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Chapter One


In his mind’s eye Ben was a seafarer, a proud and fearless mariner who would take his ship down the river to Moreton Bay and then swing out with the winds, his sails riding high, to the ocean blue. In fair weather and foul he would be at the wheel, a brave captain greatly admired by his loyal crew.


He would be wearing a peaked cap and a fine jacket with brass buttons, just like Grandfather Beckman in the portrait over the mantelpiece. Poor Captain Beckman! He went down with his ship on a dark and stormy night on the Great Barrier Reef. Ben could imagine him standing there – upright and true, the storm raging about him – shouting to his men to save themselves, but refusing to surrender his honour by abandoning ship. That, to Ben, was the best part of the story, as told to him many times by Oma Beckman. It was a fine thing to have a hero in the family.


Ben scrambled to the edge of the dusty orange cliff and dropped down to a ledge, his favourite vantage spot. From here at Kangaroo Point he could look across to the town of Brisbane and, in the foreground, the long, busy wharves. This was the most exciting lookout in the whole world. No ships could pass without his scrutiny. Well … a few might slip by. It annoyed him to find he’d missed one, caught up in house and yard chores and Oma’s interminable lessons. Those lessons! She never let up. When he complained, his mother threatened to send him to school so that he’d never have time to watch his ships.


He smiled at that, as he noted an old paddle steamer thumping upriver. She was the Louisa Jane, not very interesting. She carried stores and passengers up and down from the settlements on the south coast: a dreary life for a captain. Ben always let her pass. Sometimes he lined up strange ships with a piece of clay piping that was his cannon and blasted them out of the water for daring to pass his fort without permission, because he was the Queensland navy, the harbour master and the suspicious customs officer all rolled into one.


Send him to school! That was a good one. Ben knew as well as his mother did that he couldn’t go to school, not here, not anywhere. The kids who hung about the wharves told him that. But he always pretended to be scared of that punishment to please her. He loved his mum. She was a good-looking lady and very tall, but he was catching up. She and Oma often measured him with a ruler flat on his head, cutting notches in the timber wall to mark his progress. Grandma, Oma Beckman that is, said Mum spoiled him, but it was Oma who came to his rescue when Mum really put her foot down, threatening the strap. She’d make excuses for him, so the old razor strop still hung in the laundry, unused since the days when it had travelled far and wide with the Captain.


Some days, when the ferryman was in a good mood, Ben would cadge a ride on the ferry and wander about the wharves, especially when the big ships were in port, caught up in all the excitement of the loading and unloading and the strange voices of passengers milling about on the decks, eager to disembark or calling tearfully to families and friends as the gap between ship and shore widened. Although what they had to weep about, he couldn’t imagine. Ben had decided that one day, when he had his own ship, he would take his two ladies, Mum and Oma, all around the world. Even across the Pacific to the Spanish Main, where great treasures were to be found. He had dreamed once that he’d found a fabulous treasure chest in an old cave, and it was such a wonderful dream he made an effort to keep remembering it, although it was slipping away these days.


Below him fishing boats were returning, accompanied by screeching seagulls, and he waved to the crews, who were sorting their catches with swift hands, ready for the markets. They waved back to him in their good-natured way, so they were safe from his cannon. He would protect them when he was a buccaneer captain with his own ship, which he’d already decided to call the Black Swan, after the swans that sailed his river like tiny dignified galleons.


Whenever he stayed too long on the wharves, he ran into trouble, because the ferries were crowded and that meant a long walk in the opposite direction to the Victoria Bridge. Once across the bridge he’d have to run for miles through the dank and scary streets of South Brisbane and then on up to the Point. Many a time drunken men had grabbed him as he’d sprinted past the taverns and brothels:


‘Where you goin’ in such a rush, sonny?’


‘You’re a pretty boy. Hold here a while.’


‘Come on, I’ll buy you a rum.’


Frightening as they were, they were nothing to Diamond’s anger when he was late home. Diamond, his mum, worried so much she’d be in a real panic by the time he came sprinting down the street, and what an ear-wigging he’d get! She didn’t like him to go to the wharves, she said it was no place for kids. And it had been a mistake to tell her that he never stole like the other kids or slipped aboard the ships; that only made her worse.


Diamond yelled at him. ‘You keep away from those wharves, I tell you! Stay on your own side of the river. They’re bad, those people.’


Defiantly he’d turned to Oma. ‘The Captain was a seafarer! Why should I be afraid of seafarers?’


But on this point Oma agreed with Diamond. ‘The Captain was a good God-fearing man. You don’t know who those people are.’


‘But I want to know. It’s boring over here. There’s nothing to do.’


Another mistake. Diamond soon found him more chores. But every so often he still managed a ferry ride, churning across the river to see his friends, the skinny lads and the wild-eyed girls he’d met over there. Most of them had no real homes at all, finding refuge in the big woolsheds or under the warehouses or over the road in sheds behind shops. They hung about the wharves for a purpose: to survive on pennies earned or whatever pickings they could find. Ben found them exciting company. They wore ragged clothes and they grinned at Ben’s neat shirts and knee-breeches and long socks, but they accepted him. He wasn’t a squealer. He saw what they did: the pilfering; the sly, shifty encounters with men behind the sheds; the swift shuffling of grog cases to baffle customs men; and the pickpocketing, moving silently among the excited new arrivals from passenger ships.


He saw it all, astonished by their boldness but deeply aware from the pinched faces that necessity drove them on. Oma’s larder was well stocked and she expected their ‘growing boy’ to help himself whenever he felt the pangs of hunger between meals, so he was able to stuff his pockets with food filched from the shelves to give to his friends.


His best friend was Willy Sloane. He was the same age as Ben, and the leader of a gang. Willy had a hideout somewhere on a rooftop which, he boasted, was free from rats. He knew that Ben lived on the other side of the river but, like the others, never asked where. They were all too busy.


Many a time Willy had dragged Ben out of the way when the police were on the rampage, marching him down to the gardens to sit awhile.


‘But I haven’t done anything wrong,’ Ben would complain.


‘A lot they care, mate. Just make yourself scarce or you’ll cop it like the rest.’


Ben often thought that when he had his own ship, Willy could be his first mate. He’d never met a smarter person than Willy. He’d have liked to have invited him home but nobody much ever came to their house, and a restless, fidgety boy like Willy would probably find it deadly dull.


Over the fence, the neighbours had plenty of visitors. But theirs was a big house, ‘A mansion,’ Oma called it. There was no envy in Ben’s heart, though. He looked from the cliffs back to his own home. It was a lovely white weatherboard cottage set well back towards the street, and it had a big garden. Inside there were three bedrooms, one for each of them, and that was all they needed. From the windows of his room he could gaze out at night at the gaslit fairyland of Brisbane and conjure up more dreams of the world out there.


The next-door house was two-storeyed; he figured there’d be a great view from the balcony up there. The couple who lived there – Dr and Mrs Thurlwell – were very important people, so naturally they didn’t talk to the Beckmans. They stayed on their side of the high fence and, according to the newspapers, entertained all the society people – even the Governor, though Ben had never spotted him.


The Thurlwells called the mansion Somerset House, and Ben was familiar with every inch of the grounds. For years he’d been sneaking along the cliffs and wriggling through their hedge to gain entry to the colourful gardens shaded by stately pines and rustling palm trees. The lawns and bushes were carefully trimmed and flowerbeds bordered paths that wound down from the side of the house. The front garden was even more spectacular, especially when the big flame trees were in bloom. Under cover of the lush greenery he was able to watch carriages and gigs crunch down the long drive to the front door, and observe servants in fancy dress opening doors and bowing to their betters. Ben marvelled at the show and at the beautiful people who lived in this house. On the cliff side, at the rear of the building, was an elegant veranda where ladies in dazzling white dresses and fine gentlemen took the air, resting languidly on easy chairs and sofas.


Occasionally the gardeners would catch him and chase him off, but they knew he was from next door and never made a fuss.


Ben sighed, tossing stones down the cliff. After the wharves, Somerset was his favourite place. He’d miss it when he went to sea. He’d miss her too, that girl, Phoebe Thurlwell. Not that he ever spoke to her or let her know he was hiding in her garden.


It seemed she’d always been there, graduating from dolls and tea sets to reading books and playing games with girls who came to visit. None of them were as pretty as she was, though. She looked like a doll herself in her soft summery dresses and long blonde plaits, always neatly tied with bright ribbons that matched the sashes at her waist. Ben had met plenty of girls on the wharves, cheeky girls with sharp eyes and whiny voices, and had found their company no different from that of the boys. They could filch and fight and run like the wind when they had to. No, the ‘girl’ thing didn’t bother him – after all, he lived with two women – but that Miss Phoebe had him beat. It irritated him that a silly girl could turn his legs to jelly, make him too shy to even attempt to speak to her.


Sometimes she’d be naughty and venture past the hedge to the cliffs, and maids would swoop, pulling her back, threatening to tell her mother. On such occasions Ben imagined himself her protector. If she were in danger at the cliff edge he would save her. He would fling himself forward with the ground crumbling under him and throw her back to safety so that, gratefully, she would ask his name and he could tell her he was Ben Beckman from next door. And she would tell her mother, Mrs Doctor Thurlwell, who would be so pleased with him she would invite him up to the white house for a fizzy drink, but Ben, being respectful, would not accept. He knew his place. It was enough that he had been recognized as a hero …


Diamond was calling him, so he turned to climb back up from his ledge, but as he reached for a tuft of grass at the top, a snake was waiting. He wondered how long it had been sitting there, just above his head, coiled on the warm rock, contemplating the back of a boy’s head. And he wondered if this snake were an honourable fellow who did not strike from the rear but waited to face the enemy before it killed him, for as sure as eggs this yellow-belly meant business now!


For that matter, he pondered, as he remained motionless, his right hand still clutching the grass, his feet firmly planted on the ledge, was there ever a taipan that didn’t mean business? This one was unmistakable, with its metallic yellow and black skin and its big head poised, tongue spitting, only a few feet from Ben’s face.


As if to distract him, force him to make the first move, the snake brazenly uncoiled some of its polished length but its head remained still, beady eyes fixed on its prey.


Ben’s arm was becoming stiff; he’d have to let go of the grass soon, but those powerful eyes seemed to forbid him to do anything but pay attention. Maybe the snake was trying to hypnotize him, Ben thought fearfully, to prevent him from considering an escape route. Because there was one. He could fling himself backwards and take his chances over the cliff. And break his neck and his legs and his arms as well, and that would hurt a damn sight more than a snake bite.


Where was his mother? She had called him, so why didn’t she come looking for him? She had a gun, she could shoot this brute whose head was now shifting slowly from side to side as if it were listening to his thoughts, taking its time, still challenging him with its flicking tongue to have a go.


A little honeybird flipped out of a tree by the wall and fled. Without altering his gaze Ben could see that tree behind the snake. It was a big old thing, with spreading branches, growing in Somerset grounds but overhanging his garden. He’d often used it as a short cut home. Painfully still, he wondered what had spooked the bird, and then he saw among the branches, the girl next door in her white frilly dress, staring at him. He wanted to call out to her but he didn’t dare, and as he hung on, he was vaguely annoyed to see her in his tree, although he allowed that the gnarled old thing was an easy climb for a girl.


Desperately, he forced his mind back to the snake, which he knew now was trying to wear him down, as cats did with little birds, frightening them so much they lost the nerve to fly free. If he didn’t make a move soon, try to bat that head out of the way, he’d be too stiff to move fast enough. But there in the background the silly girl was climbing the tree even further, and stepping out to the overhanging branches, hanging on to the ones above her. She was coming over the wall!


If she came over here he’d kill her. If he lived that long, after she’d stirred the snake and got him bit. Petrified, he watched her drop down on to a branch and hang over the high wall, her britches showing with the frills of her dress caught on a twig, ready to let go and drop to the grass below.


Ben wanted to groan, hoping she’d get stuck there. Old man taipan was still flicking at him, not in any hurry. His eyes glazed over, shutting out the background scenario; he wished he could close them, but he figured that could be a signal for the snake to strike so he snapped them wide open again, deciding to sit out this menace. Maybe he could. Maybe not. Then he saw Diamond standing over them. His mum seemed to have come out of nowhere. He hadn’t seen or heard her approach, she was just there, his lovely mum, in a long black skirt that brushed over her bare feet.


Ha! he thought. Mr Snake, you’re in trouble now. My mum will shoot you dead!


Ben braced himself, but then realized that Diamond hadn’t brought her gun. He had been hoping that the girl Phoebe had seen his predicament and run for help, but obviously not. No doubt she’d just galloped off home to play with her stupid toys, leaving him to his fate.


But instead of going back for the gun, Diamond lowered herself to sit cross-legged behind the snake. Terrified, Ben wanted to scream out to her to get away, that she was placing herself in danger now because the snake could strike her at that distance. She put her fingers to her lips, compelling him to remain still and silent, and tears sprang to his eyes as he realized she was trying to draw the taipan’s attention from him.


And then she began to sing, in a very low voice, a strange song with muttering repetitive words, the palms of her hands flat on the ground, as if proving to this horrible snake that she carried no weapons. Ben was angry with her for her foolishness; he didn’t want her to die, he loved her. Diamond and Oma were his whole life. Diamond’s song took on the rhythm of a lullaby now, and the damn snake reached out, widening its sway, the vicious forked tongue still flicking as it leaned from one to the other of the humans, deciding which, Ben thought frantically, it could hit with one fast jab.


His mother’s eyes, dark liquid, began to draw the snake away from him. There was an expression of such sweetness on her face that Ben was shocked. She should have taken a big stick and belted the thing, but instead she was exposing herself to the taipan. He released his grip on the tuft of grass and allowed his hand to slip down ever so slowly, as the snake reared away from him, listening to her. The coils unravelled and began to retreat, the strong head facing Diamond. She continued her chant, watching as the tongue disappeared and the snake swayed seductively in front of her, almost as if it were trying to please her.


She smiled, an audience now, watching it dance for her until it slowly drew back and, after what seemed an eternity to Ben, was gone.


He scrambled up the cliff. ‘Quick, Mum! Kill it before it gets away!’


‘No,’ she said. ‘He lives here. I’ve seen him many times. This is his home. You frightened him.’


‘But he would have bitten me and I’d be killed dead!’


‘Maybe. Next time you be more careful. I’ve told you before to keep off the cliffs, stay on clear ground at the top. Many little animals and birds live in burrows over the edge. You frighten them.’


Oma came running, her skirts billowing in the breeze, to throw her arms about him: ‘The little girl, she was so frightened! She saw the snake. She came to us crying. Are you all right, you poor boy? Ah, Diamond, the poor boy, bring him in, bring him in!’


‘Where is she?’ Ben asked. ‘The girl.’


‘Gone home,’ Oma said. ‘She was too shy with her dress all torn. I tell her I sew it up so no one ever know, but she wouldn’t stay, she ran off out the front gate. I think Miss Phoebe, she like our little Ben.’


‘Oh pooh!’ he said. ‘I’m not your little Ben and she don’t like anyone, that girl.’ Although he was surprised that Oma knew her name.


But what an embarrassment to have her save him! To have her get help for him, after all his daydreams about being her protector. What a dope she must think he was.


As the weeks passed, however, his attitude changed. She had been smart enough to run for help without disturbing the snake, and so now he owed her. Probably his very life. And one day he would be there when she needed him and he would come to her rescue, a pirate captain rescuing the Lady Phoebe from a doomed ship …


The ladies were charmed. Lalla Thurlwell’s ‘long’ room was a delight. As she explained, since Somerset House already had a parlour and a drawing room she’d been quite at a loss to know what to do with this room when she first saw it.


‘One could hardly use it as a sitting room, it’s too large, running the full width of the house. And since it is sheltered by the wide veranda, it’s not a sun room. With the glass doors opening out all along the river side it reminded me of a greenhouse, so I decided to be brave and decorate in that manner.’


‘And it’s perfect,’ Mrs Sutcliffe, wife of the Speaker of the House, enthused. ‘With all this superb white cane furniture amid these glorious potted plants, especially the tall palms, it’s a study in green and white. And it is so cool, I really must congratulate you, Mrs Thurlwell.’


‘Thank you.’ Lalla beamed. ‘I could hardly ask you to take tea with me in the “greenhouse”, hence the “long” room.’


Mrs Buchanan was equally enthusiastic. ‘The wonderful rugs and those beautiful little white statues really set it off, Mrs Thurlwell, but would I be out of order if I asked from where you obtained all this furniture? It’s so solid for cane, and so roomy.’


Her mother, the formidable Belle Foster, a leading Brisbane socialite, glared at her. ‘Clara! Don’t be so crass. You are, most certainly, out of order.’


‘I just thought,’ Clara said, shrinking, ‘that before we go back upcountry I could speak to my husband. We do need new furniture and it’s difficult to know what to buy. It can get so hot.’


‘Of course it does,’ Lalla said kindly. ‘I’ll send you the catalogue, Clara. We imported all of this furniture, the chairs, tables and stands, from Hong Kong.’ She dropped her voice to a whisper. ‘But I must say that when it arrived William got a shock.’


‘What? At the bill?’ Mrs Foster boomed.


Lalla giggled. ‘Oh no! He didn’t mind the cost. He was most impressed with the whole consignment, especially those big winged armchairs, but when I announced I intended to have them all painted white … well, you can imagine! He really bridled. But I just told him to trust me and went ahead. He’s resigned to it now.’


‘Just as well,’ Mrs Foster said, looking about her. ‘It wouldn’t have the same impact in the dull old bamboo cane.’


All the women turned as Dr Thurlwell came to the door. Lalla glided over to meet him, the embroidered silk train of her dress making a slight shushing sound on the polished floor.


‘My dear,’ he said, kissing her on the cheek. ‘You do look beautiful.’


The guests sighed their appreciation of this well-trained husband, for Lalla did look lovely. Her thick blonde hair was swept up into wide rolls framing her face, with pert little strands allowed to fall loose, softening her fine features, and her white tea dress, showing off her curvaceous figure, was a dream. A very expensive dream, they all noted, set off by an emerald brooch at the high lacy collar. They had heard that this woman dressed to match the colour schemes of her reception rooms, and here was proof to take away with them.


‘The ladies are just leaving,’ she told her husband and he turned, disappointed. ‘Just my luck to be deprived of the company of three lovely ladies, but duty called. I hope you enjoyed your afternoon.’


‘Oh, indeed we did, Doctor. The tea was quite superb,’ Mrs Sutcliffe gushed.


Mrs Foster, a tall, bosomy woman, took the opportunity to snipe at her, in order to let the others know that she was not impressed by the office of the Speaker. Politicians, to Mrs Foster, were servants of the people and should be treated as such. She gathered herself up and looked down on little Mrs Sutcliffe: ‘One would hardly expect less of Mrs Thurlwell!’


As the maid led the visitors to the front door, William nudged Lalla and whispered, ‘Did they go along with it?’


‘Of course.’ She smiled confidently. ‘Biddy,’ she called to another maid, ‘where is Phoebe? I want her to say goodbye to the ladies.’


‘I can’t find her, ma’am,’ Biddy wailed. ‘We’ve been looking everywhere.’


‘Then look again!’ Lalla hissed as she sailed forth into the white-tiled lobby.


Two light carriages had presented themselves at the front door to carry off the visitors. Lalla, making small talk, fumed. Where was that brat? She had told her daughter to make herself scarce during tea but to be there when the ladies were ready to leave. It was typical of Phoebe to disappear when she was needed. God alone knew why she’d been stuck with a daughter who not only had a lisp and was as plain as pudding, but was also a defiant child, never easy to deal with, always arguing, contradicting her mother …


‘Good heavens!’ Mrs Foster exclaimed, staring as Phoebe came towards them, cutting across the circular lawn, the centrepiece of the driveway.


Lalla was mortified. Neatness was almost an obsession with her. Everything in her house had a place and everything in it had to be in place, right to the inch. Family attire must be kept immaculate, perfectly laundered with not a loose thread or button.


And now look at her daughter! Phoebe had lost one of her ribbons, so one plait was unravelled, and worse, her dress was torn, the sleeve ripped and a hem frill hanging loose, dragging on the ground like a grubby streamer.


‘Hello!’ she said cheerfully, gravitating like a magnet towards Mrs Foster, the most powerful pole. ‘Did you have a nice day?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ the woman replied. ‘What happened to you, child? Did you fall out of a tree?’


Phoebe treated her to a toothy grin. ‘Yeth I did! How did you know?’


‘These things happen.’ Mrs Foster shrugged as she stepped into the first carriage, and then laughed. ‘Test the branches in future, child. Test the branches.’


Standing beside the wretched girl, a forced smile on her face, Lalla bade her guests farewell and then turned on Phoebe. ‘What happened to you?’


‘I fell out of a tree.’


‘Haven’t I told you, ladies do not climb trees!’


‘Yes, but—’


Lalla shook her. ‘I don’t want to hear your buts. And what were you doing out the gate looking like that?’


‘I was in next door. I saw the boy next door and he was—’


‘What? You went next door?’ Ever since they’d moved into Somerset House, the Thurlwells had refused to acknowledge their neighbours. In fact, many a time William had tried to buy that property, on the end of the Point, but the German woman living there had constantly refused to sell, and so it had remained, a rustic cottage out of place beside the Thurlwell mansion.


‘I had to,’ Phoebe argued and, infuriated, Lalla slapped her across her face.


‘Get inside, you little wretch. Biddy! Give her a good bath and clean her up. I’ll attend to her later.’ She saw the frown on her husband’s face and rounded on him. ‘What are you looking at me like that for? Do you want her associating with them? Well, do you?’


‘No, of course not,’ he admitted lamely. William could never stand up to his wife’s head-on confrontations. She was a slight woman, with an air of grace and refinement accentuated by the pale colours and expensive materials she chose to wear, and though he loved and admired her, he was always startled by her aggression when there was any hint that he might disagree with her. Over the years he’d learned it was easier to allow Lalla to have her own way rather than experience the discomfort of her wordy belligerence.


Right now, though, there were more important matters at stake. William was a dedicated anti-federalist whose family had pioneered the great cattle runs in north-west Queensland. Now a band of reformers wanted to amalgamate all the Australian states into a commonwealth, and to the Thurlwell family, and many of their friends, this would mean a loss of power and, of course, an increase in taxes. A federal government couldn’t operate on thin air, so where else would the money come from but out of the pockets of men who were already supporting state governments? To William it was preposterous, and he was delighted that Lalla had taken up the cause with her usual energy.


‘What did Mrs Foster say?’ he asked her.


‘She was a pushover. She can’t stand politicians at the best of times and the thought of electing another batch has just about given her the vapours. She’s happy to join our movement and will donate rather substantially, I believe.’


‘Excellent.’ He nodded. ‘And what about Mrs Sutcliffe?’


‘She’s a fool of a woman. She let it slip that Harold Sutcliffe is in favour of federation.’


‘Did she now? That’s interesting. He’s been giving the impression that he’s against, and by God, he’s on the committee chosen to produce a report on the subject.’


‘He might change his mind.’ Lalla smiled. ‘Mrs Foster gave his wife a good talking-to. I didn’t have to bother at all. By the time Belle Foster was finished with her she was all our way, and she promised to speak to her husband.’


‘If he’ll listen to her.’


‘He might if she remembers to tell him that the Fosters hold a swag of votes in his electorate. But there’s another problem. When the other two went for a walk in the garden, Clara Buchanan said not to tell her mother, but that her husband fancies the idea of a union of states. She didn’t want to give me the wrong impression by not mentioning his attitude in front of Belle.’


‘And did you tell Mrs Foster?’


‘Of course not. Ben Buchanan has always had political ambitions. He could be useful.’


‘Bloody idiot. Why doesn’t he stay in the bush and look after his own affairs?’


‘Because he’s not doing so well these days. He sold his cattle station up north and bought another one outside Charleville. About five hundred miles due west, Clara says. All was well for a start but now they’re facing a drought. Besides, he likes being in town.’


‘But he’s against us,’ William said.


‘Not necessarily. I suggest we find a way to get Ben Buchanan into the State Parliament. On condition he joins us in opposing federalism. He’d jump at the chance.’


William laughed. ‘My dear, you should have been a politician yourself.’


‘No. Even if ladies were admitted, I haven’t the patience for it. Buchanan’s easily swayed. We have to encourage him, so let’s invite Clara and Ben to stay with us for a while before they go home. That should do it.’


‘Now listen to me, darlin’,’ Biddy said as she brushed the girl’s hair. ‘Don’t be answering back yer ma. Just be quiet.’


‘She hit me again!’ Phoebe snapped.


‘Never mind that. She got a fright to see your dress all torn. She thought you must have been attacked or somethin’.’


‘And thay I had been? Is that a reason to thlap my fathe? She’th a beast. I hate her.’


‘Oh, dear Lord, you mustn’t say things like that. And don’t be getting upset, you’re messing up your s’s again. Say the practice words after me: Bess, mess, Tess, less.’


Phoebe repeated the words without a trace of a lisp, and Biddy smiled. ‘There you are, you’re perfectly good at them, you just forget when you get all het up.’


‘Mother doesn’t think … so,’ Phoebe replied, making a special effort with ‘so’. ‘She … says … I’m a booby.’


‘Oh never!’ Biddy replied, but it was true. She worried as she tied an apron over Phoebe’s clean dress. All very well to say children should be seen and not heard, but this poor little love was never allowed to speak in company, which was why she’d been shunted out of the way this afternoon, to be produced like a kewpie doll when the visitors were leaving. It was the missus herself who brought on the child’s lisp, with her bullying ways; Phoebe was never as bad with the servants or with her father. Trouble was, the more madam bullied her, the more the kid fought back. She was a feisty little miss with a grand sense of her rights. Biddy sighed. Hadn’t she herself learned the hard way to keep her mouth shut? But it was difficult to explain to a girl living in the lap of luxury. Biddy was nearly thirty but she felt as old as Methuselah listening to Phoebe.


When she’d been Phoebe’s age, Biddy Donovan, the daughter of Irish immigrants, had been living in the shanty town on the south side. Jim Donovan had scrimped and saved to bring his family out here to find a better life, and an easier clime for his wife, who was suffering from consumption. But the long voyage had been too much for her and she’d died just as the ship was entering Moreton Bay.


Endeavouring to keep his promise to the dying woman to look after the girls, Jim had soon found a job on a road gang and rented a two-roomed cottage for his family. He slept on the tiny veranda, Biddy remembered sadly, with his three girls – Maureen, who was sixteen, Tess, thirteen, and Biddy, twelve – in the bedroom behind him, well guarded by their brave Dadda.


Maureen became the housekeeper, and Jim managed to place Tess and Biddy in a school just up the road. Schooling was expensive, a luxury for families like the Donovans, so Maureen had to be careful with her pennies in this land of bountiful food. In return for her success with his meagre budget, Jim insisted that the two younger girls share their lessons of an evening with their sister, so that she would be educated too. He always sat in, listening, and ‘for fun’ would ask the girls if he could have a try. Solemnly they included him in their lessons, knowing that Dadda had never learned to read or write, knowing that he was more eager than any of them to have an ‘edjication’. Poor Dadda.


Then there was the time they came home from school to find the stove not lit, no dinner prepared, and Maureen, battered and bleeding, curled up on the bed they shared.


Jim’s rage was terrifying. Neighbours came in to calm him, to no avail. It was the first time, but not the last, that Biddy was to hear the word ‘rape’. Alone in the house all day, Maureen had been a prime target for their landlord, who’d made his way inside to inspect the house, and then attacked the girl.


Biddy could still hear her father weeping, blaming himself for not protecting his daughter. She could still hear women whispering that Maureen should not have fought back, that it would have gone better for her had she not, that she wouldn’t have taken such a beating. And it had taken a long time for Biddy’s rage to subside, for her to learn to stop fighting back, to bow her head and accept the hardships of factory work. When she found a better job in service, her battling days were over. Biddy could bob and say ‘Yes, sir, no sir’ with the best of them, no matter what she thought privately. That was what she was trying to teach Phoebe.


She could still see Maureen in the hospital, her head bandaged, her face like a purple balloon, her poor bloodshot eyes wild and frightened. She never recovered, dying in the loony bin six years later. As the neighbours said, the landlord, Tom Cranston, a beefy old butcher, had bashed the brains out of her.


When Jim had confronted him, he’d denied it all, denied the scratches on his face too, until Jim had torn the clothes from him, revealing the long weals on his chest and back, where Maureen had tried to defend herself. He’d knocked him down, as everyone expected he would, and that had seemed the end of it, until he’d returned to the hospital, with the doctors shaking their heads and Maureen not knowing anyone. Nor ever would again.


Jim Donovan took a gun and shot Cranston dead right in front of his butcher’s shop. Biddy’s father was still serving life in the Brisbane jail.


Neighbours had shunted the two Donovan girls from house to house, their schooldays over, until they’d ended up in a workhouse and then faring for themselves in a cellar in the shanty town. It always seemed strange to Biddy that Tess had taken to the streets, earning a living from the sex that had killed Maureen.


By the time Biddy had learned to make her way in service, she didn’t want to know about men or sex; she just wanted to do her job, have a clean room and get paid … live a safe life. If others taunted her that she’d end up an old maid, Biddy didn’t care. Better safe than sorry, she always said. She had visited her father in prison until he’d told her to keep away, that having a jailbird for a father wouldn’t go down well on her history. He’d blessed her and told her to be a good girl and remember him in her prayers. He no longer made any mention of Tess, and by then Biddy had lost touch with her sister.


But as Cook once said: ‘Misery isn’t choosy. Rich or poor, youse can be miserable. And to my mind Miss Phoebe is just as bloody miserable as we was when we was kids. Pity that father of hers don’t speak up. Weak as piss he is.’


The door opened, interrupting Biddy’s reminiscences, and, well-trained, she came up with a bright response: ‘Here she is, madam, none the worse for wear.’


She was ignored. Her mistress confronted the child. ‘How dare you climb trees!’


‘I had to get my ball.’


‘We have gardeners. Why didn’t you call them?’


‘I forgot.’


She grabbed Phoebe by the ear and ran her to the window. ‘You’re lying. You deliberately climbed the tree to go next door. Get out of those clothes!’


Knowing what was coming, Biddy gathered her courage and spoke up: ‘Excuse me, ma’am, she fell out of the tree, ’twas lucky she didn’t hurt herself.’


‘Did I ask you to speak?’ Lalla flared, She stood tapping her foot as Phoebe removed her apron and dress to stand defiantly in her vest and bloomers.


‘Now,’ she said, her voice quiet and menacing, ‘you didn’t have the ball when you eventually came home. Where is it?’


‘Thtill in the tree I thuppothe,’ Phoebe lisped.


‘Stop that baby talk immediately! You didn’t fall out of the tree, you haven’t got a mark on you. You took yourself over there to defy me. Isn’t that the truth?’


‘No!’ Phoebe shouted. ‘I saw the boy and the snake and he was frightened and he couldn’t move, so I ran to find his mother and tell her, and she came out and the German lady came too—’


‘Ha! Did you hear that?’ Lalla turned to Biddy. ‘She didn’t fall out of the tree.’ She shook Phoebe. ‘Did you?’


‘No. I jumped. I had to jump. I had to get his mother.’


‘There you are, we have half of the truth, you little wretch! All of a sudden she’s the heroine. A snake! If there were one, you didn’t think those people could deal with it without your help?’


‘I had to tell them.’


‘I see.’ Lalla’s voice was silky. ‘So you saw a snake in their garden, and completely unafraid, you leapt down into danger instead of staying safely in the tree. Then what?’


As Biddy watched, Phoebe mistook her mother’s quieter tone for real interest, and launched into a breathless explanation, her lisp forgotten in her excitement. ‘You should have seen what happened! The boy couldn’t move, that big snake was right in front of him and it was waving its head all about, ready to bite him, so I ran to the house and the two ladies came out—’


‘Ladies!’ Lalla looked to the heavens in disgust.


Phoebe rushed on. ‘I told them about the snake, and the boy’s mother went down there and she sat on the grass on the other side of the snake and started to sing to it, a little song we could hardly hear.’


‘Who are we?’ Lalla demanded.


‘The German lady. You know.’


‘I do not know any such thing!’


Biddy stifled a sigh. The Thurlwells had been living next door to Mrs Beckman for more than twelve years.


‘Anyway,’ Phoebe continued, ‘his mother sat right close to the snake and sang to it, and it gave up frightening the boy and turned to her, and it listened to her for a real long time and then it stopped poking its tongue at her and nothing happened. It just slid away like she’d told it to go home and be good.’


‘I see. She told the snake to go home?’


‘Yes.’


Quick as a flash, Lalla slapped her daughter’s face again and Phoebe fell back, banging her head on the windowsill.


Biddy jumped, feeling the sting of the slap herself, but she dared not intervene.


‘Pack of lies!’ Lalla snapped. ‘You expect me to believe that rot? You were in there playing with that boy. Did he touch you?’ She was shaking her daughter. ‘Where did he touch you?’


‘Nowhere!’ Phoebe screamed.


‘So you were playing with him?’


‘No.’


Lalla went to the cupboard and brought out the switch. She pushed her daughter over a chair and beat her until her own rage was assuaged, and then wearily turned to Biddy. ‘I should have the doctor examine her by rights.’


‘Oh no, ma’am,’ Biddy pleaded.


Not one sound had Phoebe made during the beating, but now she turned on her mother. ‘I hate you!’


Lalla sighed, delicately fingering her hair before the mirror: ‘No you don’t. I’ve never met a child who could invent such outrageous tales as you do. Now that you’re getting older I have to be even more watchful of you. She thinks she’s hard done by, Biddy, but a mother has to care. I know what girls can get up to.’


‘Takes one to know one,’ Biddy mumbled.


‘What did you say?’


‘I said, “It’s hard to know, ma’am”,’ Biddy hastily improvised.


‘Yes. Put her to bed. No supper.’


‘But she didn’t have any tea.’


‘Give her bread and water then.’


Biddy nudged the child as she slipped the nightdress over her head, and Phoebe knew that though Biddy would bring her bread and water on a tray, in the pockets of her skirt there’d be some goodies wrapped in one of her mother’s damask table napkins. She loved Biddy, and understood why none of the servants could talk back to her mother, no matter how mean she was to them. But she could. Her mother would have to kill her to shut her up.


When the adults had left the room, Phoebe lay on her stomach, allowing herself to groan. Her ear hurt and her bottom stung like fire. One of these days, she vowed, when she was certain she could speak without the baby lisp, she’d really tell her mother off in front of all her important friends. She’d so love to make a scene … one of these days.


Her mind drifted back to the neighbours. She couldn’t understand why her mother hated them. The boy’s mother was very dignified and had the most beautiful dark eyes. She hadn’t panicked when Phoebe had run to her to tell her about the snake; her smile had been a caress in itself, as if she’d known Phoebe all her life. And she’d handed her on to the German lady, who had edged forward fearfully, clinging to Phoebe to watch the drama. It had been so comforting, so unfamiliar to be gathered into the skirts of this plump lady who smelled so fresh, like newly ironed linen, without the overpowering perfume her mother used, that Phoebe was astonished.


‘Such a good girl you are,’ the German lady had said when the snake had gone. ‘You come in and I sew up your dress like new.’


‘No, no! Thank you, but I have to go,’ Phoebe had said, and fled. She hadn’t worried that her dress was torn as she ran out of their gate and along the grassy patch to her own front garden, until she saw the women gaping and her mother’s cold stare.


‘Biddy,’ she asked, when the maid came back with her miserable tray and a surreptitious supply of chicken sandwiches and crunchy butternut biscuits, ‘why doesn’t my mother like the neighbours?’


‘I don’t know,’ Biddy replied, rather than try to explain.


‘It was true what I told Mama,’ Phoebe said. ‘About the snake.’


‘And I’d be believin’ you, but leave well alone, my love. Leave well alone.’


The snake episode was long forgotten. As the years passed, Diamond became increasingly concerned about her son’s future.


‘He’s fourteen, Oma,’ Diamond said. ‘We have to find him a job. He can’t go on living here as if he’s our gardener and handyman; he needs a real job.’


‘I know, dear, I know,’ Gussie Beckman worried. ‘I’ve made enquiries but when I tell them he’s a coloured boy, they say no. I tell them he’s educated, his English is good but they don’t want to listen.’


Diamond smiled. ‘Something will turn up. You found me a job at that age.’


‘As a housemaid,’ Gussie sniffed. ‘You deserved better.’


‘It was the best you could do for a black girl, and I coped. Now, you’re tired, and it’s a chilly night. You go to bed and I’ll bring you in some hot cocoa.’


Gussie packed away her embroidery and heaved herself out of the chair. ‘Oh my, getting old I am, darling, but I can still make my own cocoa.’


‘No you won’t. Off to bed, I’ve turned it down for you.’


The old woman tucked her shawl about her shoulders. ‘You’re too good to me, you spoil me.’


‘Good to you?’ Diamond echoed. ‘After all you’ve done for me? Get along with you.’ She went through to the kitchen and stoked up the stove to boil some milk, then stared out of the window at the twinkling lights of Brisbane across the river, remembering the twelve-year-old Aborigine waif that these good people, Captain and Gussie Beckman, had adopted.


She’d been frightened out of her wits when they took her home, and on the first night had hidden in their woodshed, refusing to come out. But they’d been patient with her and had gradually gained her confidence. As Gussie often said, Diamond’s arrival had turned her life about, taken away the loneliness of a sea widow in a strange land. They’d called her Diamond after the Countess Diamantina, wife of the Governor of Queensland. The Countess was European, and since Gussie was German, struggling with a new country and a new language, Diamantina was her heroine. Gussie’s husband had been captain of a merchant ship that plied the route between Melbourne and Java, with Brisbane as home port. He was away for months on end, so her first years in Brisbane had been miserable until Diamond was put into her hands. With the energy of a woman long deprived of someone to care for, Gussie took charge of the girl. She taught her English, which to this day Diamond spoke with a slight German accent; she taught her to cook, to sew, and as their relationship grew, Gussie took on the education of the girl she now regarded as her daughter. There was always great excitement in the house when their beloved Captain came home, for then Diamond would read to him and show him her workbooks, where Gussie had taught her to write and to do sums. After the slap-up dinner, of course, which they had cooked for him.


Diamond sighed, remembering the welcome-home dinners. They’d been a happy little family, until tragedy struck. A happy trio, just as she and Gussie and Ben were now. But this wouldn’t last either, she knew that. So many things she knew, that she couldn’t explain to other people. They were earth stories, tribal thoughts, inherited from another plane of knowledge which she’d learned never to doubt. She couldn’t pass them on to Ben because bereft of her heritage of inter-family traditions he could not hope to understand. His father was a white man. In her learned language Diamond called these thoughts intuition and left it at that, but already she could see a storm shadow over their happiness. Sometimes, of a night, she sat for hours out there on the cliff edge, searching for guidance, for a star plan in that brilliant ordered sky, a plan that would provide a life path for Ben.


She jumped as the milk sizzled, boiling over, then rescued the remains, cleaned the black stove and set Gussie’s tray,


Oma, as Ben had been taught to call her – German for Grandmother – was kneeling by the bed in her nightdress, saying her prayers. As always, Diamond joined in the final refrain: ‘God bless our dear Captain and from heaven have him watch over us. Amen.’


When Gussie was settled, Diamond handed her the tray. ‘Ben seems determined to go to sea like the Captain,’ she said, but the older woman shook her head.


‘You mustn’t allow this. It’s not because the Captain’s ship went down; that was the will of God. But a coloured boy on a ship would lead a terrible life, he’d be worth nothing. The best he could ever become would be a deckhand and he’d be lucky to survive that. Diamond, he’s a handsome young boy.’


Diamond laughed. ‘I know. I’m proud of Ben, he’s beautiful. He has lovely olive skin and his father’s straight brown hair, not frizzy like mine. When he grows up he’ll be a handsome man. Why would anyone complain?’


As she spoke she saw the fear in Gussie’s eyes. ‘Oma, what’s wrong?’


‘Give me my rosary beads,’ Oma said, and as Diamond handed them to her, she clutched them and whispered: ‘The Captain never spoke of these things but I voyaged with him, as you know. When there are no women about, men do strange things. While I was aboard he flogged a man for attacking one of the deckhands, and when I visited the boy in sickbay I was shocked. I still didn’t quite understand, so I searched the logbooks for similar floggings and found them. They were flogged for buggery. So … you listen to me, girl. Aboard ship Ben would be in danger, and a coloured boy might not have the protection of the officers.’


‘If anyone touched my son like that I’d put a curse on him that would rot his innards,’ Diamond said stoutly.


‘A bit late,’ Gussie retorted. ‘I blame myself, filling his head with all my stories of the Captain. He only knows about the sea from the wheelhouse.’


‘No, no! The presence of the Captain has kept us a family. If Ben persists I will just have to explain things to him. When he’s a grown man he can make his own decisions.’


On the way back to the kitchen Diamond looked in on Ben, who was sleeping soundly under the soft down cover with its buttoned broderie sheet. One arm was flung wide and he looked so vulnerable she despaired.


Could she have taught him more? Taught him there were ways of protection? But what were they? They had only come to her over the years from the mists of time, like something that was already in place. Ben was half white. Would any of that knowledge ever filter through to him, the mystic other sense? He hadn’t been able to cope with old man snake that time. If she hadn’t come down to quieten it, he could have been bitten.


She remembered the incident of the cruel housekeeper. She’d never told Gussie about that.


When the Captain was reported drowned at sea, their world had fallen apart. Left with no means of support, Gussie was forced to return to her family in Germany, but she couldn’t take Diamond with her.


‘She did the best she could for me,’ Diamond murmured.


Gussie had found her a live-in job as a housemaid and left her what money she could spare.


‘Underneath it all, I was still a wild one in those days,’ she recalled now, remembering the abuse and beatings she’d taken at the hands of the housekeeper. She still had a sense of guilt at her reaction. The woman had died of snake bite, and it wasn’t by accident that the snake had found its way into her room …


No, Gussie would not appreciate that story. But she’d told her most of the rest. How she’d travelled north and learned to fend for herself against both black and white men, until she met and fell in love with Ben Buchanan, the owner of Caravale cattle station. That had been a wonderful, romantic time. With Ben as her lover she’d hoped she’d found a home at last, but it was not to be. Ben had decided to marry a white woman and had coldly ordered Diamond to leave.


For some years she’d struggled to earn a living any way she could. Eventually she’d joined friends who were heading north for the Palmer goldfields, her only aim being to make contact with members of her own tribe, the Irukandji people. But it was the tribal people who’d shown her where to find gold, enough to last her for the rest of her life!


Then she’d heard that Ben Buchanan was also on the goldfields, and like so many others was dangerously ill, having succumbed to fever. Diamond nursed him gladly and brought him out to the coast, waiting to tell him her good news, that she had buried a cache of gold nuggets in the scrub. But as soon as he recovered he reverted to his old self, the arrogant pastoralist, treating her with contempt as his ‘nigger woman’ and eventually leaving her, as he thought, destitute in a little northern port.


Broken-hearted once again, and now carrying his child, Diamond had made her way back to Brisbane, believing that no amount of money could compensate for the loss of the man she loved so deeply.


She closed her son’s door and retreated to the kitchen.


Time had healed the wounds; she wasn’t bitter about that man any more, and the birth of their son was her greatest joy. And of course the gold had helped. She’d bought this house, not without difficulty since no one wanted to sell to a ‘nigger’, but she’d overcome that problem by writing to her adoptive mother, inviting her to return to Australia to live with her. Gussie Beckman had been thrilled to hear from her. For years she’d been living on the charity of relatives who resented her, so she was only too happy to board the next available ship to Brisbane.


An Aborigine with a hoard of gold would have created too much suspicion, so their solicitor, Joseph Mantrell, sold the gold for her, nugget by nugget, over the years. He opened a bank account in the name of Mrs Augusta Beckman and the house was also bought in that name. When Diamond told him it would be a long time before the Northern gold fields were mined out, he invested in gold shares for her and, incidentally, for himself. A very profitable venture for both of them. Only Mantrell knew that these two quiet, reserved clients of his were wealthy women.


Thunder rolled across the hills and Diamond closed the windows along the front of the house. The coming storm made her feel even more nervous. A storm was imminent in their lives too, and she felt helpless to prevent it.


‘We must find something for Ben to do,’ she whispered. ‘I must be able to find a steady path for him where he’ll be safe from the humiliations I had to endure.’


When Gussie came home with the good news that she had found a place for Ben, his mother was thrilled. ‘Where, Oma? Tell me quickly.’


‘It isn’t much,’ Gussie said, taking off her hat. ‘But I saw a sign that said “Lad Wanted” and I marched right in. There I met a nice man, Mr O’Neill, who owns big stables and a saddle-making factory in New Farm.’


‘What would he want Ben to do?’


‘He said he could start off as a stableboy to learn to look after the horses, and if he proved to be a good boy—’


‘You did say he was a good boy?’ Diamond interrupted eagerly.


‘Would I not? I said he was a good lad, from a good family, and knew his lessons. Mr O’Neill was surprised to hear that he could read and write, even though—’


‘He is coloured?’ Diamond said.


‘Yes. No need to hang your head, missy. Mr O’Neill said he has a son of his own, a bit older than Ben, and it had been the devil of a job to make him learn his lessons. I saw the lad, his name is Cash, or that’s what it sounded like. He works in the saddlery now, and that’s why the gentleman needs a stableboy. He’ll be good company for Ben.’


‘If he accepts him,’ Diamond said.


‘Oh poof! He will, boys are all the same. I’m to take Ben there in the morning. Where is he?’


‘I don’t know. He wandered off after lunch. He’s probably gone over to the wharves again.’ She saw Gussie’s disapproval. ‘I can’t keep him locked up here, he’s not a baby!’


‘Yes, I know. But soon he’ll be working and kept too busy to be hanging about those places.’ She took out her purse and put several sovereigns on the table. Every month it was Gussie’s duty to draw cash and check their accounts. Sometimes Diamond went with her, waiting outside, and then they enjoyed an afternoon outing, strolling through the Botanical Gardens, which Diamond loved. When he was younger Ben looked forward to these days, but eventually he lost interest, although he still liked to accompany them to the busy markets, listening to the shouts of the spruikers, eating toffee apples and talking with his friends.


It was at the Saturday markets that Diamond had first met the ragged beggars who were Ben’s friends from the wharves, and although her heart went out to them, she recognized their sly, calculating eyes, old beyond their years, and she feared for her son in their company. Time and again she’d tried to tell Ben there was no need for him to mix with them, but her arguments fell on deaf ears. None of the white children in the street were permitted to play with him, nor did he seem interested in them. All the fun and excitement he required could be found down on the wharves, and in that world he’d made friends his own age. Or so he thought.


‘I brought home the bank statement,’ Gussie said.


Both women studied the careful handwriting. This was their lifeline and they guarded it minutely, watching for any discrepancies, convinced that bankers might attempt to cheat them. They never spoke of Diamond’s gold these days, only of their shared nest egg which still stood at more than ten thousand pounds, thanks to their cautious lifestyle and their continuing success in the share market.


Having perused the statement, Diamond grinned. ‘We’re still not broke.’ It was a standing joke between two women who desperately feared poverty. ‘I’m glad you found Ben a job, Gussie. I was beginning to think we’d have to leave here and buy him a farm.’


‘Good God! He’s too young to own a farm, I’m too old to run one and you don’t know anything about them.’


Diamond shrugged. ‘It was just an idea. If he was a bit older I’d buy him a country property. That would be perfect for him.’


‘Good money after bad,’ Gussie sniffed. ‘Let him learn something first.’


Diamond kept glancing at the back door, waiting for Ben as the afternoon sun began yellowing in the sky. ‘If anything happens to me,’ she said, ‘will you give him an allowance, Gussie? But don’t hand over the bank money.’


‘Nothing will happen to you,’ Gussie retorted. ‘I’m the one making old bones. I’ve written my will and Mr Mantrell has it. It turns everything back to you. It frightens me, Diamond. You’re settled now, no one will bother you any more. Let me transfer everything back to your name.’


‘No. Ben is not a good judge of character yet, we’ve seen that.’ She laughed. ‘Probably because he hasn’t had to learn the hard way like I did. You’ll know when is the right time to hand on to him. When he is responsible enough to look after both of you.’


Gussie shook her head. ‘Enough of this morbid talk. I think you’ve just got the willies because Ben is late home. You mustn’t worry so much. He’s a good lad, he’ll be in soon.’


Ben was having a grand day. A big ship had come upriver, the Southern Star from Plymouth, and the passengers were being ferried ashore. Further down, a steamer was loading for the South Coast, and a picnic party of swells was waiting to board the lighter to take them to one of the islands.


He climbed on top of some wool bales to watch the busy scene. The immigrants in their heavy northern clothes – dark cloaks, shawls and bonnets – clutched bundles and stared open-mouthed at the laughing group of picnickers, the men in white suits and the women looking pretty in summery dresses and toying with gay parasols.


As the crowds grew, so did the noise and excitement, with sweaty porters trying to push their way through, shouting: ‘Make way! Make way!’ Ben realized there was an opportunity here to earn a few pennies, so he jumped down and ducked through to a portly gentleman who was standing, frustrated, with his family and their baggage, unable to catch a porter.


‘Carry your bags, sir?’ he called, but his friend Willy Sloane was there first.


‘This is my job,’ he grinned, ‘but you can give me a hand.’ He tipped his cap to the gentleman. ‘Me mate and me, we’ll carry the big trunk for you, sir, penny each.’


The man ignored this grubby urchin, and his wife and daughter huddled nervously beside him, but Willy was persistent. He jerked his head at the soft fluffy clouds gathering in the distance. ‘Best you get movin’, sir, them clouds can blow up in a second here, blow you off’n yer feet if they don’t drench youse first.’


Ben stared at the clouds. They were harmless, they drifted over at this time every day and passed on without a drop of moisture to spend, but the immigrant had taken the bait.


‘Very well,’ he said. ‘You can take these bags as well.’ He dumped a bedroll and carpetbag on top of the trunk. ‘We’ll carry the rest ourselves,’ he told the women.


‘Customs and immigration shed down this way,’ Willy said, the deal done. ‘You take the other end, Ben.’


The trunk felt like a ton weight, but the two boys struggled manfully with both hands on the leather straps, trying not to spill the extra load, banging their ankles on the trunk.


‘I shoulda said tuppence for this lot,’ Willy puffed. ‘Tuppence each. I bet it’s full of bloody stones.’


The family had moved ahead of them, carrying their own pieces with ease, but when Willy and Ben stopped to rest and resettle the bags on top, their employer shouted at them to get a move on, obviously not impressed by their efforts. ‘And don’t scratch that trunk,’ he shouted. ‘A pretty penny it cost.’


‘Chuck it in the river if he don’t shut up,’ Willy gritted.


‘We’re nearly there,’ Ben said. ‘And you can keep the tuppence. I’ll find another job.’


‘You’re a good sport,’ Willy said as they stumbled into the shed, where people were sorting themselves into queues. ‘This’ll do.’ They dumped the heavy trunk and the man handed Ben, who was the closest, two pennies, without another word.


‘Stay here,’ he instructed the women, ‘while I see what’s doing.’


‘See you later then,’ Ben said, passing the pennies to Willy.


As he left the shed he turned back for a moment and noticed that the women were anxiously watching their man instead of keeping an eye on the luggage. And then it happened so fast he wasn’t sure if it had happened at all. The carpetbag that had been resting on the trunk was gone, and so was Willy. Ben was confused. Had Willy pinched it? No, he wouldn’t do such a stupid thing. Probably one of the women had lifted it down and it was in among the jumble of their other goods. He shrugged. He could hardly go back to make sure.


Outside there was a commotion. An old woman had collapsed and people were pushing and shoving, calling out that she should be given air as she lay on salt-worn timbers.


Ben managed to get to the front of the crush, curious as always. ‘Is she dying?’ he asked.


‘No, it’s just the heat,’ a woman said, kneeling to help her. ‘Can you get her some water, lad?’


Water? There were taps but no cups. Then he remembered that all the lorries that brought wool and produce from the warehouses carried water bags, so he darted through the sheds, unhooked one of the canvas bags from the back of the nearest lorry and ran back with it.


The woman was sitting up, though looking very dizzy, with other women supporting her, and she meekly accepted the water as they lifted the bag to her mouth.


‘Thank you,’ she said to Ben. ‘I don’t know what came over me.’


The drama was over and people moved away, but Ben waited: he had to return the water bag. With all chances of finding another portering job gone, he made his way back through the sheds and carefully replaced it. She hadn’t drunk much, so it didn’t need refilling. Haulers never minded kids taking a swig from their bags but they could be nasty if they were left empty.


Standing away from the wharves, which were quieter now, he decided he might as well go home, be early for dinner for a change. Besides, he’d promised Mum he’d clean out that damn chicken coop. They only kept a dozen or so chooks, down at the end of the side garden, and from his point of view they were more trouble than they were worth.


‘There he is!’ a man shouted, and Ben turned to see what this latest racket was about. He was stunned to find a group of men racing towards him, led by the gentleman from the ship, his coat-tails flying.


‘That’s the one!’ he yelled. ‘Grab him! He stole my luggage.’


‘I did not!’ Ben retorted, but two customs clerks grabbed him anyway and shoved him forward so roughly his head almost crashed into his accuser’s stomach.


The man was in such a rage he belted Ben across the ear with a hand of iron, and Ben reeled back, his head ringing with the pain of it. ‘You damned thief!’ roared the new arrival. ‘Where is it? You stole my carpetbag, and by the Lord you’ll give it back!’


With a sinking heart Ben realized what had happened, but that knowledge wouldn’t help him now. ‘I never touched your bag, sir,’ he said. ‘I swear to God I never did.’


‘Don’t add blasphemy to your sins!’ He made another swipe at Ben, who was able to sidestep since the interested clerks had loosened their hold on him.


This was the time, Ben decided, to make a run for it, but he’d left it too late; a policeman was bearing down on them. ‘What’s all this?’


‘I’ve been robbed, Constable,’ the gentleman said. ‘I am the Reverend Craddock from Plymouth. No sooner stepped ashore than I have been robbed of a carpetbag of valuables. A disgrace I call it and I will certainly report this to the Bishop, but here’s the culprit. I want him charged and my property returned.’


‘I didn’t steal anything!’ Ben insisted, but the constable grabbed him by the ear.


‘Where is it? And don’t lie to me. I’ve had a gutful of you young hoodlums pinching every bloody thing you can lay your hands on round here. Tell me where it is and it’ll go easier for you.’


‘I didn’t touch it!’ Ben repeated, worried what his mother would say if she heard about this.


‘He lies!’ the Reverend shouted. ‘He carried my luggage with another young scoundrel. I paid him tuppence and the minute I turned my back he was gone, taking my property with him, the ungrateful wretch.’


‘Did you see him take it?’ the constable asked.


‘Of course I did.’


‘You just said your back was turned,’ Ben challenged him. ‘So how could you have seen me? I only walked out the door to where the old lady—’


‘Shut your mouth!’ the policeman said. ‘Don’t get smart with me. Who was your mate? The one working with you?’


‘I don’t know,’ Ben said. ‘Just one of the lads. I don’t know his name.’


‘The hell you don’t!’ The constable turned to Ben’s accuser. ‘I’d say your bag’s gone, Reverend. They work in pairs. This one’s the decoy to draw you off. But they won’t get away with it. I’ll take him in and he’ll soon put us on to his mate. They’re not too smart once they see the inside of a cell. Now, where can I find you once I’ve got this sorted out?’


‘St John’s Church in Fortitude Valley,’ the cleric replied, ‘and I don’t accept that my bag is simply “gone”, as you put it. I want it found, do you hear me? I demand that my property be returned to me and these scoundrels punished. I expect you to see to it!’


He stormed away while the constable, cursing both the robbed and the robbers, clamped handcuffs on Ben and shoved him out into the street.


‘Why won’t you listen to me?’ Ben complained. ‘I never touched his bag. You wait till my mother hears about this,’ he added, hoping the introduction of an adult on to his side might even the odds. ‘She’ll be really angry and you’ll get the blame for arresting an innocent person.’


The constable stared at him. ‘Jesus! For a kid you’ve got a mouth on you,’ and then he laughed. ‘Your ma’s coming down, is she? Well, she’d better look out I don’t lock her up too.’ He gave Ben a hefty kick in the backside. ‘Get along with you!’


After he’d slung the kid in the pen with the day’s collection of thieves, drunks and rowdies, Constable Ray Dolan gave the details to the duty officer. ‘His name is Ben Beckman. Looks like his daddy was a German. And I’ll bet he’s nowhere to be seen. Charge: theft of a carpetbag containing valuables from Reverend Craddock, who’s a cranky piece of work, I might add. Bellowing at me to return his property. The half-caste kid had a partner on the job, could have been any one of them little bastards that hang about the docks.’


‘And the Reverend’s stuff would have been flogged off by this,’ the duty officer said with a sigh.


‘To be sure, them kids have got thievin’ down to a fine art. But listen, the Beckman kid had the cheek to threaten me that his ma would be comin’ down here on the warpath.’ Constable Dolan smirked. ‘So we’d better watch out for a black gin to come bowlin’ in.’


‘Scary stuff that,’ the other policeman laughed. ‘Do you reckon she’s in on the thievin’ too?’


‘Nothin’ surer. By the sound of things the contents of that bag would keep her and her mates in booze for a month. If she turns up we’ll hold her too.’


Diamond was angry with Ben for being late, but she was also restless. She had a feeling that something was very wrong. She watched the last ferry cross the river but there was still no sign of him.


‘Don’t be worrying,’ Oma said. ‘He’s a sensible boy, he won’t be far away, and it’s not dark yet, this fine evening. We’ll wait dinner for a while.’


Impatiently Diamond went to the front of the house and then on to the front gate, standing awhile before she walked down the road a little, hoping to see him in the distance. The girl from next door, Phoebe, was strolling idly in the driveway of Somerset House.


‘Have you seen Ben anywhere?’ Diamond asked her.


Phoebe looked up in surprise. ‘No, ma’am.’


‘I thought he might have been wandering about here somewhere. He’s late for dinner.’


‘Will he get into trouble?’


Diamond smiled. ‘Do you think he ought to?’


‘Not if he has a good excuse,’ Phoebe said stoutly.


‘He always has that. He’s a good talker.’


‘I’m not. I get nervous and my tongue gets tangled up and I lisp.’


‘You’re not lisping now.’


‘You don’t make me nervous. I remember that you can charm snakes.’


‘Well, there you are,’ Ben’s mother said. She broke a dead stick from a tree and drew a snake in the sand. ‘I think if a snake could talk it might lisp but it wouldn’t worry him.’


Phoebe laughed. ‘I don’t suppose it would.’


‘You see. Who cares?’ Diamond slid a soft dark finger down Phoebe’s cheek. ‘Forget about the lisp, it will go away.’


‘When?’


Diamond pondered this. ‘When you forget about it.’


Biddy came looking for Phoebe. ‘There you are! Dinner’s ready,’ she called. ‘Oh, it’s sorry I am, ma’am, I didn’t see you there.’


‘Mrs Beckman is looking for her son, he’s late,’ Phoebe said.


‘Isn’t that just like boys!’ Biddy grinned.


‘I’m learning,’ the neighbour said and flashed a smile at Phoebe before she went on her way.


Biddy was impressed. ‘She’s a gorgeous-looking woman that one,’ she said to Phoebe. ‘No matter the skin colour, she’d stand out against the best of them, I say.’


But Phoebe wasn’t listening. ‘I have to forget I’ve got a lisp,’ she told Biddy.


‘You do, do you?’ Biddy said drily. ‘Now get along. Your parents are waiting.’


Oma Beckman watched nervously as the sun dropped far too quickly from the sky. She used to tell Ben that it was in a hurry to light up the northern hemisphere, but now she wished it had taken its time, spared a little twilight for them, because Ben still had not come home.


‘I’ll walk down the road and see if I can find him,’ she said, ‘he might be playing down there somewhere.’


‘No,’ Diamond said. ‘I’ll go. It’s dark out there now, I’ll just keep walking until I find him.’


‘Ah, you mustn’t. You’re not well, dear.’


‘Nonsense. I’ve only got a cold. A walk will do me good.’


‘Maybe you should wait a little longer. You shouldn’t go down there at night.’


‘Oma! You fuss too much. I can look after myself, I’m not your little black girl any more.’ She disappeared into her bedroom and slipped a loose jacket over her blouse and long skirt, then unwound the colourful bandanna from round her head and replaced it with a grey scarf that she tied at the nape of her neck. Oma was right, of course, the dark streets of Brisbane could be dangerous for a lone Aborigine woman, but Diamond had lived in rougher towns than this and had long ago learned to fend for herself. She knew to wear drab clothes, so as not to draw attention to herself, and to move swiftly, with a determined air. And – she stepped behind the door so that Oma couldn’t see her – to take precautions. While she moved freely about the town during the day, she rarely went out at night, but now if she had to go down to the docks it was best to be careful.


She opened a wooden box that she kept under her bed and searched the contents until she found the bundle she’d been looking for. Then she put her foot on the side of the bed and strapped the knife to her ankle. ‘Just in case,’ she smiled grimly, remembering the bad old days when a fast slash with that knife had saved her from serious assaults.


‘But then you were young and beautiful,’ she sighed, ‘not just a dull woman out looking for her kid.’


She ran easily down the road, watching for Ben at every turn. When she entered the red-light district of Vulture Street she slowed, moving among dark groups of loiterers and peering into murky lanes and doorways. She approached several of the prostitutes to ask if they’d seen a young boy pass this way, and when they couldn’t help her she began to search the dim taverns. Ben had often come home pleased with himself that he’d earned a few pennies doing odd jobs on the wharves, even though he knew she disapproved. Maybe he’d found some chore in one of these places. After all, he was growing up and, like any boy, beginning to seek independence.


With no luck there she headed for the bridge, loping along beside carriages as they clattered towards the town.


‘Where is he?’ she kept asking herself, frightened now that he might be hurt and lying in some dark alleyway. Maybe he’d been run down by one of the vehicles that hurtled through the streets. She avoided the gardens, guessing that he wouldn’t be likely to be wandering through there at this hour, and kept to the busier streets that bordered the river. In no time she was back into the darker districts finding herself eventually on the deserted wharves.


Hours had passed. She was feeling hot and flushed, from the worry and all this exertion, she supposed, and was beginning to give up hope of finding him. What if she’d missed him and the little wretch was already safe at home with Oma? She thought of asking the police for help but she doubted they’d be interested in locating a coloured kid, and besides, she had an innate fear of the police. She’d never had any dealings with them, fortunately, and didn’t want to start now.


Before retracing her steps she thought of enquiring at the hospital, but just in time, she realized that this would be a waste of time: they didn’t treat coloureds. She sighed. She’d been living contentedly in the white world for so long now it was hard to remember that she wasn’t really part of it. Oma Beckman was her buffer against them.


Sadly she remembered Ben Buchanan, whom she’d last seen up there on the goldfields. She’d loved him so much and had been so happy to be with him. And just when she was preparing to surprise him, to tell him that she’d struck gold, he had dumped her: ‘You forget you’re just another nigger, Diamond. I couldn’t marry you!’ He’d left her, gone back to his cattle station. Sometimes she wondered what would have happened if she’d run after him to tell him about the gold. At the time her pride wouldn’t allow her to.


‘Wonder all you like,’ she told herself as she strode on. ‘He would still have despised you. You were only his bed-mate.’


Lost in concentration she blundered into two men who barred her way. One took her arm. ‘Looking for a man, love?’


‘Get away from me,’ she said, shaking him off, but the other man lurched at her, his foul breath sickening her.


‘Don’t you want to earn a few bob?’


He grabbed her belt and jerked her towards him, and instinctively Diamond’s right hand shot out, palm flattened as she delivered a sharp blow to his throat with the side of her hand.


As he fell back, choking, clutching his throat, the other bruiser threw a punch at Diamond. She easily sidestepped and moved away from them, only to be halted by a policeman swinging his truncheon. ‘What’s going on here?’


‘Nothing,’ Diamond said. ‘They’re just a bit merry.’


‘Like hell we are!’ the first assailant yelled. ‘That bloody black bitch attacked my mate here.’


The policeman grasped Diamond firmly and poked her in the back with the truncheon, preventing her from leaving. ‘Not so fast, Topsy. What happened to him?’ He indicated the other man who was still stumbling about, gasping for breath.


‘I told you,’ his friend said. ‘She attacked him. She’d have rolled him if I hadn’t been here to stop her.’


‘That’s not true,’ Diamond cried. ‘I was only walking down here looking for my son …’


‘Pull the other leg,’ the lawman snapped. ‘Did you do that to him?’


‘She’s a whore, a street-fighter, this one,’ her first assailant cried. ‘Damn near killed him!’


‘I did not!’ Diamond argued. ‘He’ll be all right. Please, sir,’ she said to the policeman, ‘I have to go.’


He slammed his truncheon across her back. ‘Shut your trap! You bloody boongs are a menace on the streets. What’s your name?’


When he struck her Diamond stumbled under the blow, almost to her knees, but as she went down she knew she had no hope of winning this argument so she kept going. As she dived forward almost at their knee level, the startled policeman lost his grip on her. Before he could regain control she was off, running down the dark street.


In her day she had been able to run for miles across the dangerous territory adjoining the Palmer goldfields, but now she was hindered by her long skirt and by a shortness of breath caused by the cold that had lingered for weeks. She turned the next corner with the policeman chasing angrily after her, frantically trying to think where she could find refuge. And then she had it! She raced towards a road and down the other side, past staring pedestrians, hearing the shouts of the policeman demanding that someone stop her.


The cry went up of ‘Stop thief!’ as she fled down an alleyway that led to busy Queen Street but instead of continuing through, she dived into a gap between two brick walls, wedging herself firmly in the dark crevice.


Diamond hardly dared breathe as her pursuer raced by. As soon as he’d passed she moved swiftly to the back door ot one of the buildings, thumping on it with her fist, her heart thudding as she did so.


‘Who is it?’ a woman’s voice called.


‘Let me in!’ Diamond cried, and the urgency of her tone spurred the person on the other side into action. She heard the heavy bolts slide back and as the door opened a few inches, she pushed her way in, slamming it behind her.


‘Lock it, quick!’ she said. ‘The police are after me.’


Her rescuer shot the bolts and turned to stare at Diamond in the dim light. ‘Who are you?’


‘Is Goldie home?’ Diamond asked.


‘Yes.’


‘I must see her. I’m a friend.’


The woman was plump, fair-haired, her lips scarlet in a pallid white face. She clutched at her loose kimono and stared at this black woman: ‘I never seen you before.’


‘Hurry!’ Diamond ordered.


The woman shrugged. ‘Orright. Hold your horses. You wait here.’


Leaning against the door, Diamond was grateful for the respite. She’d met Goldie many years ago when they were both working in the Chinese brothel in Charters Towers. Goldie had remained in the business and was now the owner of this establishment, well known in Brisbane as The Blue Heaven.


Diamond would rather have forgotten those hard times in the mining town, but Goldie had befriended the bewildered black girl and extended many a kindness to her. In time Diamond was able to repay her.


Five years ago, when she’d been walking to the ferry with Oma Beckman, she’d met up with Goldie again.


‘How’re you doin’, Diamond?’ Goldie had said cheerily. Goldie had always been sharp. She caught Diamond’s glance of warning and knew not to make any mention of their past in front of the white lady, who, Goldie assumed, was Diamond’s employer.


‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Diamond replied, but she was shocked at Goldie’s appearance. The other woman looked thin and tired. ‘But are you all right, Goldie? You don’t look well.’


‘I’m gettin’ along,’ Goldie sighed. Then she whispered, ‘Do you think the lady there could lend me ten bob?’


‘I’m sure she would,’ Diamond said gently. She asked Oma for a pound and handed the note to her old friend. ‘Where do you live?’


‘Right there,’ Goldie said, pointing to a rickety boarding house. ‘It’s a flea-trap but it does me for now.’ She turned to Mrs Beckman. ‘Thank you, lady, you’re very kind. I’ll pay you back.’


‘No, no,’ Oma said quickly. ‘No need. You keep it.’


‘Gee, thanks. You’re a good lady. I’d better go now. Nice to see you again, Diamond.’


As they boarded the ferry Oma looked back. ‘Such a sad woman there, Diamond. She must have been nice-looking in her day, with that pretty red hair.’


‘Yes.’


‘Also she looks to me like she might be a prostitute. Yes?’


Diamond nodded. ‘She helped me when I was down on my luck, Oma.’


Nothing more was said about the meeting with Goldie, but the next day Diamond boarded the ferry again, in search of her friend.


‘I want you to have this,’ she said when she found her.


‘What?’ Goldie opened the envelope. ‘It’s money!’ she cried, leafing through the notes. ‘It must be fifty pounds, Diamond! Where did you get it? Did you steal it?’


‘No,’ Diamond laughed.


‘Is it from the German lady?’


‘No, Goldie, it’s from me. I was worried about you, I want you to have it. You will take it, won’t you?’


‘Will I what? I always said you were a good sort, Diamond, in more ways than one. And Jeez, I could do with a loan right now.’


‘It’s not a loan, it’s for keeps. Now I have to go. You look after yourself.’


‘But how can you afford this?’


Only the lawyer and Oma Beckman knew that an Aborigine girl had been one of the many returning triumphant from the golden gullies of the Palmer River, and she wanted to keep it that way. ‘Ask no questions,’ she laughed, knowing that Goldie would understand.


From there, realizing that life was too hard on the streets of Brisbane, Goldie had opened her own small brothel, and with the profits had invested in this blank-faced and very private two-storeyed house.


In a small town like Brisbane it was inevitable that the two women would meet again, and when Goldie was well established, she’d proudly shown Diamond through her plush and profitable house. But they never met socially, relying on chance encounters, and Goldie never asked her old friend any questions about how she’d become a respectable lady.


‘Diamond!’ she cried now, rushing down the passageway, her taffeta skirts swishing against the narrow walls. ‘Is that you? What are you doing here? What’s wrong?’


On their way upstairs to Goldie’s sitting room, Diamond explained what had happened. ‘It’s all so stupid. I was just trying to find my son,’ she said at last. ‘And I got mixed up with bruisers and then the police. A black woman on the streets, fair game,’ she added bitterly.


‘They’ll backtrack if they don’t see you in Queen Street,’ Goldie said. ‘And like as not they’ll come bashing on my back door, thinking you’re one of mine.’


‘A compliment at my age,’ Diamond laughed. ‘I see you’ve got some pretty girls here.’


‘You’re still a good sort, love, but I’ll have to get you out of here. And you can’t go walking about again at this hour.’


‘Yes I can. Let me out the front way and I’ll cut across to the bridge.’


‘No. Leave it to me.’ Goldie hurried out of the door, calling to one of her girls, then came back and bustled through to her bedroom. ‘Put this hat on.’


It was wide and very fashionable, with a heavy veil. Diamond removed her scarf and pinned on the hat, which disguised her dark skin to a certain extent. ‘I look mad in this. But never mind. What now?’


‘There’ll be a hansom cab downstairs for you. Come on.’


At the door, she stopped Diamond. ‘What’s your son’s name. I’ll ask about.’


‘Ben. Ben Beckman. He’s fourteen, tall for his age.’


Goldie opened the front door, and there was the cab. They could hear banging on the alleyway door. ‘Go,’ she said. ‘Quick! Hop in the cab.’


Within minutes the horse was clopping over the bridge, with Diamond sitting safely inside the cab, hoping that Ben was home by this time. Her head ached even more, her chest felt empty, like bellows with a hole in them, unable to hold enough air for her to breathe properly, and her throat was sore. She promised herself that if Ben was home, she wouldn’t chastise him, she’d listen to his reasons because he was a good boy, a dear boy …


As she climbed down from the cab and paid the driver, she felt dizzy but steadied herself. ‘Could you wait a minute? I might need you again.’


‘No fear. Can’t do it. Me horse is dead tired now. We’re goin’ home.’


‘Oh. I’m sorry.’ Intimidated, Diamond let him go, took off the hat that seemed like a lead weight by this time, and made for the open front door.


‘Is he home yet?’ she asked Oma, who came hurrying out to meet her.


‘No, dear. You’ve been out so long I was beginning to worry about you. Are you all right? You look flushed.’


‘I’m fine. I walked so far I had to get a cab home,’ she lied, so as not to worry the old woman. ‘I looked everywhere but I couldn’t find him.’ She flung the hat with her jacket into her bedroom, relieved that Oma was so worried she hadn’t noticed Goldie’s chapeau. ‘Oh dear,’ she cried, ‘where can he be, Oma? I know something terrible has happened to him.’


‘He’ll be all right,’ Oma said. ‘Come and have some coffee. Boys, they don’t worry, he’s probably fallen asleep at one of his friend’s homes …’


‘What friends?’ Diamond said bleakly, glad to find refuge in their warm, snug kitchen. She was so depressed she was almost in tears. She wanted to believe Oma, that Ben had fallen asleep somewhere and that he’d be on the doorstep first thing in the morning. Maybe he’d stayed too long on the wharves and had been too frightened – a coloured boy, alone – to make the roundabout trek home in the dark.


But then Ben didn’t see himself as coloured. Even though he was aware why, as a half-caste, he couldn’t attend a school, she guessed that the enormity of the problem had not affected him. Not yet anyway, she thought ominously.


Her own experiences this very night had proved to Diamond that she’d taken the best course in keeping her little family to herself; not mixing with any of the Aborigine clans in Brisbane for fear of appearing patronizing. They’d want no part of her anyway, for she lived in the alien white world. She always had, from the time Gussie and the Captain had adopted her. And she had no relatives here. Her own tribe, the Irukandji, in the far north, had been scattered by the onslaught of whites.


Ten years ago she’d gone back, by ship to Cooktown, to see her mother and her dear blind brother again, ignoring Oma’s advice:


‘It’ll be a journey of heartbreak, darling, don’t go. They said their farewells to you when you left the Palmer district. They didn’t expect you to come back. They love you but to them you’re a white lady.’


‘But it has been five years!’ Diamond had argued.


Oma Beckman could be very direct at times. ‘You’re not going for more gold?’ she accused. ‘It’s too dangerous.’


‘No. I just want to see them. My father died long ago but my mother and brother are still there.’


But they were not. Timid tribal people who’d come down to the outskirts of Cooktown in capitulation had told her that her mother had died in a white raid and her brother, unable to fight, had thrown himself over a cliff.


She looked out from the kitchen window at the pinprick lights of Brisbane, where she hoped her son was sleeping peacefully. Diamond had been saved from the whirlwind that had engulfed her people. To the surviving tribal women she was a wonder of the times, a woman who had crossed over into a new age to live a happy and legendary life with many babies.


If only they knew, Diamond thought. I haven’t crossed over anywhere. I am tolerated because I can pay my way, and I keep out of sight. And I haven’t warned my son about any of this because I didn’t want to frighten him. I wanted him to grow up confident of our love and sure of himself before I talked to him about these things. But what to say? And would he listen? Several times she’d tried to tell him about her people but he’d been more interested in ‘his’ people, white people. Ben, in his mind, was white, not black.


And that question in itself had been a problem. Ben Buchanan, the love of Diamond’s life, and an arrogant cattleman, was his father. It always intrigued her that the English name, Buchanan, was so close to Oma’s name, Beckman. But Oma said there was no connection and the names had no translation as Aborigine names did. They just were. But superstitious, Diamond saw a connection: they were as nature had ordered. Over the years she’d forgotten Buchanan, and the only living name to her now was Beckman. And so Ben became the grandson of the late Captain Beckman, and his widow loved and cared for him. He seemed to take it for granted that his father had also been a seafarer, son of the famous Captain, and the women had left it at that.


‘Why don’t you go to bed?’ Oma said, interrupting Diamond’s depressing reminiscences. ‘I’ll wait up.’


‘No. I can’t.’ She took the old woman’s hand. ‘Oh God, Oma,’ she cried. ‘What is to become of Ben? I’m so frightened for him.’


Gussie Beckman smoothed a wiry strand of hair from Diamond’s forehead. ‘Dear girl. When the Captain died and I had no money I had to go back to Germany and leave you here. It nearly broke my heart. I cried every night on that long voyage. You were only a couple of years older than Ben is now.’


‘But I had a job as a housemaid.’


‘Diamond, think about it. Young people are resilient. You only had a few pounds to your name. You were alone, a black girl in a white town. Ben has us. We’ve built a fortress for him. He has a home and he’ll never be as poor as you were. You survived.’


‘I was lucky,’ Diamond growled.


‘You still had to struggle,’ Gussie said curtly. ‘I’m trying to say that your son has advantages you never had, so he’ll be all right.’ She stroked the tip of her slipper along Diamond’s ankle. ‘I pray that our Ben won’t ever have to leave his home with a knife strapped to his leg.’


Diamond was surprised. ‘You know about that?’


‘So many years we have been together and I don’t know these things?’


‘You never said anything.’


‘I tell myself you have good reason. You have always been a clever girl. Quick to learn. And I see you in Ben. If he is not home, he too has a good reason. At his age you never put me through worry and neither will he. Now you have a bad cold, you go to bed and I will keep the lamps lit for him.’


Diamond didn’t sleep. Her sheets were wet with perspiration and wild images crowded her mind. She was up with the birds, sluicing herself down in the bathroom to cool the fever that assailed her.


‘Worry,’ she told herself. ‘Just plain damn worry! As soon as I find Ben I’ll be better.’


She was waiting at the Kangaroo Point landing when the first ferry berthed, but before she could board, a skinny lad accosted her. ‘Hey, lady. Aren’t you Ben’s mum?’


‘Yes,’ she said eagerly. ‘Where is he?’


The boy took her aside, walking ahead up the cliff path. ‘He’s been arrested. You better get down and bail him out.’


‘What are you saying? Ben arrested? What for?’ Diamond was frantic, her fears made worse by her innate suspicion of the police. ‘Who are you?’


‘Willy’s the name. I’m a mate of Ben’s. I met you once and I often seen you around. I was comin’ up here to find you. I knew Ben lived up here someplace.’


‘Where is he?’


‘In the Valley lockup, I reckon.’


‘How do you know this? When did it happen?’


‘Someone told me he got nabbed yesterday.’


She glanced over at the ferry. ‘Come with me. I have to find him.’


But the boy edged away. ‘Nah. I got things to do.’ He seemed to have the same fear of the police as she did. She gave him a shilling. ‘Thank you for letting me know.’


‘Ta,’ he said and scuttled away up the hill before she could question him any further.


Rain scudded against the little ferry as it ploughed across the wide river, but Diamond hardly noticed. Why had Ben been arrested? What on earth had he done? Surely he wouldn’t commit a crime. There must be some mistake.


She tried to think what to do for the best but the worry was making her nauseous, and when she stepped ashore she stood uncertainly in the drizzling rain, trying to make a decision. Under normal circumstances she would brace herself and go right into that police station, demanding to see her son. But what if that policeman from last night was there? She wouldn’t be much help to Ben if she became entangled in an argument with the law. Maybe she ought to see her solicitor, Mr Mantrell, straight away. Have him make enquiries for her and act on Ben’s behalf. No. He would make enquiries and then she would act.


Young Barnaby Glasson saw the tall Aborigine woman standing nearby when he opened the office, but he didn’t take much notice. This was an important day for him. Mr Mantrell wouldn’t be in the office today – he’d gone to Ipswich to plead a case for one of his wealthy clients – and Barnaby, his clerk, would have the place to himself. He jangled the keys importantly as he slid open his desk, then placed them carefully in a cubbyhole. Mr Mantrell would give him hell if he lost them. Then, in a carefree mood, he took out his pipe and lit it.


Normally, he wouldn’t dare light a pipe in the office, even though Mantrell puffed away all day. If he were to become a fully fledged lawyer he’d have to learn to dress well and to pose like his boss. And that included a pipe. As yet, he had to confess, he hadn’t mastered the art. He sat sucking the stem furiously to keep it alight and tapping two fingers on the bowl in the accepted manner. Although he wasn’t sure why.


As the door opened he shoved the pipe aside in a guilty reaction, but it was only the black woman.


Barnaby stood: ‘Good morning, madam, what can I do for you?’ Precious little, he thought. She’s probably in the wrong office, but manners were manners, as his boss insisted.


‘Good morning,’ she said, surprising him. The voice of an educated woman. ‘When can I see Mr Mantrell?’


‘He won’t be in until next week,’ Barnaby replied, avoiding offering an appointment in case Mantrell didn’t wish to see her. As far as Barnaby knew, the lawyer didn’t have any black clients; he’d been here six months and he’d seen Chinese clients but no Aborigines.


She looked so distressed, Barnaby felt sorry for her. ‘Can I help you?’


She hesitated. ‘I don’t know. My son’s in jail and so I need to talk to Mr Mantrell. I thought he’d know what to do. Do you mind if I sit down? I’m not feeling very well.’


‘By all means.’ Barnaby placed a chair by his desk for her. He was confused. The jails were full of blacks, but he doubted if any of them would call on the services of lawyers, or if lawyers would represent them. This was a new field for him.


‘What did he do?’ he asked.


‘I don’t know. He’s only fourteen and he’s been missing since yesterday. I only found out a few hours ago that he’d been arrested. He’s in the Valley lockup.’


‘Ah. I see, Well, the best thing to do is to go down there and enquire of the duty officer. He’ll be able to tell you all about it.’


‘No, I don’t want to do that. Could you make the enquiries for me? I’m sure Mr Mantrell would but since he’s not here …’ Her voice trailed to an entreaty.


‘I’m sorry. I wouldn’t be able to do that.’ Surely she didn’t expect to walk in off the street and have lawyers run errands for her?


‘Don’t you go to police stations?’


‘Oh yes.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘Quite often. For clients. When Mr Mantrell instructs me. For clients,’ he repeated.


‘My name is Diamond Beckman,’ she said sharply. ‘I am a client. I have been a client of Mr Mantrell’s for many years. Although I haven’t seen him for a long time.’ Her dark eyes were steady now as she gazed at him, and Barnaby felt weak, as if their roles were reversed and she was in control. ‘You must go down to that police station for me and enquire after Ben Beckman. I am willing to pay for your time.’


‘It would be expensive,’ he said gently, as if to explain to her the machinations of business.


‘I haven’t much money with me,’ she began, and Barnaby nodded, expecting that. ‘But I can give you an IOU for fifty pounds for a start. Will that be enough?’


Barnaby sighed. ‘Mrs Beckman. I’d like to help you. Really. But I only work here. I can’t take on a case with a promise of fees. Not without Mr Mantrell’s say-so.’


‘From a stranger, you mean?’


‘Yes.’


She seemed to consider this for a while, then she shook off her damp gloves and placed them on the desk. She opened her handbag and then a small purse, and from a fold in the back removed a slip of paper. ‘I always carry this in case of emergency,’ she commented. ‘It’s a signed cheque form.’


‘So I see,’ Barnaby said curiously.


‘A pen, please.’


She filled in the form carefully and handed it to him. ‘The bank is two doors down the street. Would you cash it for me, please?’


He stared. ‘It’s for a hundred pounds!’


‘Yes. And I’m in a hurry. If I go in there, a black woman, they’ll stare at me and waste my time just like you’re doing.’


He stalled. ‘You don’t need that much. You don’t even need fifty. If we take the case.’


‘Go!’ she commanded, standing to allow him to pass.


As he hurried into the bank he inspected the cheque. It had been signed by one Augusta Beckman. The signature was in a different hand from the rest of the writing on it. He fully expected to be thrown out on his ear, but the notes were counted and handed to him without comment.


‘There,’ she said when he returned. ‘Now that the fee is no longer a promise, do your duty, Mr … ?’


‘Glasson,’ he stuttered. ‘If I go I’ll have to lock up the office.’


‘I’ll wait outside,’ she said calmly. ‘But please hurry.’


She was standing there in the same place under the awning when he returned an hour later.


‘Did you see my son?’


‘Yes,’ he said, searching for the keys.


‘Is he all right?’


‘He’s scared and he’s taken a few knocks I’d say, but he’s well.’ Barnaby didn’t add that the company of the mean-looking felons in the overcrowded cell would be enough to frighten any kid. ‘Come in, Mrs Beckman, I’ve got the details.’


At his desk Barnaby read from his notebook. ‘Ben Beckman was arrested yesterday for stealing a carpetbag of valuables from the Reverend Craddock at the wharves.’


‘Ben wouldn’t do that!’ she exploded.


‘Arresting officer Constable Ray Dolan,’ he continued. ‘I spoke to the boy, who claims he is innocent.’


‘Of course he’s innocent!’


‘I couldn’t apply for bail because he hasn’t been before the magistrate yet. That might take some days.’


‘Good!’ she said. ‘By the way, a gentleman came to the door while you were out. I told him Mr Mantrell was away and you were out on an errand of mercy.’


Barnaby groaned. God knows who that was, he thought.


‘So that’s the best I can do for now,’ he told her. ‘And the fees so far are only four guineas. I’ll find out when he comes up before the court and apply for bail.’


‘No you won’t,’ she said firmly. ‘I want you to write him a reference. He’s a minor, he shouldn’t be in there.’


‘I’m afraid that doesn’t carry much weight.’


‘I know,’ she said harshly, ‘but money does. That’s one lesson I’ve learned well. Write a reference to say he has never been in trouble before, he comes from a good, respectable family—’
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