a natural scientific aptitude.


The threesome worked in an alfresco ‘schoolroom’, on the east veranda of the house where it was cooler. At the end of the lessons they would go their separate ways. Ellen loved to read and draw; and once his arm was healed, John Lockley found a new friend in Port Captain Bell and a new pastime in fishing.


In the first months after their arrival there had been many days of rain, for while it was summertime and very hot it was the wet season of the year, but by February the skies were clearer and by April the days were cooler and soon they were heading into their first southern autumn.


It was the end of April, a fair afternoon, when John Lockley passed swiftly down the sandy road that led to Durban. He rode his horse, Isiwukulu, which he had so named after hearing one of the boys in the kitchen say the word. He had had no idea at the time what it meant, he had simply liked the sound of it. Now he knew it meant ‘goat’ but he didn’t care, he still liked the word, and sometimes if Isiwukulu misbehaved, John Lockley would lean forward and say in the animal’s ear, ‘It’s true, you really are a goat, Isi!’


He was heading for the beach and a fishing trip with the Port Captain, and on his way he passed long, straggling groves of Hottentot figs, the branches dripping small, grey monkeys with black faces. He loved the little fellows. They would eat anything, and particularly liked fresh fruit, not that he could give them that too often, for that commodity was mostly dried. Fresh fruit was a delicacy rarely seen in the colony and coming only from the few trees that the colonists had planted and tended with loving care.


After a quarter of a mile, John Lockley found himself in the sandy streets of the settlement. He waved to the newly arrived Father Jean Baptiste Sabon, who lifted his green-lined umbrella in response as he wandered by in his rusty-coloured cassock and napless silk hat. He had already endeared himself to all the people of the settlement with his benevolence and simple piety, and he had quickly come to know all the children, Catholic and Protestant alike.


John Lockley continued on by the Market Square, a field filled with scrub, coarse grass and bushes, and dotted with clumps of wild date palms and strelitzia, the wild banana. Taking a short cut past the few tents of the latest group of immigrants, he rode diagonally through the centre of the square to come round the side of the Wesleyan chapel and into Smith Street. As he trotted by the mission he saw Mrs McLean and Phoebe in company with Dick King, who in 1842 had made one of those marathon rides of history when he had ridden six hundred miles south to Grahamstown in ten days to get relief for the English settlers of Durban who were being besieged by the Boers.


He shouted and waved and all three came towards him. Victoria McLean was a regular visitor at Mimosa and the friendship between her and Jane was now quite cemented. The McLeans had experienced ill luck since their arrival in the colony; for just when they had been ready to leave for their mission, the minister had been out in a violent storm, and had an accident where his horse had fallen on him. He had broken his collar bone, his leg and several ribs, and had been ill for a long time. It was only lately that he had been up and about again, and only as recently as last Sunday that he had finally felt well enough to visit Mimosa, where he had played cricket with Mr Nelson and John Lockley and some of the kitchen boys. John Lockley smiled now as he remembered how the American had thrown his hands in the air and shouted, ‘Praise the Lord,’ when he had caught out Mr Nelson for a duck.


John Lockley knew they would be leaving very soon for Zulu country where, at last, they would establish their mission.


Phoebe ran forward excitedly, shouting, ‘Jan Larkley, Jan Larkley!’ He halted and leapt down to the child.


‘You take me to ride, Jan Larkley, please.’


‘Phoebe,’ her mother remonstrated, ‘you shouldn’t ask such a thing.’


But the boy did not mind for he had plenty of time before the appointed hour with the Port Captain, so Dick King lifted the child into his arms and while Victoria watched they rode in tandem a hundred or so yards down the road. Phoebe laughed and pointed and John Lockley, who always found the child’s laugh contagious, began laughing too. As he pulled Isi’s head round to trot back, Phoebe touched the boy’s wrist. ‘Your broken arm is better now, and so is Daddy’s leg.’


When he handed her down to her mother, Victoria raised her steady gaze to the boy’s. ‘Would you please tell your aunt I shall walk over to Mimosa with her after church on Sunday, as she suggested.’


‘I will,’ he called as he rode away and Phoebe waved after him. He increased the pace as he rode, unconsciously stroking Isiwukulu’s mane as he continued by Cato’s flagstaff – a landmark raised by the Cato family – and out of Durban to cross the creek and pass through the natural archway formed by two huge ‘waterboom’, or red milkwood, trees.


A mile later he turned right off the path, and passing down through thick bush and a clump of palms that had been growing there for centuries, arrived on the beach where he found Port Captain Bell scraping the bottom of one of the small lighters that rested on the sand. Bell stood from his crouching position and rubbed his lower back. ‘Age is a troublesome thing, Master Harrison, aches and pains and what all comes with it.’


John Lockley dismounted and ten minutes later they were pushing a rowing boat out through the shallow water into the bay.


The boy enjoyed the Port Captain’s company; he had shown him how to find bait in the sand for fishing and had taught him to swim. ‘I’m unusual, John Lockley, think a mite differently to others, eh? But I deem it necessary and all for every man who is in touch with the sea to learn to swim. And first ye must know how to float.’ And he had shown the boy how, though it was a somewhat easier task for the rotund sailor than for the stripling boy. Nevertheless, John Lockley was becoming quite proficient and yesterday he had swum right round the lighter they used for fishing in the bay.


The Port Captain was a garrulous gent who needed only an interested ear like John Lockley’s upon which to pour his revelations. He told the boy many stories, about his own life in the Royal Navy and the ports and places he had visited.


He told John Lockley, too, his version of the founding of Natal. It was from him that the boy learnt of Lieutenant Francis George Farewell and his party, the first settlers in 1824. ‘See that there island just out in the bay.’ The sailor pointed with a gutting knife. ‘Salisbury Island, named by Lieutenant Farewell, after his brig, eh? Good ship, the Salisbury, but subsequently wrecked, ye understand.’


So John Lockley heard the tales of the Lieutenant and his companions, Nathaniel Isaacs, Henry Fynn and Lieutenant King. ‘And some of me associates knew Farewell, they did, though ’twas before my time. Murdered he was, in Pondoland in thirty-one, eh? After he’d been trying to find an overland route to Grahamstown and all. They found him with his heart ripped out, lying at his feet.’ He stopped here a few seconds for emphasis, so that his young listener could be properly horrified, then he nodded his sunburnt head in the direction of The Bluff, adding, ‘And John Lockley, my boy, we still have Mr Henry Francis Fynn living up there on The Bluff, and being the native magistrate for Durban, eh? Long after his companions of those days are dead and gone.’


All the Port Captain’s stories were detailed and long, and John Lockley listened greedily. Later he would repeat them to his poor startled sister.


When the sailor had told his account of the Zulus, it took days. John Lockley was fascinated by the warlike Zulus and the bloodthirsty Shaka, the Zulu who had bound the tribes together in terror of him.


‘Now he was something, my boy, thirty years ago he was something right enough. Organiser of the Zulu nation as a military power, eh? Banded ’em together good and proper. He swept through Natal, he did, eating up everybody and everything. Place was a waste almost as far south as the St John’s River. Torture and killing were his delight.’


‘Even of his own people?’ John Lockley asked in surprise.


‘Aye, even his own.’


John Lockley’s eyes were glued to his companion. ‘And what did he look like?’


‘Ah now, he was fine-looking and tall, over six feet they say, and not an ounce of body fat.’ Here he laughed and his stomach shook with his mirth. ‘Not like me, eh, sonny? Oh yes, Shaka had a terrifyin’ eye, was cruel and keen of killing. Made a feast of death he did. They say he made a temporary settlement up there when his impies came this way.’ He pointed with his knife to the Berea Ridge behind Durban. ‘His own people called him “The Hyena Man”, which gives a clue as to his nature, don’t it? Rivers ran red with blood.’


The Port Captain had filled the young boy’s ears with numerous ghastly exploits of Shaka; stories of killing and more killing, long and gory; how the Zulu king murdered whole tribes of thousands of people by burying them alive; how he killed those who could no longer cry after they had been made to weep for days over his dead mother, Nandi; how his delight was to impale his enemies alive. John Lockley sat wide-eyed, at times revolted, but always fascinated; feasting on the fiendish, fantastic yarns. ‘Oh yes, and Shaka was followed by another of the same mould, don’t ye know, Dingane by name, eh? Liked a spot of war he did, too, as all them Zulus do. Knew how to terrify his own as well as his enemies.’ This last piece of information the Captain had imparted to John Lockley only the previous day, and the boy had been thinking about it ever since. Today he had a question for the sailor.


It was a tranquil afternoon, pleasantly cool after the long stretch of torrid summer heat, and the two companions enjoyed the weather almost as much as the expedition. They fished with that zeal which comes over true fishermen. They were baiting up their hooks when John Lockley half turned to face his friend. ‘Sir, yesterday you said, about the Zulus . . . you said they were all warlike. But we have Zulus at Mimosa and they are not warlike at all. They are quiet folk like Adanta who does the washing, and Thulmi and Umslopagas who work in the garden and the kitchen.’


‘Ah now, different kettle of fish, Thulmi and them.’ He patted the fishing tackle near his right hand for emphasis. ‘They are the refugees, and children of the refugees, eh?’


‘What’s a refugee?’


‘One who wants to get away from war, one who seeks sanctuary. The Zulus at yer place are like all the others in town. They came here deliberate like to ask us folks for protection from their own . . . from being killed. They were frightened of the others, John Lockley, of being eaten up by the impies.’


‘I see.’


‘There were many of them before we were here who were in hiding and scraped a bit of food here and there. Some even took to eating fish, and ye know what that means to a true Zulu, eh?’ John Lockley did. He had learnt that much since being here. Zulus abhorred fish. It would need to be a starving Zulu without hope who would eat fish.


‘Oh yes, they hid in what crevices they could find. Terrified of Shaka and then Dingane, they were.’


John Lockley nodded, eyes and ears wide open. ‘Tell me about Dingane.’


‘Ah, Dingane, half-brother to Shaka, and one of those who sank their assegais into Shaka at the end.’ The Port Captain threw his line far into the water, rolling his eyes to emphasise his coming revelations. ‘Now Dingane did in Retrief, ye’ve heard of him? Boer leader along with Maritz. That’s where we have the name of the town Pietermaritzburg coming from, eh? Pieter Retrief and Gerrit Maritz. Well, close to eight thousand of them Boers had trekked out from Cape Colony. Retrief and a number of Dutch farmers were massacred by Dingane only fifteen years back, February, eighteen thirty-eight. Retrief and his party were tricked into leaving their guns behind at Dingane’s kraal. Well, the slaughter at Weenen followed, when Dingane attacked the Boer laagers and murdered and disembowelled Boer women and children . . . all manner of horrors perpetrated on the bodies. So, Blood River was the Boers’ revenge. It followed Weenen and those Boers got their own back, eh? All in the same year, thirty-eight. They killed thousands of Zulus. I reckon your man Dirk Veldbron was in that little lot. There’s no love lost between the Boers and the Zulus.’


Then another story occurred to him. He made a clucking sound of satisfaction. ‘Ha, that reminds me, it was old Dingane that the Patagonian Martyr tried to convert.’ Here he laughed and his stomach laughed too. ‘Yes, the Patagonian Martyr tried his best to establish a mission among the Zulus, but the old Dingane was not interested in religion. No, merely wanted to know how to use a gun, he did.’


‘Who was the Patagonian Martyr?’


The sailor didn’t answer, for his attention was taken by a fierce tug on his line. ‘Whoa, boy! Whoa, I’ve got one.’


And so he had, a foot-long sea bream. When he had removed the hook and put the fish in a bucket of water near at hand, John Lockley repeated his question. ‘Who was the Patagonian Martyr?’


‘Ah, him. Captain Allen Gardiner, Royal Navy, like me, eh? A missionary and kindly fellow. Hung around here for a while in the thirties, was a magistrate and all. Named the Berea ridge of hills behind town, didn’t he?’


‘And why was he called the Patagonian Martyr?’


The Port Captain folded his arms across his mighty stomach and nodded knowingly. ‘In consequence of his being starved to death in that bleak, unsociable country, Patagonia.’


‘Why, sir? What happened?’


And his enigmatic reply, ‘He got into trouble with them disagreeable Patagonians, John Lockley, sonny, that’s what happened.’


There was silence for a short time, during which John Lockley also caught a fish, longer by three inches than the Port Captain’s. ‘Mrs Veldbron will love this.’


When they were settled again the boy looked to his companion. ‘Wasn’t Dingane killed?’


‘Ha . . . assuredly. Those who live by the sword leave this mortal coil by the sword; well-known maxim, eh? He was done in, in Swazi territory, by some of his own, eh? And that’s how we got Mpande as king of the Zulus now, or Panda as we are wont to call him. He was Dingane’s half-brother by a different mother. Mind you, he seems to have trouble of his own at present, for two of his sons, of which he has twenty up to now – bein’ for a change a fertile Zulu king – are vying for his crown. They being Cetshwayo and Mbuyazi. They’re always having a good time when they’re blood-letting, that lot.’


‘Really?’


‘Really indeed, but the Zulus tend to keep their distance from the settlements now, though there was the odd scare in the early days. Some people are still fearful, eh?’


John Lockley was enthralled, and the Port Captain added, ‘I’ve a friend, H. H. Garner by name; tall, stately bloke, lives way upcountry now, knows them Zulus and Hottentots and Bushmen and the like better’n any man alive. Lived with ’em for years, he has . . . was here and abouts in the thirties; has many a story to tell, eh?’ Here he stopped and a thought came to him. ‘Now ye’ll be able to ask him to tell ye a few yerself as ye’ll be watering at his place on yer way towards the Tugela, no doubt.’


John Lockley looked amazed. ‘What?’


‘Well, as it’s across the border into Zulu country ye’re goin’ in no time, eh? And what’ll your aunt think about that, I wonder?’


‘What? What’s that, Captain Bell? Me? Going into Zulu country?’


‘Don’t ye know, laddie?’


‘I know nothing of such a thing, sir.’


The sailor rubbed his chin. ‘Oh, methinks I’ve spoken out of turn, eh? It appears ye have not been informed of such.’


John Lockley’s face was radiant. He ran his hand back through his hair as he thought of it. The Tugela? Zulu country? What was this all about?


‘Oh, Captain, do tell me, please. What do you know?’


The man did not know what to do now. He had been told yesterday by George Russell, the Harrison Nelson company manager, that Mr Nelson was going up to his property inside the border of Zululand and had thought to take young John Lockley for experience.


‘Now, John Lockley, laddie, I’m sorry, for it is speaking out of turn I’ve been doing, eh? I must ask ye to say nothing about it until Mister Nelson makes it known to ye.’ He shook his head. ‘Promise me, laddie.’


‘Can’t you tell me any more?’


‘Lord’s breath, laddie, I’ve said too much already. Now promise me.’


It was a delighted boy who, carrying two fine sea bream, raced home on Isiwukulu to find that Mr Nelson was actually there speaking with his aunt.


At six o’clock Christopher had arrived at Mimosa. He usually did not leave the brickyard until the hour of seven or later and only occasionally ate dinner with Jane and the children, usually on a Saturday night.


Jane was wearing a pale blue gown, the skirt decorated with flounces and the fitting bodice topped with a deep blue collar. Her hands lay a little nervously in her lap. A messenger had come from the offices at noon to ask her to be home to meet with Mr Nelson. She had been wondering all afternoon what it could be about.


She had liked him right from the very first. And then liking had changed to something more . . . more personal. Sometimes, to her delight, she thought she noticed little meaningful things: like when he held her hand a mite longer than was perhaps proper when they said goodnight; or when she caught him looking at her in a sort of earnest way, earnest but tender.


For the last few months Jane had not seen a lot of him. He had been very busy with the building of a new brick police office, the old one being housed in a wattle and daub cottage with a cluster rose fence in Central West Street: and, too, he had been away from Durban in Pietermaritzburg where he was building a brickworks. He had not been to dinner at Mimosa on a Saturday night for weeks and she waited for him this afternoon with a little trepidation.


The blue frock she wore looked particularly lovely with her dark hair, streaked here and there with grey. She had taken more time than usual to dress, although she would have denied it, and she had chosen the frock specially; but she would have denied this too. She looked much younger than her years as she stood to greet him when Mannie showed him in.


They sat as Mannie moved out to get some tea and Jane called after her, ‘Ask Mrs Veldbron to make it, please.’ Matilda Veldbron’s tea was exceptionally good.


She met his eyes. ‘Well, Mr Nelson, what brings you here?’


He moved in the chair and a serious expression crossed his face. ‘I must go to the inland property, the one given to us by Mpande. And on the way I’ll look in on the brickyard and the building in Pietermaritzburg.’


She nodded. ‘I see.’


‘Your brother had special relations with the Zulus. He even spoke Zulu with some fluency. I have a few words, but have never had the understanding he had. The large tract of veldt given us by Mpande is north of Pietermaritzburg, some sixty odd miles up on the Tugela, about twenty-five miles away from a township they are presently laying out on a Boer farm. If I do not go and survey our property and mark it out and put some sort of boundaries up, I’m afraid it will be forgotten that it belongs to us and ours. Actually I’m intending to build a dwelling there, perhaps start a farm.’


‘I understand. How long will you be gone?’


‘Some months. Four or five even, there’s much to do when we get there. Also I will have to use ox carts to carry the tools and supplies from Pietermaritzburg, and the ox, while strong and willing, does not move at speed. Things will be slow.’


She was looking doubtful. He smiled, thinking he understood her expression.


‘But don’t worry, for Russell will be here to supervise things and is a good chap, knows the business sideways. And while Dirk Veldbron wants to come with me, you have Mrs Veldbron and Mannie and the servants with you. There’s little to concern you.’


‘I . . . yes, thank you.’ She was feeling quite sad. He was going away and appeared so matter of fact about it.


‘Now there’s one other thing.’


‘Yes?’ Her heartbeat quickened.


‘John Lockley. It would be great experience for the boy to come with us. He’s fascinated by Natal and I think it would be good for him to see Pietermaritzburg and the countryside.’


The disappointment she felt sounded in her voice. ‘You do?’


He took her tone to mean she did not want the boy to go, which in fact was also true, although that particular feeling was not the cause of her regret.


He was smiling at her and she could feel herself going pink. Why was she beginning to flush? This was dreadful.


He leant a touch closer to her. ‘Is something wrong? Really, the boy will profit by it. I think it’ll be very good for him to learn about Africa and things African, but if you don’t want him to come, then . . .’


‘Oh, it’s true, I don’t want him to go.’ Not want him to go? She absolutely detested the thought of his going. And for many months? But then she looked into Christopher’s eyes and heard herself say, ‘But if you so strongly think it will be good for him?’


‘Yes, Miss Harrison, I do think it will.’


She came to a decision. ‘All right, I agree he should go and I hope it proves as much of a benefit to him as you say.’ Then she asked the question she really wanted answering. ‘When will you leave?’


‘I would like to be on my way next week, Thursday. I’ll stay through the dry, the winter; to return before the next heavy rains and the rivers rising which usually come in high summer. I’ll attempt to be back by October.’


She felt awful. ‘Next week is . . . soon.’


‘Yes, but I don’t wish to delay now that I have decided. Do you want to tell John Lockley or should you like me to do so?’


‘No, you tell him. It’s your idea after all.’


He stood. ‘Then I shall say good evening to you. I’d like to go back to the yard for a little time yet.’


She, too, stood. ‘Will you have an evening meal with us before you leave? I have noticed you seem to have business or . . . somewhere else to go, these last weeks.’


He did not answer immediately. His handsome eyes weighed her. Then he smiled. ‘I should be delighted to do so.’


‘Oh? Then I’ll make a special dinner of it. On Monday night? The children would like it, I’m sure.’


‘Yes, that’d be perfect.’


He bowed from the shoulders and left her standing there, watching his departing back, and thinking what a conundrum he had become for her.


He was crossing the veranda when he turned to a shout from John Lockley.


When the boy had realised his aunt and Mr Nelson were in conversation he had gone to Ellen full of the information he had learned from the Port Captain. His sister had been feeding her rabbits, six wonderful, white, fluffy fellows that lived in a large hutch on the west side of the house and had been given to her by Mr Russell, the brickyard manager. When he imparted his news, she turned her lovely round, green eyes to him. ‘What? But you never are going, are you?’


‘Yes, I think so. Oh, I hope so.’ His eyes were glowing with the light of dreams, just as his Uncle Edgar’s had in the schoolroom of The Grange a generation ago. If he had realised it, he was very like his uncle. Jane often thought so.


Ellen felt a surge of unhappiness, and a peevish, fretful expression turned her pretty mouth down at the edges. ‘But I don’t want you to go.’


John Lockley hardly heard her. He knelt down and in his joy hugged her to him, making her drop the vegetables she held in her hand as she and her brother fell backwards in a childish embrace. She laughed then, but merely because he was laughing, she felt no happiness at all.


Then he had bounded to his feet and run around the front of the house to await Christopher.


When Christopher turned on the veranda to the boy’s wide grin and cheerful greeting he spoke briefly. ‘Hello, lad. I can’t stay, I must be getting back to the brickworks.’ And with that he mounted Caledon, his roan stallion, and rode out, calling, ‘Goodbye, now,’ over his shoulder.


The boy had been so sure that Christopher would say something. He stood, a disappointed look on his appealing young face. Then it hit him. He almost sagged forward with the weight of it. Mr Nelson had indeed asked his aunt if he could go into Zulu country and his aunt had said no. He turned with heavy steps and went to find Nell; good old Nell, she would understand his bitter unhappiness.


If Christopher had known, he would have put the poor boy out of his misery, but of course he did not, so he had no reason to speak before he had planned to do so, which was the following day, when he had decided to get John Lockley over to the offices and show him the route map.


That evening, Jane thought John Lockley abnormally quiet. He was usually full of his afternoon fishing exploit, or some wild animal he had seen, or a happening in the town.


She suspected too that she saw sympathetic looks pass from sister to brother, and Ellen, always considerate of him, was this evening positively doting.


‘You can have my piece of cake too.’ Ellen pushed her plate towards her brother.


Jane was baffled. ‘What on earth is going on here? John Lockley, you look as if you lost sixpence and found a farthing, and Ellen, really your behaviour towards your brother passes from normal charity to a confusing solicitude.’


The two young faces turned to her.


Silence.


‘What’s going on?’


The children looked at each other.


‘I’m waiting,’ Jane continued. ‘Has something terrible happened to you, John Lockley?’


‘May I be excused?’ the boy asked.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake . . . how you try me. Yes, you may be excused.’


He stood and left the table and now Jane faced accusation in every nuance of her niece’s attitude.


‘What have I done?’


And then it came tumbling out of Ellen, for she could not help herself; now, as tomorrow, as next year, as always, she must defend her brother. All that John Lockley had told her she repeated angrily. ‘. . . And so it’s not fair. For if Captain Bell had not told him, he at least wouldn’t have known and so it would not be so bad for him – but he does know, and you have denied him the experience he must so have enjoyed.’


‘Child . . . child,’ her aunt began, and Ellen’s face clouded even more.


‘I’m not a child,’ she retaliated.


‘Well, you’re acting like one; for I haven’t denied your brother anything. The two of you have had your heads together, and like children have assumed much, and while Port Captain Bell has a mouth like the rest of him, I don’t know why Mr Nelson didn’t mention it to John Lockley this afternoon, for it was certainly not because I had objected.’


‘You . . . did not object?’


‘On the contrary, I said your brother could go.’


Ellen leapt from her seat and threw herself into her aunt’s arms. ‘Of course you did. Oh, you are so good, dear, wonderful Aunt Jane.’


And before Jane could respond the girl had run from the room, calling loudly to her brother.


Jane sat nonplussed, and when Denna, the serving girl, came in to see if she wished for something else she replied, ‘No, Denna dear, I’ve had more than enough tonight.’


It was Sunday afternoon and the straggling company made easy progress out of Durban towards Mimosa. Victoria and Jane, carrying parasols, walked with Phoebe between them, and behind came John Lockley and Ellen, accompanied by Daisy, one of the Zulu girls from the Wesleyan mission. They had reached halfway on the forty-five-minute walk in the ever-bright afternoon sun, when, in the distance, they saw Christopher riding towards them.


‘Oh look, here comes Mr Nelson,’ said Ellen, waving her gloved hand.


He was on Caledon, and leading Isiwukulu and Cambo, one of the mares. He carried a rifle and wore a pistol in his belt.
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