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To my uncle


Jim Revitt


For your love,


For everything you’ve taught me


And for all that you’ve done.






’Tis the last rose of summer


Left blooming alone;


All her lovely companions


Are faded and gone.


Thomas Moore 1779–1852


When the petals drop from the


last rose of summer, winter’s


dark days descend.


Despair not, for spring and


hope soon bloom again . . .


DM
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PROLOGUE


The House On The River




Kincaid 1953


The river, a mile wide, flowed away from the city, slowly, glassy smooth, its surface gleaming like old pewter. Mangrove wetlands fringed its banks, screening suburban houses where backyards squelched into an odorous bog.


It seemed a lonely stretch of the Parramatta River, but secreted in the tangle of roots and growth along its bank, migratory birds and waterfowl darted, fed and nested. Between high and low tide an army of soldier crabs dressed in blue and cream uniforms marched in scratching, crunching formation across the flats before disappearing into the slate coloured mud, buried beneath a cluster of neat grey balls.


In the mid-afternoon stillness of grey clouds and leaden sky, no wind lifted leaves or skimmed the water. Then, from around a curving arm of the waterway, came the methodical splish splosh of oars as a small dinghy cleaved through the painted scene. The oars were stroked cleanly and firmly in and out, the drips from each paddle leaving a trail of rippling circles alongside the boat.


The girl rowing was eleven years old. Odette Barber was tall for her age, dressed in faded red wool trousers, a hand-knitted green jumper, and thick leather sandals strapped across brown feet. Her skin was the colour of rich cream, her wide eyes a clear aquamarine blue. A cloud of red-gold curls sprang from her head in an unruly halo.


She paused, the oars trailing in the water, and lifted her head inquisitively. To an observer she might have been listening to some silent song, but what had captured her attention was a drift of sweetness. A wafting, faint perfume, somehow familiar, came to her, then dissipated. She rowed slowly for a few more strokes, then stopped. This time the perfume was unmistakable: it lingered above the water, invisible but fragrant. Roses.


Odette began to pull on the right oar, leaving the left one suspended in the air as she guided the boat closer to the bank. She aimed for a break in the mangroves where a solid green curtain of thick bamboo, leaning willows and whispering she-oaks stood apart from the unkempt, natural growth of the river bank. A jetty poked into the water, its turpentine piles shredding and spaced like crooked teeth. A once smart boathouse hunched at the shoreline, dilapidated and leaning tiredly.


Undaunted, Odette pulled in, shipped the oars and stepped onto the shaky steps, looping the boat’s painter over the top of a pylon and knotting it in place. Somewhere in the tangle of hidden growth roses were blooming. Autumn was closing in; these had to be the last roses of summer. If she could find them what a lovely surprise they would be for her mother. Odette knew instinctively that no one lived here for the silence and neglect spoke of a place abandoned.


She skipped with a clatter along the jetty, jumping the missing boards, and peered into the empty boathouse where the skeleton of a punt was suspended in cobwebby rafters. Following an old flagstone path she disappeared into the grove of bamboo. The hollow stems of the thick bamboo stood sentry-like, their delicate tips touching twenty feet above her. Odette paused in the airy green grove, listening to the singing sighs and musical creaks of the old bamboo. She felt she was in a protective underwater green shell.


The bamboo grove which screened the wharf opened onto the bottom level of a terraced garden. Where she stood, shrubs and trees met a tangle of tropical plants partially hiding a rocky outcrop. Beside this was one of Sydney’s first swimming pools. Framed by sandstone blocks its gaping length was rank with the smell of rotting leaves in the ooze of dank slime on its bottom. At its far end perched two bathing pavilions which had once discreetly separated ladies and gentlemen bathers. Despite its odorous desolation Odette paused, visualising how casually elegant it must have once looked: pale pink sandstone and cool clear water, with one end shaded by trees screening it from the river. She imagined the laughter of a family or courting couples at play in a more gracious era.


Around her, the lawns and garden beds were overgrown, but a flight of sandstone steps bordered by fat stone balustrades led up through the tiers of terraces.


Odette followed the path past a sunken garden where a cherub choked on weeds and mildew. Some sort of overgrown pedestal stood to one side and, curious, she pulled apart the tangle of grasses to see it better.


It was a sundial, its carved granite base covered in moss and lichen. Its bronze face was black and green with age as was the vertical triangular plate set in its centre which cast a sharp shadow towards the Roman numerals around the outside of the dial. Something was written in flowing script beneath the plate. Odette rubbed away the grime using the sleeve of her sweater until she could read the words




Shadows mark the flight of time,


in ceaseless silence so sublime.





A shiver ran through her as she stared at the beautiful clock which had silently marked the intangible but inevitable movement of the sun through the heavens. How long had it stood there marking moments? And what events had happened within that time? At that moment, Odette felt linked to a past she did not know, to a future which held she knew not what. In wonder she rested her hand on the smooth, warm surface of the sundial and fleetingly sensed the fragility of time and life.


Ripples of light quivered across a marshy pond. Once water lilies bloomed here and a fountain of clear water had sparkled and splashed into the sea-green pool. Now it was a mere inch or two of caked brown sludge embalming the roots of the lilies. It was sadly beautiful and she turned away.


Passing a stone wall the overwhelming perfume of roses swirled about her. She turned a corner and unexpectedly came upon the rose garden. She stood still, quite overwhelmed.


More than a garden, it was a terrace of arbours and beds, and a sloping hillside, where roses cascaded uncontrolled, rose above it. What had once been delightfully pruned and espaliered, now tumbled willy-nilly in a jumble of colours and species: damasks, musk, mosses, tea roses, albas, bourbons, gallicas, tiny banksias, baby roses, wild roses and rambling roses — all fought for light and space in happy profusion.


Odette plunged into an untrammelled arbour, its dainty iron lace archway smothered in musk roses. She weaved through the tangle of white blooms, pausing to sniff the light refreshing perfume.


Emerging from the laden archway she picked her way through the banks of old rosebeds burying their Victorian iron-border edges. In the centre of a thicket of roses, she could make out a small metal fence and floating above the wilderness of roses was a marble angel, its base obscured by the tangle of growth. Its wings spread protectively, it looked like a forlorn and lost figure sheltering some secret. The thorny rose bushes had woven their branches into an impenetrable barrier and Odette moved on.


She found she was on the upper level where spreading oak trees and overgrown lawns of knee-high grass spread towards a mansion whose turrets and chimneys were visible above the greenery. Her sandals crunched on the gravel of the circular driveway as she went towards the front entrance of the decaying mansion. Although it appeared abandoned and dilapidated it was still impressive. She gazed up at the Italianate facade in awe. Carved above the wide double doors was ZANANA 1898.


She tiptoed up the flight of sandstone steps to the tiled portico beneath the Corinthian columns, keeping her heels off the ground so as not to make a noise and disturb the ghosts and secrets within.


She pushed a broken window shutter to one side and using her torn sweater to wipe a smeary patch on the dusty windowpane she pressed her nose to the glass. Peering into the gloom she could make out little, so she walked around the spacious verandah where the light fell in tiny patchwork squares through the lattice onto the marble tiles.


Heavy sun-faded drapes obscured the French doors and windows, so she moved to the back of the house to where a conservatory followed the curve of the rear wall, turning at right angles to run along the far side of the house.


It was a strange glass cylinder, partly made of square panes of purple glass, so it clung like a fat puce caterpillar around the building. A lattice door stood open and Odette stepped inside.


Once it had housed the first Australian specimens of Saintpaulia, discovered by Baron von Saint Paul on the slopes of the Usambara mountains of Tanganyika. The tiny delicate flowers of this exotic little African violet had contrasted with the dramatic and showy orchids lining the length of the glasshouse.


The plants were long gone, a few broken earthenware pots and tubs the sole remnants of a prized collection. The light filtering through the thick coloured glass turned the girl’s creamy skin a pale mauve and the long avenue into a violet-tinted world. Black and white tiles lined the floor and her footsteps echoed eerily.


Odette tried to walk softly as she ventured through this strangely coloured world. Suddenly, as she approached the right-angle bend, she paused, her heart beginning to beat faster. Faintly she heard footsteps coming towards her. She was poised, ready to turn and flee, when the steps ceased. Had she imagined the noise? Two more steps would take her round the corner to confront whatever was there. The thought of turning back and running, being chased — by what or whom — seemed more frightening. Maybe she had just imagined it. She waited a second, took a deep breath and marched around the corner.


Her gasp caught in her throat and her hands flew to her mouth as she came face to face with someone else tiptoeing cautiously down the conservatory passage.


‘Who are you?’


‘What are you doing here?’


They spoke at once, then stepped back to observe each other.


The boy saw two huge and frightened turquoise eyes, a pale face shadowed by the violet light with two small pink smudges on either cheek, a cloud of rusty curls springing free about her face. She reminded him of a startled doe ready to take flight.


She saw a boy not much older than herself, with soft brown hair falling across his forehead, flecked hazel eyes, and freckles dotted over a small straight nose.


Once over the shock of seeing another person, neither felt threatened by the other and curiosity replaced their surprise.


‘Why are you here?’ asked the boy.


‘Just looking around. Why are you here?’ demanded Odette, determined not to be intimidated.


‘I live here.’


‘Here! The place looks empty.’


‘Not in this house. My father and I live in one of the cottages at the back of the old dairy. He’s the caretaker.’


‘Oh.’ She didn’t like to comment that the place scarcely looked cared for.


The boy smiled hesitantly. ‘I was just looking around too. I often come here to explore. It’s interesting, isn’t it?’


‘It’s different. I didn’t know it was here.’


‘How did you get here?’


‘I was rowing down the river and smelled the roses, so I pulled into the jetty. It looked so . . . inviting.’


They turned and walked side by side through the conservatory.


‘It’s like that. There’s a special sort of . . .’ he fumbled for a word, ‘. . . feeling about this place. Have you seen the Indian House yet?’


Odette shook her head. As they emerged from the back door of the glass tunnel into daylight once more, the boy adopted the role of leader. ‘It’s all real Indian stuff. Follow me. We’ll go through the stables . . . they’re posher than our house. They must have had grand horses.’


Odette hurried to keep up with the boy’s long strides, listening intently as he described the once grandiose stables and gatehouse. But she was not prepared for the magic of the Indian House. They came upon it suddenly in an isolated section of the grounds. Set on a slight rise but hidden by trees, it sprang from the illustrated pages of an old storybook. A miniature replica of an Indian palace, it stood incongruously in the Edwardian gardens.


‘What is it? Why is it here?’ Odette was entranced, and ran up the marble steps.


‘My dad said the man who built this place went to India when he got married and they liked all the palaces and stuff. So he had this built for his wife.’


‘How romantic.’ Odette examined the intricately carved woodwork around the doorway. She wrinkled her nose. ‘What’s that smell?’


‘Sandalwood. Smell. It’s nice.’


She obediently sniffed as they pushed open the doors and stepped into the dimness. Odette caught her breath. ‘Ooh, it’s wonderful.’


‘I never get sick of looking in here,’ whispered the boy. ‘Look at the walls.’


Gingerly Odette ran her hand over the dusty red velvet sprinkled with glittering tiny mirrors. The velvet was shredding in patches and many of the little mirrors were missing, a faint patch of glue showing where they had been set into a flower pattern. The velvet went halfway up the walls. Above it and all over the ceiling were miniature frescoes in gold framed panels — decorated elephants, rajahs, tigers, beautiful women in silken saris, monkeys and splendid lush gardens — exotic illustrations from myth and history.


But it was the windows that fascinated Odette most. They were made up of tiny pieces of odd-shaped glass of different colours which fitted together in a sparkling jigsaw puzzle. The daylight which speared through the glass fell on the white marble floor and splintered into myriad multicoloured fragments, giving the effect of an intricate and dazzling carpet.


There was little furniture save for a large square wooden platform, with tall posts at each corner and an arched, carved canopy above.


‘Is that a bed?’


‘I think so. Lie on it and look up.’


She stepped onto a small carved footstool and stretched out on the wooden base and stared up, giving a delighted laugh. ‘Wow . . . it’s fantastic!’


The boy clambered up beside her. Unselfconsciously they lay side by side gazing up at a sparkling jewelled night sky inlaid in a kaleidoscope of coloured gemstones.


‘Are they real jewels?’ she gasped.


‘I don’t know. But they shine like they are. I think the gold must be real.’


In companionable silence they mused in wonder before sitting up and swinging their legs over the edge of the high bed.


‘What’s your name?’ the boy asked.


‘Detty.’ Odette surprised herself at revealing her family’s pet diminutive. ‘And yours?’


‘Dean. It’s not my real name. I have one of those stupid names.’


‘I like Dean.’


Odette sat up and put both hands around one of the carved posts to see if her fingers met. They didn’t.


‘This is pretty.’ She placed her feet on the delicate footstool and stepped onto the marble floor.


‘Do you want to see a secret?’


‘There’s more?’


The boy jumped off the bed and slid the little footstool away from Odette’s feet. ‘Look in here. I found this by accident.’


The wooden footstool had claw feet and fat curved legs carved like the branches of a tree. In each corner grinned a monkey’s head. Embroidered flowers covered the padded top and in the centre of its front was a large pearl surrounded by seed pearls and garnets.


‘Golly,’ exclaimed Odette.


‘I was looking at the pearl, and see . . .’


He fingered it and pressed the pearl. The lid of the footstool flew open.


She gasped. It was lined with red velvet. A thick pile of papers were tied with a silver ribbon and beside them lay a small velvet drawstring pouch. Dean took out the pouch and handed it to Odette who opened it cautiously.


Inside was a small oblong grey stone and a tiny bottle. The bottle was inky blue glass, etched with flowers. The stopper was engraved silver in a delicate wreath of leaves and flowers. She unscrewed it and sniffed the empty bottle. ‘Roses. It must have had perfume in it.’


‘I looked at the papers, they look like the plans of the main house. Drawings and measurements and stuff. It’s really interesting.’


Odette was turning the small bottle over in her hands. She had never seen anything so exquisite.


‘What do you suppose this is?’ The boy fingered the grey stone.


‘I don’t know. I suppose we’d better put them back.’ Reluctantly she handed the bottle to Dean who rewrapped the stone in its cloth covering and put both items back in the soft pouch.


‘It might be bad luck to take them away.’


Odette nodded and glanced up at the window. Sundown was approaching. She knew she had to go home.


Dean walked with her back to the little jetty.


‘What is going to happen to this place? Who owns it?’ she asked.


He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. No one seems to know.’


‘Could I come again?’


‘I s’pose so. But don’t let my dad see you. No one is allowed to come here. Not even me.’


‘All right. I’ll see if I can borrow the dinghy next week. Friday after school.’


‘Okay. See you then.’ He watched her turn the boat back up the river before skittering through the gardens towards the caretaker’s cottage at the far end of the estate.


Odette rowed home, lost in a dream world, imagining herself living in such a wondrous house. At dinner that night she couldn’t contain herself and she blurted out her story of the incredible house on the river.


Her mother listened with a smile as she dished up the steak and kidney pie. ‘You and your stories, Detty! Such an imagination.’


‘It’s true, Mum! It’s a huge place. It’s got Zanana written on it.’


Her father pushed a good helping of peas into the mashed potato on his fork. ‘I’ve heard of that place. There’s a big private drive-in off the main road near Cuddy’s place. But it’s kept locked up; you shouldn’t go in there, love. That’s trespassing y’know. You could get into trouble.’


‘If you’d had some sort of accident in there we wouldn’t have found you,’ added her mother, ruffling her hair. ‘Jewels in the roof indeed. I wouldn’t tell anyone else about it, pet. Put it in one of the stories you’re always scribbling.’


Far from talking to his father about his afternoon, Dean was evasive about what he had been doing.


‘You haven’t finished your jobs either. I had to lock the chooks away.’


‘Sorry, Dad.’


They ate in silence for a few moments, and the father watched his son, thinking how much he looked like the mother the boy didn’t remember.


‘I hope you haven’t been over at the big house. You’ve been told about going there. I don’t want you near the place.’


‘But why, Dad?’


‘It’s got bad memories and no good has ever come of it. The sooner you can get away from here and make your own way in the world the better. You forget Zanana.’ He’d spoken more harshly than he intended for the boy stopped eating and looked at him with hurt eyes. ‘You go finish your schoolwork so you can get a smart job and look after your old man in his old age,’ he added gruffly.


The boy rose, clearing the plates from the table.


‘Off you go; I’ll do the dishes tonight. Finish your homework and you can listen to the radio serials.’


‘You beaut! Thanks, Dad.’ He scurried away whistling.


His father sat for a moment at the table then ran a hand across his eyes. ‘That bloody house,’ he muttered to himself. ‘Damn the lot of them.’




I


The Past — Kate


The Present — Odette




CHAPTER ONE


Zanana 1899


The afternoon sun glinted on an upstairs windowpane, reflecting sturdy oaks and pine trees in the glass. The iridescent landscape rippled as a lace curtain fell back across the window.


‘What are you looking at, Catherine?’


‘The garden — I was thinking how nice it would be to see children playing there,’ sighed the young woman.


Robert MacIntyre put down his paper and went to his wife, slipping an arm around her tiny waist. ‘My dear, I understand how you feel. I would like children too. It will happen in good time.’ He placed a kiss lightly on her cheek.


She fiddled with the heavy lace panel across her flat and barren belly. ‘I feel I am letting you down, Robert. Maybe I should see Doctor Hampson again.’


‘There is no need, my sweet . . . unless you don’t feel well?’


She smiled weakly at him. ‘No. I am quite well. Perhaps some tea. I’ll ring for Mrs Butterworth.’ She reached for the velvet tassle by the door and gave it a gentle tug.


In contrast to the formal though cosy upstairs sitting room, the kitchen below was a sprawling white room with a wall of high windows which looked towards the kitchen garden and servants’ dwellings. The floor was large squares of black and white quarried tiles. Massive cast-iron ovens, recently blacked and cleaned, lined one wall beside the wood-burning cooker and chimney alcove where meat hung to cure.


Three large wooden tables were used as working areas. Cupboards with small panes of coloured glass, holding functional crockery, were banked along one wall. All manner of cooking appliances and utensils, from iron pots and pans to the wooden butter churn, hung from the walls and were stacked neatly on bench tops.


A swinging door led into the pantry which was lined with shelves of food stores: crates of vegetables, earthenware crocks of pickles, bags of flour and sugar, large circular tins of imported coffee and tea, and rows of jars of homemade jams, jellies, chutneys and preserved fruit.


As the buzzer rang, the enamelled number fourteen flipped down into a wooden box with its rows of numbers with neatly printed room identification. Beneath fourteen was written Small Drawing Room.


Mrs Butterworth finished rolling pastry on the marble board at the centre table. ‘They’ll be wanting their tea. I’ll start getting it ready.’


Gladys Butterworth, a sturdy round woman just into her third decade, already had grey hairs showing in the curls which sprang from the coiled bun atop her head. Her cheeks were flushed with health and the heat from the fuel stove. Using both hands, she lifted the steaming iron kettle from the hob, wrapping a thick cloth around the hot handle to protect her fingers. Swiftly she untied her work apron and reached for the starched white pinafore edged in crocheted lace which hung by the door on a brass peg. Slipping it over her head, she tucked an unruly curl into her bun.


Her husband Harold washed his hands at the large enamel kitchen sink with the Solyptol Soap, dried them and smoothed his hair. He picked up his good dark jacket and put it on over his waistcoat as he helped his wife prepare the tea things. Harold was ruddy-faced and wiry with dark brown hair that was cropped close to his head, its severity softened by a wayward cowlick that sprouted from his crown.


Upstairs, Robert MacIntyre sighed. He was a handsome man with strong dark features and short muscular build. He was a man of action and achievement but in this instance he felt helpless. After three years of blissful marriage to his lovely Catherine, he too wanted children, and it made his heart ache to see her so sad and desolate. He was at a loss, as were the doctors, to understand why their happy marriage had not been blessed with a child.


They had so much to offer. They were deeply in love, their life was happy, Robert was a successful merchant of immense wealth, a self-made man who had created the ‘grandest house in Sydney’, as the Sydney Morning Herald had described Zanana. Robert sighed again and settled back into the deep leather club chair.


Discreetly and without fuss, Harold and Gladys Butterworth came into the room as dusk began to fade. Mrs Butterworth placed the silver Georgian tea service on the tea trolley and wheeled it before Catherine. Mr Butterworth drew the heavy wine-red drapes and turned on the electric lights, then stopped to light the fire already laid in the grate of the formal fireplace.


The glow of the firelight flickered on the flowers and birds of the hand-painted tiles surrounding the grate. Mr Butterworth straightened and returned the leather holder of wax matches to its place on the carved mantelpiece by the silver-framed photographs.


‘Thank you, Harold.’ Catherine handed Mrs Butterworth the flower sprigged Crown Derby porcelain cup. ‘Mrs Butterworth, would you give Mr MacIntyre his tea, please.’


Mrs Butterworth handed the dainty cup to Robert who gave her a small smile. Quietly she followed her husband from the room, closing the double cedar doors with their sparkling brass handles softly behind her.


Catherine placed her teacup on the small Hepplewhite table beside the brocade settee and picked up her needlepoint. Robert thoughtfully sipped his tea, staring into the flames as the small logs began to burn.


If it wasn’t for the occasional spectre of the ‘missing child’ in their lives, Robert reflected he couldn’t have been happier. Now in his forty-first year he had achieved even more than he had dreamed.


At nineteen Robert had sailed into Sydney from Scotland, landing in this raw new land with the princely sum of five pounds. His mother had died when he was a small boy; his father had been killed in a hunting accident while working as a forester on the estate of the Earl of Lorn. The MacIntyre clan were scattered and, apart from his father’s younger sister, there was no immediate family to claim the orphan. The Earl had seen to the last years of Robert’s education, then Robert had sold his father’s meagre possessions and with a small purse from the Earl, had travelled to Glasgow. There he had paid for his passage to Australia, the land of opportunity.


Robert quickly learned that in Sydneytown he was at the mercy of thieves and ruthless men willing to exploit a naive young lad fresh from the homeland. But Robert had the advantages of a good basic education and a shrewd brain, as well as a toughness and resilience, passed onto him by his clansmen who had survived for generations in harsh conditions.


Like many other hopefuls who were deserting the city for the promise of wealth, Robert headed for the New South Wales goldfields, to Wattle Flat outside the booming town of Hill End. But before staking his claim, the cautious young Scot talked to experienced miners who’d been in the district since the early days of the gold rush and through them learned as much as he could.


He soon realised he would need a partner to share the labour — and for safety. Miners guarded their claims closely because thefts were common and the task too much for one man. Someone had to work the windlass which hauled the buckets of ore from the shaft and one person could not do that and guard the mine at the same time.


Robert began looking about the goldfields, deciding where to stake his claim, though available unworked land was scarce. Thousands of hopeful men continued to stream into the Bathurst district with two pounds for a gold licence, a grubstake and dreams of easy riches.


Various communities had set up camps and claims in groups, bound by cultural or ethnic ties. Beyond the perimeter of the township, past the whiteman’s graveyard, was the Chinese camp. They were considered a strange breed of fellows with their funny clothes, pointed hats and long pigtails. They were regarded with suspicion and often hatred. Those Chinese not working claims ran the stores, gambling rooms, fantan parlours and opium dens, or provided practical services such as laundries and market gardens.


Feeling lonely and also somewhat curious, Robert had ventured into the smoky shadows of a lean-to shack behind Wing On’s Laundry to discover that here sloe-eyed women lethargically lifted their skirts and offered their bodies to any man who met their price. But the sights and sounds and smell had sickened him and he backed shyly away, knowing this was not the time or way to lose his virginity. The mystery of it all could wait.


In the back of his mind, Robert held on to a wispy image of a beautiful fair-haired girl, sweet-faced laughing children, and a grand house on the banks of a sweeping river. It was a vision that sprang from another world, of other people’s lives, glimpsed in books and imagined in dreams. He promised himself that what he hadn’t had, he would achieve and give to his own . . . one day.


Robert had walked past the Chinese camp several times and noticed a struggling vegetable garden tended by a Chinese boy who looked about his own age. This day as Robert approached he could see a crowd gathered about the market garden. A fight was in progress and he hurried forward. The Chinese boy seemed to be on the losing end of a row with a burly digger — a red-haired Irish lout whom Robert had seen brawling in several pubs. Vegetables had been pulled from the ground and the boy stumbled over a fat cabbage and fell. The Irishman flung himself on his smaller opponent with a yell of triumph.


‘What’s it all about?’ Robert asked the man beside him.


The exuberant bystander shrugged. ‘O’Mally reckons the Chink has buried gold with the vegetables.’


‘Whose gold?’


‘Aw, sonny, who cares — why ruin a good fight?’ He turned back to where O’Mally was pummelling the Chinese lad.


Robert lunged forward into the fray. He grabbed a shovel and banged it down hard upon the wild Irishman, stunning him and knocking him to the ground. The crowd roared and cheered. Rubbing his head, O’Mally looked up at the stocky young Scot brandishing the shovel.


‘You want to finish the fight, finish it with me,’ growled Robert.


The Irishman was tired and he quickly assessed Robert’s fitness and angry stance. ‘Ah, bugger it, mate, I got no fight with you.’ He scrambled to his feet and pointed a finger at the bruised and bloodied Chinese boy. ‘Next time I’ll dig up the whole bloody field and split your head wide open.’


As the crowd straggled behind O’Mally back towards town, Robert helped the boy to his feet. ‘You all right?’


‘How do I look?’


‘Pretty dreadful.’


‘I feel it. Thanks. I’m in your debt. My name is Hock Lee,’ he said in a soft sing-song voice, extending his hand to Robert. The men shook hands.


‘I’m Robert MacIntyre. What was all that about?’


‘I’m not sure. They’d been drinking down at the creek and a crowd of them came here while I was working and started accusing me of stealing their gold and burying it. I think they were just looking for a fight. I was the unlucky one this time.’ They turned back towards the camp, Hock Lee walking stiffly. ‘We get picked on a lot. O’Mally especially hates us. Last time he tried to burn down our joss house. Said we were smuggling gold back to China with the ashes of our dead. One time they put dynamite in the crackers we use to celebrate our New Year. It’s strange because I haven’t ever looked for gold — my father runs the general store and I help him.’


Robert liked Hock Lee. He hadn’t talked to anyone his own age since arriving in Wattle Flat. ‘You speak well, where are you from?’


‘Sydney. My mother and father came to Australia from Canton years ago when I was little. It’s a long story . . . but quite an interesting one.’


‘I’d like to hear it some time.’


Hock Lee glanced shyly at Robert and smiled. ‘Would you like to take tea with us? Though my mother isn’t going to like seeing me like this.’ Ruefully he dabbed at his cut eyebrow and bleeding lip.


Robert spent the rest of the afternoon talking to Hock Lee in the shade of a tree overhanging the simple wooden shack where Hock Lee’s family lived. They discovered they had a lot in common and both shared an ambition to achieve and make their mark on the world.


‘I thought I was the only person who dared to dream so high above his station,’ laughed Hock Lee.


‘Just dreaming won’t get us there. It takes money,’ sighed Robert.


Hock Lee looked thoughtful. ‘Gold . . . and a little luck. That could be the key to our destiny.’


The two young men began talking in earnest. By nightfall they had agreed to become partners and stake a claim together.


‘My younger brother can take over my work; I’m sure my father will agree. Though people will consider ours an unusual partnership, you know,’ said Hock Lee. ‘You might find yourself on the outer with your own people.’


‘If a partnership founded on trust and honesty is unusual, then so be it.’ Robert held out his hand and Hock Lee shook it firmly.


Robert’s swift assessment and judgement of men proved to be one of his greatest assets in business and it rarely failed him. His impulsive friendship with Hock Lee and their informal partnership never faltered in all the years they were together.


The few occasions Robert went alone for a drink to the Green Man pub, he was forced to defend his friend and partner with his fists. But the drinkers and sceptics stopped laughing when the two of them struck a rich seam of gold and, several months later, quietly left the goldfields, wealthy young men.


Having agreed to go their separate ways for a time, Hock Lee went to Melbourne and opened a string of lucrative eating houses and tearooms. Robert stayed in Sydney but continued to visit Hock Lee’s family who had moved back to Sydney with their own fortune, and settled in the elite area of Mosman in a large house overlooking the water.


By the time Robert was in his twenties he had doubled his wealth by becoming a founding member of the Mercantile Bank and financing a sugar-cane company in the far north of Australia. The sugar crop was abundant and Kanakas — labourers from the Pacific Islands — were brought in to work in the cane fields, their toil translated into a list of impressive figures in the profit column of a ledger.


After several years, Hock Lee returned to Sydney to open a large emporium and the two friends joined forces once again, forming a large import and export company. They went into shipping, bringing in goods for the emporium and exporting commodities such as wool and coal. Later they started their own shipping line and by building a refrigerated hold in their cargo ships they were able to export meat and dairy products to England. Robert and Hock Lee devoted all their time, energy and interest to their burgeoning business.


Although Robert was considered one of the most sought-after bachelors in Sydney and prominent and ambitious mothers pushed their eligible daughters in his direction at every opportunity, he was too wrapped up in his business to find a wife. It was true he had enjoyed a discreet dalliance or two, but he had remained emotionally unencumbered.


In 1896, aged thirty-eight, Robert decided he wanted a holiday and was overcome with a longing to see the land of his birth again. He travelled to Scotland and visited his elderly aunt, the only relative he could find. She was frail but sprightly, living in a small cottage cared for by a young woman, Catherine Garrison. Catherine acted as nurse, companion and housekeeper, and Robert fell instantly in love with her. Here was the ethereal beauty of his dreams — fair, fragile and sweet natured.


Robert extended his trip to stay on and slowly but ardently courted her, finally enlisting the willing help of his aunt to persuade Catherine to marry him and venture to far-off Australia.


Catherine was concerned that Robert’s elderly spinster aunt be well cared for — she had become fond of the old lady, having little family of her own other than her widowed father in Ayr. So Robert arranged to pay for a replacement companion, a jolly widow from a nearby village.


He promised Catherine a wonderful life in Australia where he would build her the grandest house in Sydney and take her on a honeymoon to the most exotic land in the world. Such promises meant little to Catherine who was slightly bemused by Robert’s passionate undertakings. Robert, the man she had come to love, appealed to her heart and soul, and she was unaffected by his modest confession of being well-to-do and successful. His protective strength, gentle nature, warm laugh and the light in his eyes when he looked at her, gave her a feeling of deep security and love. She knew this man would love her with all his being until the day he died.


Robert and Catherine were married in tiny Kirk Alloway in Ayr where Catherine’s elderly father handed her into Robert’s care. It was a short tender ceremony and Catherine, looking even younger than her twenty-three years, wore a traditional wedding dress and lace veil which had belonged to her mother, and carried a bouquet of Scottish wildflowers. Robert wore a sprig of heather on his jacket.


They were pronounced man and wife in the tiny, ancient stone church, and when Robert took Catherine in his arms it seemed to him the heavens had ordained this moment centuries before. Every moment he’d lived before this minute faded. As he bent his dark head to his golden-haired beauty he knew his life had truly begun.


From then on each day was one of bliss for Robert. For the first time in his life he had a true and loving mate. Hock Lee was, and continued to be, his closest friend. Catherine was his soulmate and sweetheart. In her soft arms he felt like a man who could conquer the world, here he could whisper his wishes, hopes and dreams. He knew he would never know loneliness again. Her gentle understanding, her caring and giving nature, her tender sweetness, clutched at his heart and frequently brought tears to his eyes. In the darkness as he held her slim sleeping form, he knew he would give his life for this woman.


After their wedding they spent a few days at a small inn close to Catherine’s father while she packed her belongings. There, one bleak chilly Scottish afternoon, Robert sat with a world atlas spread before him. ‘Catherine, my sweet, where in the whole world would you like to go for our honeymoon before we set out for Australia?’


Catherine sat on the floor, curled her legs beneath her and looked at the coloured pages of the book on his lap. ‘I haven’t even been to London, Robert. It’s all a mystery to me. You decide. Anywhere will be an adventure for me.’


He lifted her fingertips and kissed them. ‘Catherine, dear, I am happy to make decisions for us. But I want to share things in this marriage. Everything I have is yours. I want you to help me make decisions, express your own feelings and thoughts — even in my business. I think it would be wonderful for me to come home and discuss matters with you. I want you to be my friend as well as my wife.’


She smiled up at him. ‘Thank you, Robert. I don’t know anything about the world you describe — your work, your life in Australia — but I’ll learn. Sometimes it’s more helpful to be an honest and sympathetic ear. I feel this will be a time of growing for me.’


Robert leaned down and kissed her smiling lips. ‘My sweet Catherine, you are like a flower bud. It’s going to be a joy to watch you blossom. Now . . . Africa. Does that excite you? Or Europe. What about Paris? Or the frozen north or the exotic east?’


Catherine laughed. ‘They all sound wonderful. I know the best way. Open the atlas to the map of the world and I shall make a decision in my infallible feminine way.’ With that she squeezed her eyes closed and stabbed a dainty finger at the world. It fell onto a pink shaded area of the British Empire. ‘India,’ she breathed.


‘India it is then, my darling.’


They spent several days in London before sailing for India on the Peninsular and Orient Line. Once Catherine found her sea legs she settled into the ship’s routine and confided to Robert it was like being on a floating star, part of a sparkling universe. At night the stars shone in a crisp clear sky above them, while around them spread the calm dark sea reflecting the moonlight, and dancing in their wake sparkled luminous lights of phosphorescence.


They devoted time to each other in the privacy of their state room; they strolled about the deck; and while Robert played deck quoits, Catherine sat in a deckchair and read a book. Often she found the book dropping to her lap as she stared out at the sea sliding past, mesmerising her, and drawing her closer to her new home.


They were seated at the captain’s table where the ladies appeared each evening in splendid gowns and lavish jewels. The men, resplendent in formal attire, and the captain in his dress whites, discussed world events and paid courtly attention to the ladies decorating their circular table of ten.


Robert and Catherine were befriended by an older couple, Sir Montague and Lady Charlotte Willingham, returning to India after home leave. Sir Montague was the British Resident of Kaliapur and was charmed by Catherine’s deep interest in India, although she confessed she knew little of the exotic country they had chosen for their honeymoon.


However, Catherine learned far more about life in India from Lady Willingham who sometimes joined her for afternoon tea in the sunshine on the leeward deck.


‘I see you’ve learned to follow the sun and avoid the wind. The other thing you must remember, my dear, is when travelling by sea to and from England to be sure that you get a state room which is port out, starboard home — POSH, we say.’


‘I’ll remember. Though once we are settled in Sydney I doubt we will make regular journeys back to the old country. Robert only has an elderly aunt and my father is a widower and very frail.’


‘It must have been a great wrench leaving, my dear.’


Catherine nodded. It had been desperately sad leaving her father as in her heart she knew she would never see him again, but her love for Robert was so great there had been no choice.


At dinner that evening the couple extended an invitation to Robert and Catherine to visit them at the Residence in Kaliapur.


Robert thanked them for their kind offer, but Catherine’s heart sank for she could tell he thought it a polite offer and not one to be actually taken up.


Recalling her husband’s wish that she express her own feelings, Catherine leaned forward with excited eyes. ‘I would like that very much indeed. I do hope we can travel to Kaliapur.’


Robert glanced swiftly at Catherine, a small smile pulling at his lips.


Lady Willingham graciously leaned over and touched Catherine’s gloved arm. ‘I do truly mean it, my dear. It’s not often we have such charming company. We would be delighted to entertain you both. I’m sure you’ll find it quite fascinating.’


‘Thank you, Lady Willingham and Sir Montague, we accept with pleasure,’ replied Robert.


Catherine lowered her eyes, a pleased flush tingling her cheeks. She lifted her wine glass and felt the gentle, good-natured nudge of Robert’s shoe against her foot.


Catherine was sleeping peacefully when the white-hulled ship nudged slowly into the dock in Bombay. Robert felt the shudder and was aware that the familiar tremble of the ship had stilled and they had berthed. He heard shuffling and muffled voices in the gangway and curiosity finally got the better of him. Wrapping a woollen dressing robe over his sleepwear, he pulled on carpet slippers and carefully closed their cabin door so as not to awaken Catherine.


A yellow dawn was breaking but the entire sky was streaked in a murky muddy light that looked more like fumes from some festering furnace. Sour and sickening odours assailed his nose and he coughed and put a hand to his face as he went to the railing and peered over the side. A narrow gap of sluggish foul water littered with floating debris separated the ship from the solid wharf smothered in ant-like humanity. As he stood there attempting to assimilate the sight of such squalor, chaos and confusion, two huge black ravens swooped before him with a rush of wings fanning the thick tepid air, their evil eyes glaring at him. He recoiled as another pair flew close to him and for a moment he felt like a helpless fieldmouse about to be attacked. Of all the horrors around him, these birds unnerved him the most.


Robert crept back to their state room and slid into bed beside Catherine. She reached for him, murmuring, ‘Are we here?’


‘Yes, my darling. But it will be hours yet before we go ashore. Sleep a while longer.’


She smiled drowsily and snuggled close to him. As he held her sweet-smelling body in his arms he wondered how his gentle bride would fare in the wild, grand, sad land that stretched beyond the teeming docks.


To Robert’s surprise, Catherine found India a thrilling and stimulating experience. The desperation of the poor, the filth, the aggressiveness of the cities made her recoil, but she adopted a practical attitude. ‘It breaks my heart to see such poverty and pain; but, Robert dear, if we give to one beggar we will be overwhelmed. It is a drop in the ocean. Change here will be slow; we can do little.’


After a few days in Bombay, they journeyed through a number of villages and small towns, eventually catching the Rajah Express to Kaliapur.


The train journey had been an adventure in itself. Catherine had been enchanted to find that the giant steam engine was painted a deep rose red and the outside of the first-class carriages were painted with gold and maroon garlands. Their double compartment was decorated with dark wood panelling, wine-red leather seats, and two berths made up with starched white sheets and intricately patterned handwoven covers. A small annex with toilet and washing facilities allowed them to bathe in private.


Deep blue velvet curtains could be pulled across the wide window, but for most of the journey they kept them open, marvelling at the expanse and diversity of the unfolding panorama of India. Its immensity overwhelmed Catherine. The seemingly endless colourless and featureless landscape was awesome. Occasionally a dusty tree shading old men who sat on the ground beneath it flashed past like a painted picture. Small villages seemed like specks dropped onto the barren countryside.


At each stop, a seething mass of frantic humanity swarmed at the hissing and steaming train. Children and street sellers knocked at the carriage windows waving woven rugs and lengths of cloth, necklaces and trays of food. Fruit and nuts were displayed on wide flat baskets atop mounds of rainbow-coloured rice. Passengers who had been sleeping on the platform rolled up their thin bedding and pushed and scrambled for a space on the crowded tail of the train. The excited babble of different dialects and sing-song English rose and fell as crowds pressed against the windows of their compartment, forcing Catherine to draw the curtains.


Meals were eaten in the first-class dining car. They were served by turbanned waiters in immaculate white uniforms trimmed with red and gold braid, at tables set with linen and heavy silver cutlery emblazoned with the crest of the Royal Indian Railway System. Robert and Catherine befriended several British families, all old Indian hands, and were fascinated by their stories of life in this exotic land.


At the tail of the Rajah Express were the third-class carriages: plain wooden seats, no glass in the windows and jammed to capacity. The travellers were a world away from the occupants in first class. They slept where they could — squashed upright between their travelling companions or stretched out in the dusty corridors. They ate simply from the food they carried with them, or fought to purchase the cheap spicy samosas, chapattis and cooked rice tied in leaves from food sellers when the train stopped.


After three days the train pulled into Kaliapur and as Robert helped Catherine onto the dusty platform they were besieged by red-jacketed porters. They stood in the swirling confusion, watching parts of their luggage disappear in different directions. With relief they spotted Lady Willingham sailing towards them. She brandished a large umbrella with which she parted the crowd, while directing her driver and assistant to rescue the MacIntyres’ luggage.


After exchanging warm greetings, Catherine and Robert were soon seated in Lady Willingham’s open landau with her number one boy following behind in the horse-drawn victoria carrying all the luggage. Lady Willingham handed Catherine a pale blue parasol and snapped open her own black brolly.


‘Keep your face out of the sun, my dear. It’s very harsh and will spoil that rose complexion of yours.’


Robert smiled at his pretty bride. ‘The sun in Australia is also very fierce; you must heed Lady Willingham’s advice.’


Catherine nodded but was more interested in the crowds and the busy streets as they nosed slowly through the township. Gradually they left the bustling commercial district and the streets became broader, shaded by scarlet poinciana trees.


As they passed a high stone wall Catherine asked, ‘What’s behind there, Lady Willingham?’


‘That’s the cantonment, where the soldiers are trained. We have a very smart turnout here in Kaliapur. They mainly appear at ceremonial functions, though Sir Montague had to call them out to quell a small riot some time back. Fortunately it was a bit of a storm in a teacup. Ah, here is the Residence. I am sure you must be looking forward to a proper bath and comfortable bed.’


Catherine caught her breath as the landau turned into the driveway. The British Residence was an exotic blend of palatial splendour and old-world English charm. The classical Palladian villa in pink sandstone was enclosed by a high wall with ramparts. The ornately carved gates were manned by liveried guards on horseback. Once inside the forbidding walls they were taken aback by the beauty of a traditional English flower garden.


While outside the walls of the Residence the yellow dirt roads and drooping trees were dust covered and parched, the garden within was manicured and lushly green. A herbaceous border encircled the top of the driveway with flowering delphiniums, canterbury bells, hollyhocks and peonies. Nearer to the house, azalea bushes and large rhododendrons were smothered in massed blooms like coloured snow. Further away by a small lake they glimpsed a Mughal inspired miniature marble pavilion where one could sit and contemplate the serenity of the lake and gardens in cool shade.


The main foyer of the house had polished wood floors scattered with Kurdistan and Herat rugs. Contemporary Victorian furniture, large gilt-framed paintings of the Lake District and doleful springer spaniels, along with antiques and gleaming silver, made Catherine feel she was in some wealthy English aristocratic home. But the multitude of servants, the luxury of their surroundings and lifestyle was far removed from that of a British country squire. Years of such existence had given Sir Montague and Lady Willingham an air of being bred to this world, although Catherine recalled Lady Willingham telling her on board the ship that she had come from a simple home in a village in Surrey.


Robert and Catherine soon settled into the luxurious Residence and the days flew by. Sir Montague took Robert under his wing, entertaining him at his club while Lady Willingham escorted Catherine through the colourful bazaars. Robert and Catherine compared their day’s activities in the vastness of their tapestry canopied bed each night.


One day, when Catherine declined an invitation from Sir Montague to accompany him and Robert on a tiger shoot, Lady Willingham made a different suggestion. ‘My dear, would you like to join me and call on our local maharani and her palace retinue at the zanana?’


‘Indeed yes. What is the zanana?’


‘It’s the private apartments at the palace where the royal women are secluded in purdah.’


‘Like a harem?’ Catherine’s eyes were wide with wonder and curiosity.


Lady Willingham laughed. ‘It’s a matriarchal hierarchy dominated by the dowager maharani. Everyone knows their place and their duty, and the wives get along exceedingly well. They lead a very pampered existence. I’m sure you’ll find it interesting, and they will be delighted to meet you.’


They travelled to the magnificent palace in individual palanquins — small box-like carriages held between two poles balanced on the shoulders of two men, one in front and one behind, who ran at a fast trot. Catherine, screened by embroidered muslin curtains, sat on a cushion and held onto the sides for balance, gradually adjusting to the swaying motion.


From the sounds about her she knew they had arrived at the palace. Her palanquin was lowered to the ground and the curtain lifted. A smiling Indian dressed in uniform with a red feather secured by a jewelled clasp on his turban was beckoning her forward. Two Indian women in colourful saris with the ends held over the heads to screen their faces assisted Lady Willingham and Catherine from their conveyances.


Catherine gazed swiftly about her and drew a sharp intake of breath. She was standing in the courtyard section of the main palace. To one side was the entrance — sweeping marble steps flanked by two elephants bedecked with loops of gold braid and coloured silk headbands with richly embroidered cloths hanging across their backs. These giant beasts stood stoically, looking a trifle bored, idly swinging a trunk or shifting weight from one foot to another. Beside them, standing rigidly to attention, were the elephants’ mahouts, young men dressed simply in white dhotis, contrasting the row of palace guards in glittering red, white and gold uniforms.


The zanana was a smaller double-storeyed building to the side of the main palace. While modest in size, its facade was a blaze of colour and carving. It shone in the sunlight like dazzling peacock feathers. Emerald, indigo and gold mosaics were set in intricate patterns, a frieze of exotic dancers was picked out in ornamental panels. Along the top storey a series of balconies jutted from archways which were screened by bamboo blinds. Figures of women in saris were silhouetted behind these, staring down into the courtyard, watching the arrival of the two Western women.


Lady Willingham motioned to Catherine and they went to the entrance, the two Indian ladies fluttering around them. A welcome breeze swirled down the marble steps, lifting the edge of the sari worn by the woman leading the way. The other followed behind and Catherine caught the sweet scent of patchouli drifting from these butterfly-like creatures. Their bare feet made no sound on the polished tile floor and the tinkling of their anklets and bangles contrasted with the solid clack of the leather shoes worn by the two British ladies.


Catherine glanced from side to side as they were led down a magnificent passageway. The whitewashed walls were covered with frescoes of entwined flowers and geometric borders. The cool dimness of the corridor was interspersed by arched screen windows, latticed with a tracery of thin stone carved in a linked flower pattern. Set between the lacy stone flowers were coloured pieces of glass which cast rainbows of light into the shadows.


The final set of high wooden doors, panelled with carvings depicting local fables, swung open and they were greeted by the smiling dowager maharani, her round and solid shape swathed in pale blue silk embroidered in gold.


Lady Willingham placed her hands together and lifted them to her face in the traditional gesture of greeting. Catherine followed suit and was introduced.


‘Welcome to our zanana. Please, be comfortable.’


The old maharani led them to the centre of the bare room where large silk and velvet cushions were spread on valuable rugs scattered on the marble floor. There was no other furniture. Unconcerned, Lady Willingham lowered herself to the floor and sat daintily on a cushion, adjusting her crepe skirt across her legs.


There were more than a dozen women in the spacious room — the second and third wives of the maharajah, their two mothers and the daughter of the senior maharani. The other women were sisters of the maharajah, relatives of the other two wives, and their attendants.


Catherine tried not to observe the three wives too openly, but there seemed no rivalry between them — they giggled and chattered like sweet little birds — but it was apparent that the dowager maharani held the power in the zanana.


They all wore richly coloured saris but Catherine noticed that the wives wore fine silk, while the other ladies wore saris of ultra-fine muslin. Each wore a lot of jewellery though the gold bangles of the maharanis were studded with precious stones. Their necklaces, rings and earrings were ornate and it wasn’t long before the conversation turned to the previous visit of the bangriwalla — the bangle seller.


The old maharani clapped her hands and sent for their chest of purchases, and soon all the ladies were trying on and examining the bracelets and bangles made of precious metals, cut glass and tiny seed pearls.


While these women in purdah rarely left the palace, visitors and sellers were allowed into the zanana. If it was a man, the women covered their faces in layers of gauzy veils or sat behind a purdah screen. They chose the dyes for their saris of silk or soft muslin from the sariwalla. The attarwalla, who sold them perfumes, created special blends for important occasions.


While the women gossiped and laughed, a maidservant gently pulled on a long cord which swung the punkah above them. The heavy sheet of brocade hung between bamboo poles swayed back and forth, fanning and cooling the ladies.


Soon thalis — platters of beaten silver — were carried in and placed in the centre of the group. Each dish, covered by a cloth, held tiny sweetmeats, cakes and delicacies, all decorated in thinly rolled gold and silver looking like a feast of jewels. Chai, sweetly scented milky tea, was served with goblets of lassi, a refreshing yogurt drink.


After eating, they all moved to the windows shaded by the split bamboo blinds and made themselves comfortable on cushions and rugs to watch the entertainments arranged for them in the courtyard below. Under the canopy suspended on four poles, traditional musicians, singers and dancers performed. They were followed by magicians with trained animals whose tricks delighted the audience.


At the end of these entertainments, Lady Willingham rose and bade the dowager maharani and the ladies of the zanana farewell.


Catherine, her eyes shining, also thanked the maharani. ‘It has been the most interesting day of my life. Thank you so much for allowing me to come.’ She had no idea how she was ever going to thank Lady Willingham for making it possible.


The old maharani took Catherine’s hands in her bejewelled plump hands. ‘May good fortune smile on your life.’ Her dark eyes stared into Catherine’s face and in their depths Catherine saw great sadness.


The maharani turned to Lady Willingham. ‘Take this girl to visit Guru Tanesh, Lady Willingham.’


Her tone was serious and the wife of the British Resident looked surprised but she recovered quickly and nodded. ‘Yes, indeed. I think Mrs MacIntyre would find him interesting.’


‘I believe it would be valuable for the child.’ The maharani dropped Catherine’s hands and lifted the edge of her sari back onto her shoulder. An attendant appeared beside the maharani with a small carved wooden box which she passed to Catherine. ‘A small memento of your visit to our zanana.’


Catherine opened the ebony box and in it saw a beautifully shaped, deep blue perfume bottle.


‘It is our special blend of attar of roses. Enjoy it, my dear.’


Catherine was quite overcome and with a shy wave to the women, followed Lady Willingham and their pretty escort from the room.


‘Who is Guru Tanesh?’ asked Catherine as they went down the marble stairs to where their palanquins waited.


‘He is a wise man with great knowledge and special powers.’


‘Like a fortune teller?’


‘That’s what my husband calls him, but Guru Tanesh is quite genuine. He is more a holy man and spiritual guide. Perhaps you should visit him seeing as the maharani suggested it. Though it’s quite a rough trip into the hills.’


‘I would indeed like to go. Would it be possible for Robert to come along?’


‘I will arrange for both of you to go to the Hill Station Residence. I’m sorry I won’t be able to accompany you, I have other commitments, you understand.’


‘Of course. Lady Willingham, I don’t know how to thank you for the wonderful and fascinating time here.’


The older woman turned to Catherine before stepping into her palanquin. ‘You don’t have to, dear girl. It was a pleasure for me to see how sincerely you enjoyed the day.’


That night, in their great canopied bed, shrouded in folds of gauzy mosquito netting, Catherine told Robert about the zanana.


‘It sounds like a gilded cage to me.’


‘Oh, Robert, in a way it is, but they are so safe and happy. It is a sanctuary for women, and in fact anyone they take in. Everyone is protected in the zanana. It all seemed quite magical.’


‘A sanctuary . . . hmm.’ Robert yawned and rolled over, burying his face in Catherine’s creamy throat. ‘Ummm . . . you smell of roses . . .’


Robert was dubious about the visit to Guru Tanesh but went along because Catherine seemed so keen and it was an opportunity to visit the hill station out of Kaliapur. Used only during the hot summer months, the British Residency in the mountain province was a cool retreat. The sprawling and gracious house was a mixture of expatriate grandeur and English country house comfort complete with a library, chintz sofas and log fire.


Tea plantations and a cool forest surrounded the estate grounds. Rising steeply behind these, dark hills disappeared into mist. The bay windows and terraced lawns at the front of the Residence faced a vista of valleys and distant mountains. Other than the servants’ quarters and a small village tucked further down in the valley, there were no other people living close by.


Robert and Catherine were alone in the Residence, looked after by a retinue of old retainers. It was pleasantly cool, the evenings chilly enough for an open fire. Their driver who had brought them to the Residence told them he would take them to Guru Tanesh in a day or so.


‘You can’t be more specific than that?’ Robert had experienced the flexibility of Indian time.


Singh the driver shrugged and lifted an arm in a vague gesture. He didn’t wish to offend, but from his manner it was obvious he considered these visitors still had many lessons to learn. Patience and letting fate take its course being one of them. ‘It will happen in its time, sahib. Maybe Guru Tanesh will see you . . . maybe not . . .’


‘He’d better after this trip,’ growled Robert.


Catherine put a restraining hand on his arm. ‘It will be all right, dear. Now tell me, Singh, do we make an appointment to see the Guru, or do we just go?’


The driver began swaying with indecision, his hands spread uncertainly. Catherine cut in smoothly. ‘I see. Singh, we will go to see the Guru at eight tomorrow morning. Will you please see that transport is ready. Thank you.’


Catherine turned on her heel and, taking Robert’s arm, left the room as the driver started to wring his hands. ‘But memsahib . . .’


‘Is that going to work?’ whispered Robert, grinning at his pretty wife.


‘We’ll find out at eight tomorrow. Let’s explore the gardens.’


The landau was duly waiting the next morning and they drove in the brisk morning air towards the hills. They wound up the precipitous mountain road, until it became too much of a challenge. Singh pulled to one side where a small tonga, drawn by a grey horse, waited with a young boy.


‘Ram will take you from here; the path is rough, but it is not far. And the carriage is comfortable. I will wait with the vehicle, sahib.’


Robert hesitated. Catherine pulled at his hand. ‘Come on, Robert, help me up.’


They settled themselves onto the cushioned seat and watched the young boy swing up in front of them and take the reins. He was dressed in a white cloth lungi wound about the lower part of his body like a sarong. His legs and feet were bare and a coarsely woven woollen shawl was draped about his shoulders. He gave them a quick shy smile over his shoulder and they set off along the twisting road.


In a short time they turned off the road and followed a track through tall cypress trees. To their surprise they came to a simple mud dwelling with smoke rising from a fire outside.


An old man, grey hair fanned around his shoulders, swathed in a brown woollen wrap, stood before the fireplace where a chapatti was cooking on a heated stone. His hands were folded over his chest beneath the drape of his toga-like dress.


‘Is that Guru Tanesh?’ asked Catherine softly. The young boy shrugged and indicated they should get down.


‘You wait here,’ instructed Robert firmly. ‘I don’t think he speaks English, dear.’


Robert made a gesture to the boy to stay with the horse and followed Catherine.


The man by the fire looked up as they approached but made no move, nor looked surprised.


Catherine lifted her hands. ‘Namaste.’


A thin brown hand appeared from under the guru’s robe, touching his heart then his forehead. ‘May the blessing and peace of God be with you.’


‘I am Robert MacIntyre and this is my wife Catherine,’ said Robert. ‘I assume you knew we were coming.’


The man looked from one to the other with a gentle smile. He had a calm face and, despite the grey hair, he was not elderly. ‘No, I was not expecting you. But you have come, and to make the journey to see me, you have been sent. So . . . welcome.’ He smiled and lifted the flat pancake from the fire and dropped it onto a tin platter beside a small mound of boiled rice. ‘Come, partake of my simple meal.’


Robert went to protest but Catherine nudged him. They followed the guru into the one room hut. The windows were merely thick holes in the wall with wooden shutters. A rope bed on a wooden frame stood against a wall. A small shrine decorated with fruit and flowers sat in a shadowy corner.


The guru sat cross-legged on a mat and put the dish of food before him. He gestured to Catherine to sit opposite him. ‘Sir, take the patla.’ He pointed to the low wooden stool, but Robert sat awkwardly on the floor beside Catherine.


The guru tore off a piece of chapatti and, scooping a little rice into it, ate slowly, indicating Robert and Catherine should do the same. They ate as little as they could, not wishing to deprive the guru of his meagre food, realising to refuse would have been rude. They chewed slowly in silence for a brief time.


‘So, to whom am I to give guidance and who set you on the path to me?’ the guru finally asked.


Robert looked at Catherine who clasped her hands in her lap and spoke in a low voice, suddenly nervous. ‘Maharani Fatima suggested I visit you.’


He looked again from Robert to Catherine. ‘We shall eat and take tea, then I shall speak with you.’ He turned to Robert. ‘You are British serving in India?’


‘No. We are visitors. We are returning to Australia where I have made my home.’


The guru nodded. ‘Ah. Tell me of your life there.’


While Guru Tanesh finished eating, Robert told him how he had journeyed to Sydney from Scotland and how he had made friends with Hock Lee and had been lucky enough to find gold. How together they had built a thriving business and he had returned to Scotland, married Catherine and was now taking her to her new home. ‘Though I am yet to build our home, I plan to build her the grandest house in Sydney,’ added Robert, smiling at Catherine.


‘Where one dwells is not as important as what lives within one. I am as happy here as in a palace.’


Robert flashed him a sharp look. ‘I want to make my wife happy. I can afford to give her beauty and comfort. I see nothing wrong with that.’


‘No, but do not neglect the giving of love and peace. Now, if you will pardon us, I wish to talk to your wife. There is cool water and tea near to the fire.’


‘Catherine, I don’t . . .’


She smiled and laid her hand on his arm. ‘It is all right, dear. I am quite safe.’ Suddenly she didn’t want Robert with her. Whatever it was this wise man was going to tell her, she would share with Robert later.


Robert left the mud house and stood staring thoughtfully into the embers of the fire, his hands clasped behind his back. What in the Lord’s name was Catherine getting into here? What were they doing in the remote hills of India? He glanced about him and saw the boy sitting cross-legged on the ground by the tonga. Through the straight dark trees he saw a figure in black pass through the shadows, a massive bundle of twigs and sticks piled like a giant turban on its head. He couldn’t make out if it was a man or woman. The figure for a moment seemed like a bizarre bird.


Robert shuddered. He was at once overwhelmed by a wish to be surrounded by familiarity; not the remembrance of misty Scottish landscapes, but the sunny openness of gum trees, bright blue sky, and the stretch of Parramatta River where he planned to build his palace for Catherine. A thought came to him as he recalled her enthusiasm about her visit to the zanana. That’s what he would name their home . . . a place of sanctuary she’d said. He smiled to himself. His gentle little bride was showing a streak of independence indeed. Let her enjoy all this whimsy — surely this was what honeymoons were about. It would be back to reality and settling down to married life soon enough.


Catherine was also feeling overwhelmed. The guru was speaking to her in simple yet profound terms. As he opened her mind to new thoughts she saw that the path which led to harmony and joy was to be found within oneself. She felt he was preparing her for something.


‘It can be a lonely journey, even with a loving partner at your side. You are walking side by side through life, but each is following his own destiny. Do not cross from your path to walk ahead or behind the other, but follow your own.’


Catherine nodded. As he talked everything he said to her made clear sense and gave her a feeling of comfort and tranquillity.


The guru reached into a pocket within the folds of his garment and cupping a small object in his hands explained, ‘I am giving this sacred lingam to you. It is not an object to be worshipped, but a symbol which represents many things.’ He took her hands and dropped into them an elongated egg-shaped grey stone with several red dots on it. It was heavier than a normal stone and very smooth.


Catherine curled her fingers around it, and it nestled into the hollow of her palm. Immediately she felt a tingle vibrate through her fingertips. ‘What is it?’ she whispered.


‘It is believed these tantric lingams fell from heaven during the creation. They are found in only one place, the Narmada River. They represent a form of energy and will bring about harmony within you. It is also a symbol of fertility.’


Catherine looked down and blushed slightly. The guru reached out and touched the top of her head. ‘Peace, my child. Remember this life is but the beginning of the journey to a blissful state.’


Catherine continued to sit with her head bowed, both hands clasping the little grey stone to her heart.


The guru slowly rose to his feet and went to the door to join Robert. ‘Your wife is a special lady, Mr MacIntyre. She is like a flower bringing sweetness and beauty into your life. She is a gift. Make every moment precious.’


Robert looked into the deep black pools of the guru’s eyes and tried to fathom what he saw there. Steadily the guru returned his gaze and Robert was first to turn away with a feeling of disquiet.


Catherine came and took Robert’s arm to bid the guru goodbye. ‘Peace,’ she said.


The guru bowed and touched his heart.


Robert tightened his grip on her arm and led Catherine to the tonga. The guru straightened and watched them leave with a soft, sad smile.


As the couple returned to where they’d left the landau they sat in silence, the thudding of the horses’ hooves the only sound. Robert gave Catherine a sidelong glance. She was staring into the distance, one hand thrust into the short taffeta jacket over her Edwardian high-collared blouse.


‘Do you want to tell me about it?’ he asked quietly.


‘Oh, Robert . . . it’s difficult to explain. He simply talked about . . . things. Spirituality, life, peace and following one’s path. That this life might be only the start of . . . other lives.’


‘Umm. That doesn’t sit too well with my Presbyterian upbringing. What does it mean?’


She leaned her head on his shoulder. ‘It means we must live for every moment, my dearest. Life can be just a blink in eternity’s eyes. Let’s make every moment special.’


‘I agree with that.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘I think you and my friend Hock Lee are going to get on very well,’ Robert smiled, but his heart was heavy. He’d found the day depressing. He hoped the houseboy had a good whisky on hand back at the Residence.


Catherine decided to keep the lingam the guru had given to her to herself. She had vowed never to keep a secret from Robert, but some feminine instinct told her that to expose it to others, even her beloved husband, would somehow lessen its power and its meaning. She wrapped the egg-shaped stone in a velvet cloth and put it into the ebony box with the perfume bottle and tucked it amongst her corsets and undergarments in her travelling trunk.


Their last days in India were spent in Delhi and passed in a whirl of diplomatic and social parties, a trip to Agra to view the Taj Mahal by moonlight, and eventually by train to Bombay. They stayed at the Taj Mahal Palace close to the Gateway of India where their boat departed for Australia.


The long days at sea were peaceful and meditative and they cemented the bond between Robert and Catherine. Out of all the stars in the universe, their two orbits had overlapped and become one. It felt right and inevitable that they should be together.


Catherine wondered what she faced in her new life in a new land, but felt no fear. She dreamed her dreams from the comfort of a deckchair under a shady hat. Robert, reclining beside her, was relaxed and happy, too, but in his head he was planning and dreaming of the magnificent home he would build for Catherine — Zanana, the home of his dreams.


The fire had burned low, Catherine’s head was bent over her needlepoint as she concentrated on filling the tiny mesh squares with pink wool. She held the tapestry at arm’s length and looked at the half completed bouquet of roses.


The double cedar doors opened quietly. ‘Shall I take away the tea things?’ enquired Mrs Butterworth.


Robert started in his chair and straightened, lifting his newspaper.


‘Were you asleep, dear?’ asked Catherine with a smile.


‘No, not really. Just daydreaming. I was thinking about when I met Hock Lee . . . and our honeymoon . . . just reminiscing.’


Catherine dropped her hands into her lap and looked lovingly at her husband. ‘It was a special time. But every day continues to be wonderful, Robert,’ she said softly.


They smiled at each other across the room, oblivious to Mrs Butterworth wheeling the tea trolley from the room, a smile also creasing her face. Gladys and Harold Butterworth had never been blessed with children and Gladys hoped the day would come when this happy couple would produce an heir to Zanana, and they could all share the joy of a child.


Without any words being spoken, a similar thought was in the minds of Catherine and Robert. He crossed the room and sat on the chaise beside Catherine, gathering her in his arms. ‘I love you, my sweet.’


‘Oh, I love you too, Robert . . . I wish . . .’ She buried her face in the lapel of his jacket, her shoulders trembling.


‘Hush . . . it will be all right, my darling.’ Robert stroked the back of her head.


‘I so want a baby . . .’ came the muffled, tearful response.


‘It will happen in good time. You must stop fretting about it, Catherine.’


She nodded and sat up and pulled a lace-edged handkerchief from the sleeve of her tea gown. She wished she could share the heavy burden in her heart. She felt she was under a bad spell. In all the confusion and excitement of arriving in Australia and moving into a temporary cottage while the building of their home began, Catherine discovered she had misplaced — she refused to believe it was lost — the special stone the guru had given her. Now she recalled with regret him telling her it was a symbol of fertility. She knew Robert would say she was being silly and superstitious but in her heart Catherine believed she would never become pregnant until she found the grey stone, no matter how much or how often Robert loved her.


A thought came to her. Perhaps she should return to India and find the guru once again. She dabbed at her eyes and smoothed her hair. ‘Thank you, darling. I feel better now. Come and walk with me in my rose garden. I always feel happy and at peace amongst my roses.’




CHAPTER TWO


Kincaid 1953


It had been raining all week. Odette flung her homework to one side and went to her window. Through the curtain of raindrops she could just make out the grey river between the streaming red rooftops and sodden trees. She felt caged and restless. The smell of the cake her mother had in the oven drifted warmly up to her loft bedroom.


Odette hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Zanana, the strange old mansion on the river. She longed to go back and see the caretaker’s son and explore further. She’d rushed away in such a hurry she never did get a chance to pick any of the roses for her mother.


The next day, Friday, was sparkling, clear and freshly washed after the days of rain. Odette hurried home from school, changed into old clothes and called to her mother that she was going for a row.


‘Stay around our part of the river, Detty. Don’t you go near that house on the river,’ sang out her mother from the back garden where she was unpegging clothes from the Hills Hoist clothesline.


Odette closed the front door, pretending not to hear. She hated to deceive her mother, so she rationalised that if she didn’t really hear the admonishment, she wasn’t really disobeying her. But the fascination of the mysterious house and gardens and the prospect of exploring more of it was too enticing.


The boy appeared from the bamboo grove as she skipped down the wharf. They exchanged shy greetings.


‘I can’t stay long, I’m supposed to help my father,’ said Dean.


‘My parents don’t want me to come here either. They think it’s dangerous. I mean, if I had an accident or something, no one would know. I didn’t tell them about you.’


‘That’s good. But don’t worry, you’re quite safe around here. And you’re not by yourself.’ They grinned conspiratorially.


‘I think I know how we can get inside the house,’ he added.


‘Not breaking in!’ exclaimed Odette.


‘No, it’s not breaking in if a door is open, is it?’


‘I suppose not. Well, let’s just have a look first.’


Odette was cautious but Dean led her back to the large peeling white house. They went to the rear, past the conservatory, to the kitchen door. It was bolted, but a broken wire-mesh door led into a large dark empty laundry. Iron washtubs stood against one wall next to a blackened copper over a brick fireplace. Shelves and cupboards were thick with dust and in the far corner a door hung on broken hinges.


‘Is that a pantry or a cupboard?’ asked Odette as the boy dragged the door ajar.


‘It’s the cellar.’ A flight of stairs led into darkness below. ‘I went down and had a look around, we can get up into the kitchen from here. You game?’


Odette nodded. ‘Yes . . . it looks scary and dark. Did you go into the house?’


He smiled and took a small torch from his pocket, turning it on. ‘No, I thought I’d wait for you so we could explore together. I’ll go first.’ He wasn’t about to admit he’d felt nervous about going into the old house alone.


Shining the torch ahead, the two went down the stone steps. It smelt dank and Dean kept brushing away cobwebs, which stretched across the narrow passageway, from his face.


‘I’m glad you’re going first,’ giggled Odette nervously.


At the bottom the boy shone the torch around the small stone room. Rows of wooden racks which had once cradled vintage wines reached to the ceiling. Several large wooden casks stamped ‘Penfolds Co.’ lay on their sides and a faint sickly sweet odour hung in the air.


‘Come on. This way.’ The boy followed a narrow corridor behind the racks to a small wooden door. With a hefty yank he opened it. ‘These stairs go up to the kitchen.’


The stairs were narrow and steep and at the top was another door which opened easily. They stepped into the kitchen. It was a kitchen, work area and pantry combined.


‘This is bigger than our whole house,’ gasped Odette.


Their feet left imprints in the thick dust on the black and white tiles. The large fuel stove recessed into the solid wall had rusting pans piled on it. Where once had stood a smaller iron stove, a Kookaburra gas stove had been fitted. Postwar gadgets hung beside Edwardian kitchen utensils.


Opening the doors of a large cupboard Odette exclaimed, ‘Look there’s still food in here.’ She peered at the large circular rusty tins of imported coffee and tea. ‘I don’t suppose they’re any good now.’


‘What’s this for?’ asked Dean, studying a box on the wall where a series of small wooden flaps were hooked up to what looked like a bicycle bell and telephone.


Odette flipped down one of the wooden flaps. In gold lettering was printed, Small Drawing Room. ‘It’s a bell thing, to call the maids,’ declared Odette. ‘Golly, look at all the rooms.’


‘Let’s look around.’ The boy moved past the pantry and into the hallway. A corridor led to the left, a flight of stairs to the right.


‘Let’s do the downstairs first,’ suggested Dean.


Rooms led into each other, hallways went in circles and Odette lost all sense of direction. They paid little attention to the English wood, leather and upholstered furniture standing in shadowy corners, but admired the huge rooms, with high ceilings, carved woodwork, fancy light fixtures and ornate mirrors.


‘Gee, you could play tennis in here.’


Odette ran to a leadlight bookcase that went from floor to ceiling. The glass doors were locked and she tilted her head in order to read the titles on the spines of the old leather-bound books. ‘I wish I could get in and read these . . . I love books.’


But the boy was calling from the next room. ‘Look at this!’


In the centre of the games room stood a massive billiard table on solid carved oak legs. It was covered by a once white cloth. Dean lifted a corner showing the unmarked green baize beneath.


‘And look at this table, it’s got a chess, draughts and cribbage board set in the top in different coloured woods.’ Odette ran her hand over the satin marquetry of a small games table.


‘Let’s go upstairs.’


From the main vestibule a broad curved staircase led to a gallery encircling the first floor. They hung over the balcony looking down at the entrance, wondering if anyone had ever fallen to the marble floor beneath. Above them was suspended a three-tiered chandelier, its teardrops of crystal dull and dusty.


Rooms led off the gallery and they opened the door of the first. In its original state it must have been a pretty room, papered in a William Morris print. High windows looked out towards the rose garden, double French doors opened onto a balcony. But in later years metal railings had been added, from which hung the remains of a green curtain that divided the room in two. The beds were weirdly out of place — tarnished metal, high and skeletal, with heads and ends that cranked into vertical positions. Thin horsehair mattresses smelled of age. It was a cold and sterile room, and without saying anything they left, opening the next door. It was identically fitted out.


The next room along the hall had a black and white porcelain sign screwed to it: Bathroom. A deep white tub stood on claw legs, a rusting shower head hanging from a metal pipe above it. A commode chair with stained china chamber pot stood in a corner by the large and bulky porcelain sink unit.


‘Yuk.’ Odette closed the door. ‘It’s like a hospital.’


‘I think it must have been. Look.’ The boy peered into another room where an old-fashioned cane bath-chair and several antiquated wheelchairs were stacked on top of each other. At that moment they both jumped at the sound of footsteps on the gravel drive below. Cautiously the boy ran to a window.


‘It’s my dad,’ Dean whispered. ‘Quick.’


Trying to run silently, they raced down the stairs and around the corridor towards the kitchen, but missed the turning and found themselves back at the main entrance. Through the etched glass panels of the front doors they could see the outline of a figure rattling the doorknob.


Stifling nervous giggles, they retraced their steps, wending their way back through the maids’ rooms to the kitchen and down into the cellar.


‘Where’s the torch? I can’t see.’


‘I must have left it upstairs. Take my hand.’


Stumbling a little, the boy led Odette back into the laundry. He put a finger to his lips and listened, then whispered in her ear. ‘You go. I’ll go back through the conservatory and hope he doesn’t see me.’


Odette nodded, stepped into the daylight and ran swiftly through the terraces down to the safety of the bamboo grove. She waited for a few minutes breathing heavily, listening for a shout or following steps.


All was quiet save for the swaying creak of the bamboo. She hesitated; then, making up her mind, hurried back through the bamboo and bottom terrace to the rose garden. Heedless of the thorns on the old wood, she broke off six long-stemmed yellow roses. The flowers were in their final flush of blooming and a shower of petals rained from the bush as she tugged the flowers free.


She tiptoed along the rattling wharf, stepped into the boat, placed the roses on the seat, and began to row as carefully and quietly as she could back up the river, keeping close to the bank, cursing the oars which squeaked in the rowlocks.


Odette visited Zanana several times over the following weeks. Sometimes she met the caretaker’s son, other times she played alone in the grounds, memorising every inch of the estate. She was too nervous to venture inside any of the buildings alone — all except the Indian House. Stretched out on the strange canopied bed, she experienced a sense of tranquillity and familiarity. It was a place where time paused while she dreamed dreams, and all dreams seemed possible.


If she did run into the boy, together they would go into the house, the stables, gatehouse and carriage house. This was his favourite place, for several antique cars, in dusty but good condition, were up on blocks and well preserved. Gingerly they clambered into a Daimler convertible, taking turns behind the wheel.


Their meetings were spontaneous for Odette didn’t dare venture near the caretaker’s cottage in case his father spotted her. Nor could they plan to meet for Odette never knew when she was going to be allowed to use the dinghy.


During the times they played together, they talked little of their lives outside Zanana. This was their special place where they explored and adventured, sharing a secret world. The times when she visited Zanana without seeing Dean, Odette played alone, lost in make believe and fantasies which whirled through her vivid imagination.


Odette straightened up and stretched. She’d been hunched at her desk bent over an old exercise book where she had been writing about Zanana for an English essay. The memory of the beautiful rooms with touches of past grandeur haunted her. She mooched down to the kitchen where her father and mother were sitting at the kitchen table sorting through fishing lines and tackle.


‘Want a Monte Carlo biscuit and a cuppa, Detty?’


‘I s’pose so. If the tea’s made. What are you doing?’


‘Tomorrow afternoon your mum and I are going fishing.’


‘You’re not taking the dinghy, are you?’


‘Of course we are. Where did you think we were going to fish? You know we have some favourite little possies down the river. Why, luv, did you want to use it?’


‘Well . . . sort of . . . I’m so tired of being cooped up indoors.’


‘Ride your bike somewhere,’ suggested her father. ‘We’d love to take you with us, but you know how small that boat is, and you get a bit bored with fishing after an hour or two.’


‘Only when I’m not catching anything. I can’t just sit like you do.’ But Odette brightened. Maybe she could ride to Zanana and find a way into the grounds. She knew the main gates were locked but, well, she could at least try.


‘You sure the rain isn’t coming back, Dad? The clouds are building up.’


‘The weather men say not. Though they aren’t always right. But your mum and I are feeling like you — cooped up. I’m taking the afternoon off: time owed to me.’


Her parents smiled at each other and for once Odette felt suddenly excluded. She had come along as a gift late in life to Ralph and Sheila Barber when they had resigned themselves to never having children. They adored Odette, but the bond between them was so strong, she sometimes felt like an intruder. Her parents were different to those of her friends. They did everything together and didn’t seem to need other people.


Sheila had been an amateur artist who supplemented her mundane job at the council by painting delicate watercolours of Australian wildflowers on small cards and notepaper which she sold locally. Not pretty, not plain, with soft brown hair touched with auburn lights, she was shy and kept to herself.


It was while collecting specimens to paint in the bush one day that she met Ralph who was working as a volunteer ranger with the National Park in his spare time. He had chided her gently for picking the protected flower species.


Sheila was embarrassed and apologetic and explained she’d been unaware of the new law. Ralph had suggested she bring her sketchbook into the bush and told her he would show her unusual varieties of plants, hidden flowers and a special creek where platypus could sometimes be seen.


A little afraid at first, but reassured by his badge and official hat, Sheila agreed to meet him the next day. Gradually their expeditions became weekly outings. Ralph maintained he had no artistic skills but Sheila told him he had an artist’s eye, for he saw beauty in the ruggedness of the bush. He delighted in showing her ferns growing by a creek, mossy rocks and tiny caves, along with the hidden habitats of the local fauna. He pointed out birds’ nests, a possum sleeping in the hollow of a tree, and once they had spotted a lyrebird displaying its beautiful harp-shaped tail as it danced for its mate.


Their friendship soon blossomed into a serious courtship and they married a year later. They moved into their small house in suburban Kincaid. Sheila continued her job with the council and Ralph with the Electricity Commission. Their spare time was spent working in their tiny garden, trips to the bush, the Blue Mountains or the marshy lagoons near the coast. Their favourite and most familiar haunt was the mangrove swamp along the Parramatta River in Kincaid. Here they studied the birds and wildlife for hours at a time, not speaking, but content in each other’s company, watching the minutiae of life in the murky, shadowy world of roots, mud and reeds.


The years passed happily and peacefully. Then, unexpectedly and to their joy, Sheila discovered she was pregnant. She left her job and devoted the rest of her life to Odette and Ralph.
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