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For Rory and Alex







BOOK ONE


PORT MACQUARIE, NEW SOUTH WALES, JUNE 1825







Chapter 1


For someone whose cold hands were wrapped around a cup of excellent tea, Hugh Llewellyn Monsarrat was miserable.


It wasn’t the tea’s fault. As it was for all the fallen, the liquid was one of his chief consolations. But he could calculate the number of cups he had drunk in servitude not as a gesture of geniality but with a hunger of loss, with his criminality settled on his shoulders. Every colonial child could tell the difference between him and, say, Doctor Gonville, as if the sentence of the court had entered the seams of the face, the fibre of fabric.


‘You won’t see the future in there, you know, regardless of what that witless article of a washerwoman thinks. Best just put it out of its misery.’


‘And it will put me out of mine for a short while longer, I thank you,’ said Monsarrat.


The tea’s maker smiled. For an English gentleman, Mrs Mulrooney felt, Mr Monsarrat was a decent fellow.


Mrs Mulrooney was generally quick to see decency. While not tolerating any nonsense (and she was the chief arbiter of the behaviour that fell into that category), she rarely took serious umbrage at people. She directed her annoyance instead to objects which refused to do as they ought. She had not discussed much of her history with Monsarrat – not here, where history could be painful and in any case had all the practical relevance of a fairytale – and he had not presumed to ask. But he knew she was a Wexford woman, ticketed and free-standing now.


It didn’t surprise him ‒ that trick of misdirected anger, abusing inanimate objects which could not put you on bread and water or lengthen your sentence, was typical of the more successful felons, the ones the system did not kill. Mrs Mulrooney muttered darkly when a tendril of peppery hair had the temerity to escape the confines of her white cloth cap, and glared at the kettle when it committed the sin of boiling over.


The object of her ire at present was the breadknife, which she was using to slice a fresh loaf as part of Mrs Shelborne’s futile breakfast. It was letting her down by failing to be sharp enough.


‘Would you ever be kind enough to sharpen this cursed thing for me?’ she asked Monsarrat.


‘Of course. I’ll see it’s done before you next need it.’


He watched her as she flitted around the room, a finch of a woman in an immaculate white pinafore over discreetly patched black skirts, small and quick with an unexpected wiry strength when called on to heave a log into the grate. The lines evident on other women her age seemed reluctant to settle on her own face in any great number.


She picked up a skillet, examined it to determine whether it was guilty of any crime, and set it to the purpose of cooking the breakfast eggs for Mrs Shelborne, who would not eat them.


‘You’re casting a pall today with your mood, if I may say so, Mr Monsarrat,’ she said. ‘And we’ve enough of a pall as it is.’


This was true. The physical pall of bloodwood smoke hung above her head, denied an exit by the windows closed against the winter, and a nest recently constructed in the chimney by some industrious but unwise birds. Smoke stains were crawling up the distempered brick walls towards the whitewashed ceiling. They would no doubt be admonished and scrubbed away by Mrs Mulrooney in due course.


The smoke wove in and out of an invisible miasma of anxiety, which betrayed itself in the clench of Mrs Mulrooney’s jaw. It was, as far as she was concerned, well beyond nonsense – that her mistress, a young and lively woman, should so quickly have become a prisoner in her own body, stricken by an unknown affliction which had the surgeon puzzled.


She’s right, of course, thought Monsarrat. The atmosphere is thick enough without my adding to it. He appreciated, too, her habit of disguising sharpness by delivering any criticisms she felt necessary as simple statements of fact ‒ another prison trick learned by the fortunate.


In fact, Mrs Mulrooney had more patience for Monsarrat than for many – most – others she shared the small settlement with. When he had joined the settlement two years ago, as a convict clerk to Port Macquarie Commandant Major Angus Shelborne, she’d felt pity for a gentleman like him brought low, the pity combined with an Irish delight in finding any gentleman debased.


Now, in her, both pity and delight had given way to warmth for a soul who still seemed interested in the lives of others, despite the privations and injustices of his own. He had also proved entertaining company, and didn’t see her lack of letters as an impediment to their friendship. She was gratified that to be her familiar he had crossed the line between the readers who ran the world, and those who could not read and were the earth’s beasts of burden, and found a friend in her.


For Monsarrat’s part, one of his pleasures was to be able to come across the frost on early mornings like this and into the mothering kitchen, for tea and conversation with someone he suspected had more natural intelligence than him. As a ‘Special’ – a convict with skills which equipped him for more than hauling timber and breaking rocks ‒ he was tacitly allowed certain indulgences such as visiting the kitchen, as long as he didn’t make them too visible.


But now, in the second winter of his friendship with Mrs Mulrooney, the path to the kitchen was well worn, together with the path between his small hut and Major Shelborne’s office, in an outbuilding beside Government House.


Coming and going, Monsarrat was aware of time’s passage and was unhappy with the lack of movement in his life. He knew that His Majesty’s Government intended this; that the real punishment wasn’t removal from all that was familiar, but the sense of being caught in a sad timelessness, knowing that nothing was happening, or would or could happen, to interrupt the lethal, even pace of his apparently static, endless penal situation.


‘I shall smarten myself up at once,’ he said now. ‘But I wish I could perform some service to the colony that would jolt things along, other than by opening letters and receiving dictation. I think it’s going to take more than my beautiful copperplate hand to shift things.’


‘You do have a lovely hand,’ said Mrs Mulrooney, who could tell aesthetically satisfying handwriting when she saw it, despite being unable to decipher its meaning.


‘Yes, I’m exceptionally useful. Is that the problem? I wonder. Am I too useful to be ticketed again?’


‘You can make yourself useful for now by taking that kettle off,’ she said, pointing to it dangling on its accustomed hook below the stove, flirting with the fire.


Monsarrat fetched a cloth and did as he was told. He moved deliberately, unwilling to risk a stain to his pearl-coloured waistcoat. It was one of two he owned, remnants from his interlude of freedom between penal stretches, which he’d been allowed to keep so as to cut an appropriately administrative, gentlemanly figure. Both waistcoats meant more to him than they should, and were meticulously maintained, even now when their fabric was wearing thin.


‘Perhaps I should have asked to go on the expedition with the commandant,’ he said.


Major Shelborne had left, very recently, in search of a river, on a rumour from an absconded convict. A man who had evaded punishment by fleeing to the bush had sent a hint of new-found pasturage to the commandant and the commandant had ridden forth, and might give the fellow a reward if the reported valley actually revealed itself. This was what had soured the dutiful Monsarrat.


The commandant’s departure had immediately preceded the illness of his young wife, who had since progressed with alarming speed from vomiting to coughing to convulsions.


‘That journey’s not for scholars such as you,’ said Mrs Mulrooney. ‘And on top of that I should go out of my mind without your company. You have more wit than those others combined, and a ticket will find its way to you. In any case, what would you do on such a trip? They have trackers and cooks and soldiers. They’ve no need for a man of education.’


‘Well, I shall pass the time by assisting you,’ said Monsarrat.


A small brass bell near the kitchen door began to move languidly, its clapper barely grazing its sides.


Even Mrs Mulrooney knew this wasn’t the bell’s fault. She would have liked to be able to blame it on the object but knew its engine, young Honora Shelborne, was losing strength.


Between the kitchen and the back of Government House lay a paved courtyard, to ensure that if the kitchen burned, the house would not. The residence was surrounded on three sides by broad verandahs with sloping roofs. There was a dining room and sitting room at the front with two large bedrooms directly behind them, and wings with smaller rooms extending backwards; the kitchen sat between these arms, like a ball in a cup. But the kitchen was connected to the house by a wire, which enabled Mrs Shelborne to pull a little lever to get Mrs Mulrooney’s attention. The bell’s peal was getting less vehement with each passing day.


Mrs Mulrooney quickly assembled the breakfast and the pot of tea to take to Mrs Shelborne in her bedroom at the front of the house. Monsarrat knew that Mrs Shelborne lacked appetite and was more likely to ask Mrs Mulrooney to pass her a bowl to be sick in. He opened the door closer to the house to let Mrs Mulrooney through with the tray. There was not room for her and the tray side-on, so she had to edge the tray through first to get out into that yard between the kitchen and the house. He dashed ahead and opened the residence door which led into the dimness of the house.


Before she went on up the hallway to the Shelbornes’ bedroom, Mrs Mulrooney confided in Monsarrat. ‘She used to be up at the table for breakfast by seven o’clock, and always ready to do something – ride or go fishing. But now . . . that spirit’s gone out of her.’


‘It may yet be mercifully restored,’ said Monsarrat. He knew of Mrs Mulrooney’s affection for her employer, and wanted to offer what comfort he could.


‘Look after the kitchen for me, mind that the fire behaves,’ Mrs Mulrooney said as she stepped into the dark house.
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The source of the river sought by Major Shelborne was unknown, but the source of its rumour was an absconded convict called Kiernan.


The penal settlement with its fifteen hundred convicts – all second offenders, who had confirmed the courts’ wisdom in removing them from British and Irish society in the first place by now having committed colonial crimes ‒ and the personnel required to keep them both productive and imprisoned was an oddly claustrophobic place for a town on a barely known rim of the world. Claustrophobic, because although it looked vast by some lights, it was hemmed in by three brooding mountains, an unpredictable river, and a sea whose mood, rarely tranquil, seemed to range from tetchy to irate.


These geographic limitations had the advantage, though, of serving as natural gaolers – at least that had been the intention when the penal settlement was founded four years previously by the man it was named after. Governor Macquarie saw a lot of potential in the river, timber and soil of the place, resources which could be exploited by a bonded workforce, who would be kept at their stations by the isolation from the seat of power in Sydney and by an intractable hinterland.


There were always absconders who decided to take to the Tasman Sea. The previous year, eight convicts had stolen the schooner Isabella. As they slid past the beaches and the cruel volcanic outcrops, the major had raced up to the signal station, which was also home to two cannon. The balls, though, had not found the ship, instead falling harmlessly into the ocean. The soldiers who had fired had been nervous, and not least about their commander’s response – eight convicts and a ship was a loss that would need some explaining. But he had assured them they had done their best.


As for those who had disappeared on the Isabella, escape by ocean was far from a safe option, when recurrent southerly storms gave prisoners a regular demonstration of just how rough and wild the coast of New South Wales could be. Monsarrat, who had fractured dreams of escape almost every night, would look out onto the broken, riotous sea and pity anyone anywhere near, in or on it.


It was less lethal to abscond into the bush. But success often depended on the escapee’s resemblance to deceased relatives of the Birpai, the tribe of well-formed men and women who had probably been on this land since before Britain could lay claim to being anything close to a civilisation.


Simon Spring, the young Scottish assistant commissary-general who managed the stores, said that the Birpai believed that all whites were ghosts of some tribe or other, and the ones they could not identify were best returned to the settlement. But occasionally the natives would see an escapee plunging through the bush towards them in whose features and markings they recognised a relative or friend returned from the dead. Often a missing tooth helped, as the natives cut out one of the front teeth with stone chisels at the time when young men were initiated.


But other escapees were quickly rounded up and returned by the bush constables, the name used by the soldiers for native men who helped in this way, and who were rewarded with rum and slop clothes, the rough canvas clothing worn by road gangs and convict labourers. Monsarrat sometimes wondered why the Birpai were so obliging, especially for so little reward. They had, after all, been here first and presumably had not invited a band of criminals and soldiers into their home.


When Kiernan escaped, they had obviously seen a dead relative returned in his features; he was also helped by his lack of front teeth. No one was better equipped to avail himself of such good fortune: Kiernan had travelled with a number of expeditions in the colony’s south.


The loss of the Isabella still stinging, Major Shelborne had spent a lot of effort scouring the wooded foothills and penetrating the deep gullies of the mountains, looking for him amongst tree ferns larger than a house, grass trees, scribbly gum and huge verticals of eucalyptus trees. But it was impossible.


Kiernan had been a particularly troublesome convict, those who had seen him before his escape said. He kept a lurking violence in check most of the time, but unleashed it freely when provoked. On one occasion he had been hit with a stick when making a johnnycake out of meal for his supper at the convict barracks, using an ancient frying pan to cook over the fire. The frying pan was, after years of intemperate use, part sieve, but it was the only weapon he had to hand, so he used it on his assailant’s head, breaking the pan rather than the skull, so the other man ended up wearing the pan around his neck, with a secondary necklace of welts quickly springing up. For that, Kiernan got a few dozen lashes on a back which was already scored from at least one other past punishment.


But the fresh cuts in his back seemed to galvanise Kiernan in a way his previous flogging had not. Kiernan had grown up with a code of conduct as strict as any army’s, and more brutally enforced. The code of the street said you had a right to strike someone who struck you, and whoever started it was the greater sinner. So when he was not only punished for defending himself, but given the same number of lashes as his attacker, he came to the conclusion that he could not live within such a ridiculous system of right and wrong. This was Monsarrat’s assumption, anyhow, for Kiernan had absconded shortly afterwards.


Out of a kind of envy, the other convicts felt rancour towards Kiernan, and a desire to see him caught and flogged again, and sentenced to working in chains or on the lime-burners’ gang. But the garrison and the guards had never caught him.


Nevertheless, all contact with Kiernan had not been lost.


Slowly a system had developed by which Kiernan would send messages via one of the handsome and athletic young Birpai men that this or that absconder was hiding in a particular area. Kiernan was protective of his woods and did not want too many other convicts to find a home there. He would also communicate the feelings and attitudes of the Birpai, and these messages went largely ignored, centring as they did on concerns about cedar-cutters tramping through sites of great sanctity and significance to the tribe.


Now, though, Kiernan had sent a message that in his travels with the natives far to the north-west beyond the coastal range, he had found another river valley with what he said were wonderful flood plains and pasture land, and forests full of cedar. In return for this important intelligence, Kiernan sought a conditional pardon.


It was to meet Kiernan at a particular point and visit this river himself that Major Angus Shelborne had started out several days before, led by a local coastal Birpai named Scotty. With the major were Lieutenant Freddy Craddock and six mounted and armed soldiers of the 3rd Regiment, the Buffs as they were called, thanks to the buff facings on their bright red coats.


Also travelling with him were a local ex-convict with some navigational ability and three or four reliable convicts, one of them a cook. It had not been said explicitly, but they all hoped that if they found the river and Major Shelborne came back home happy, he would recommend them to the Colonial Secretary for a reduction of their sentences or even a ticket of leave. A ticket of leave would complete the transformation that their arrival in the colony had begun – at home, on their release, they would have remained condemned, their former felonry a barrier to any decent life. But the opprobrium which rang so loudly at home was more muted here. It tinged the edges of the frame, but did not blot the painting, and its absence created a space in which emancipated convicts could do very well indeed.


Monsarrat knew that, ticketed or not, there were still many traps in a man’s way, and many watchers who, out of pure darkness of soul, would love to find a flaw for which a man could be sent back into servitude. Yet he, like those convicts in Major Shelborne’s party, desired a ticket so keenly that he would have abandoned the comfortable kitchen and taken to the bush had he thought it would do any good.
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Monsarrat considered making himself a second cup of tea, but knew Mrs Mulrooney would view this as presumptuous. Instead he opened the drawer of a sideboard – one of the few polished surfaces in the room, as it housed the good china – and extracted a whetstone. He sat at a table less substantial than it had been some years ago, thanks to regular and vigorous scrubbing, a penance imposed on it by Mrs Mulrooney, and he started work on her recalcitrant knife.


Just as he had made the edge keen enough to please her, a hammering struck up on the outer door. ‘Yes!’ called Monsarrat in weary permission. The door opened flat against the wall, its leather hinges complaining. In stepped smiling Private Fergal Slattery, Mrs Mulrooney’s pet soldier. His red and buff coat, his plumed hat, rested in the genteel barracks; today he was dressed for work rather than show, in canvas pants, shoes he had woven from straw, and a sheepskin coat over a red shirt.


‘God bless all here,’ he muttered, as his mother had raised him to say. He closed the door and made sure it was properly in its frame. Then he blew on his hands to warm them and ran one of them through his brown hair. His eyes twinkled as if some fun were about to arise – but it was a futile expectation here.


‘Oh, it’s the gentleman fookin’ convict himself,’ he said, twinkling away.


‘And it’s the worst soldier in His Majesty’s whole damned army,’ said Monsarrat.


It was an established banter of theirs. Monsarrat would not have taken quietly such a statement from any other private soldier without making a complaint to the commandant. The man was at least ten years younger than him to start with. But there was something endearing about young Slattery.


He never moaned, as some of them did, about how poverty had sent them into the army and now they were no better off themselves than convicts, or how drunkenness had made them take the shilling on a dare at some country fair. The truly amusing aspect of Slattery was the way he recounted serious events, wide-eyed and with unconscious humour. With Mrs Mulrooney he traded the sort of genial whimsical insults at which – Monsarrat had noticed – the Irish were so good. It was the way they expressed affection.


‘And how is our Magpie today?’ said Slattery, lowering himself into a chair which had never known fine upholstery and brocade, unlike its counterparts in the neighbouring building. Even humble Slattery had the right to sit while Monsarrat stood – Monsarrat might be one of the more trusted and well-treated convicts, but was still beneath all those who were free. Slattery wasn’t the only one to call Monsarrat ‘the Magpie’. He owed the name to the threadbare but expertly tailored black coat he customarily wore over one of his waistcoats, to his elongated nose, and to his habit of walking with both hands clasped behind his back.


Monsarrat wasn’t sure whether offence was intended by those who used the name, but he took none. Magpies were silent watchers, always present but rarely noticed, offering violence only when something precious was threatened.


‘The Magpie is as well as he was yesterday, and thanks you for your concern,’ he said.


‘Where’s herself?’ asked Slattery.


‘She’s seeing to Mrs Shelborne.’


‘Oh,’ said the soldier, tossing his head. ‘I could surely appreciate a cup of tea from her dear old hands.’


‘There’s the pot, on the stove.’


The young man went to the tea chest, which Mrs Mulrooney never bothered to lock even though it contained the most expensive leaves in the kitchen, a delicate infusion flavoured with cinnamon, which was reserved for Mrs Shelborne’s sole use. His back to Monsarrat, he made a great show of breathing in the scent of the forbidden leaves, then returned to the table and sat down heavily. ‘Sure,’ he said, ‘although it isn’t the same without her pouring it. I’m better off waiting.’


‘And you’ll be overseeing the men in the sitting room?’ asked Monsarrat.


‘Oh, I will,’ said Slattery, nodding. ‘If they know where their true interests are, they should be here in a second. For I am a demon for discipline.’ He winked and laughed and Monsarrat shook his head in mock reproach.


Some wallpaper from England had arrived by way of the Sally, ordered by Mrs Shelborne when she’d been in better health. It had waited in the storehouse until a party of convict labourers had been put together to plaster the bricks of the sitting room and make all smooth. They would normally have laboured under one of the convict overseers, but in this case Private Slattery had been chosen because he had claimed to the major’s second-in-command, the brooding Captain Diamond, that he had once worked as a plasterer and hung paper in a house in Ireland. Mrs Mulrooney behaved as if this was a deception, though her attitude to him was so indulgent that it was evident she did not blame him for the lie.


Overseeing plastering and papering was an easy job. Slattery would sit in the kitchen with Mrs Mulrooney, chatting and drinking tea, and occasionally walk in to make sure that the four convicts were doing the job properly. The four men seemed to work in good order – so Mrs Mulrooney had told Monsarrat – under a pressed-tin ceiling designed to stop the big huntsman spiders, harmless as they were, climbing down to infest the floor.


The plaster the men had put up was now cured and they were onto hanging the paper, a pattern in keeping with Mrs Shelborne’s taste for green. Monsarrat had seen this wonderful paper, brought to a settlement devoid until now of such things: vibrant green with bosky white flowers that seemed to grow out of it. There were few shades of such rich colour in the bush, the swamps, the dense forests and the gullies running down the high coastal mountains, and it made Monsarrat think Mrs Shelborne was homesick. She likes green because she comes from green pastures, he thought, and full-bodied flowers because the summer gardens of her childhood were riotous with them.


Mrs Mulrooney, her ministrations to Mrs Shelborne at an end for now, re-entered through the kitchen door on the house side. ‘It’s that Slattery, sitting when he should be standing. How they ever get him upright for parade escapes me entirely,’ she said.


‘And may the saints smile down upon you, Mrs Mulrooney,’ said the soldier, ‘and spread their grace upon ye.’


‘Surely enough they need to include you in that, and smile on dear Mrs Shelborne too,’ said Mrs Mulrooney.


‘Dear Mrs Shelborne, with all her family’s money, has no need of saints and their grace,’ said Slattery.


‘You’re an awful one for grudges against the rich, especially as a lad who spends his evenings taking money from others across a card table,’ said Mrs Mulrooney, making her way to the large teapot on the hob. She got a cup from one of the low wooden shelves beside the stove – the Shelbornes’ used china – and rearranged its shelf-mates before pouring black tea for the soldier and refilling Monsarrat’s cup.


‘Later than most mornings,’ she said. ‘This all means a certain boy I know is getting utterly used to his lazy job and taking it for granted. And it means I wish he wasn’t.’


‘It means a boy was up late last night playing Three Card Brag. Now, I wouldn’t call it taking money, Mother Mulrooney. More a redistribution of resources. Making sure everything’s balanced.’


‘Ah, the devil’s work and you’re so good at it.’


‘Don’t you worry. God was on my side and I lost.’


Now there was another knocking on the outside door. Private Slattery rose and opened it to admit the convict labourers, their flat hats on their heads, and their rough canvas clothes painted with broad arrows which indicated their felonious status.


‘Come through then, fookin’ lags the lot of you,’ said Slattery. ‘Mrs Mulrooney, would you be kind enough to show us into the sitting room?’


For only she had the authority. She opened the house-facing door and they trooped through the kitchen past Monsarrat, nodding to him because he had a little margin of power compared to them, being the major’s clerk, and so they went out the door and into the house to work.


When Mrs Mulrooney came back, Monsarrat stood. ‘I must go to the office,’ he told her, as if he was some respectable banker or clerk.


‘Will you come by in the morning again? I enjoy our talks, though common soldiers and felons might interrupt them.’


‘Certainly. But I must go for now – I need to be in the office from half past seven lest Captain Diamond comes by and finds me not there. I’m too old to be an absconder.’




Chapter 2


The port’s inhabitants had become accustomed to strangeness.


When they first arrived in New South Wales to face their antipodean punishment, many had been told stories of their new land by more experienced convicts. Stories of kangaroos, which seemed as good a name as any, as there was nothing in the new arrivals’ lexicon which would have sufficed. They were said to be capable of disembowelling a man with one downward stroke from their powerful hind legs. Such stories were largely dismissed by those who heard them. Their lives contained enough brutality at the hands of their own species for them to give any credence to tales of mythical beasts with violent tendencies.


There were other oddities to be described too. The body of an otter and the bill of a duck, joined together by some unknown power. Large clumps of grey fur which clung to the trees and ate their leaves. And then cautionary tales about snakes whose venom was, as venom goes, fast as any poison vouchsafed by the devil to the tribe of serpents.


Some of those recently off the boat were more credulous than others. But some things couldn’t be dismissed by even the most sceptical. The birds were different, for a start, as anyone who had been woken by their deranged cackling knew. And the seasons, which mocked the calendar months of the civilised parts of the earth by being their opposites.


When their feet struck this land for the first time, most convicts had well and truly lost track of the passage of time. They might have been voyaging for a month or a year. So a warm breeze or a chilly drizzle didn’t immediately seem out of place. Until Christmas Day brought ferocious heat, or work crews stepped out into a damp June pre-dawn.


For some, this amalgamation of oddness stood like an unbridgeable barrier between them and the lands of their birth. Any distance which could give rise to such abnormality was distance indeed.


To the miles they had travelled to the colony, some convicts who had racked up a colonial conviction could add the 230 or so between Sydney and Port Macquarie, a sea journey which took between three days and two weeks, depending what mood the winds were in. By that time, the gentle rains, mild summers and familiar livestock of their former homes felt more like myths than the dreary routine which marked their life in the colony.


Still, in Monsarrat’s view, one would not have expected the mundanity of a young woman stepping off a cutter to excite such interest, curiosity and speculation.


Honora had married Angus Shelborne two years previously, in a chapel near her family’s estate, just before he left to take up his commission. They had met several times during his period in Ireland, as many families considered a well-turned-out officer an essential accessory to any social event. At dances, they made lively conversation. But at hunts, they began chastely to map each other’s true boundaries, seeing if these went beyond the official charts, those drawn up for the daughter of a baron and a promising captain (as the major was then). Both were delighted with what they found, their personal geographies sharing many borders.


The major’s family had made a tidy amount trading in wheat. People always needed wheat, Angus’s father was fond of saying, no matter what other crazes or appetites might come and go. Young Angus’s aptitude for all things martial, his instinctive integrity and his ability to lead assisted his advancement, but he had another advantage which was equally important – a family who could afford a commission.


Despite assumptions by those of lower castes that a title and a castle came with a guaranteed fortune, a commission could not have been afforded for Honora had she been born male. A few generations of poor stewardship and her father’s ruinous gambling had seen to that. And while the family was in possession of a castle, their capacity to maintain it had been undermined by the collapse of markets after the fall of Napoleon. So while the common Shelbornes were delighted to secure an Irish peer’s daughter for their son, the peer was equally delighted by their discreet payment of certain debts.


It was decided that the major (newly minted in advance of his next posting) would precede his wife to the colony, to ensure all was adequate for a highborn bride. A minor lung infection, followed by some temporary financial difficulty caused by Honora’s father and his injudicious application of funds to racehorses, had delayed her passage.


Six months previously, when the cutter Sally finally sailed past Lady Nelson Beach, traversed the bar without incident and deposited Honora on the dock, Major Shelborne had smiled. It was an awkward smile, rusty from lack of use, too tentative to sit comfortably on the face of a professional soldier and the ruler of this small collection of humanity.


Honora’s smile, by contrast, was broad and strong and lacking in self-consciousness, with none of her class of women’s tendency to try to hide her teeth with tight lips. They, in any case, required no concealment as all were present and white, the teeth of a woman who had grown up in dairy country. Monsarrat had the opportunity to examine the smile at close quarters when he was presented to the young woman. He, together with the rest of the household staff and a few senior officers, had lined the dock awaiting her inspection. She shook hands with all, even the felons, clearly not sharing the view of some that moral bankruptcy was as contagious as a plague and could pass from one person to another through physical contact.


She spent more time greeting her husband’s officers, and Monsarrat noticed that the young captain Michael Diamond, with a broad-shouldered frame which seemed too large for his short legs to carry, bowed particularly low and said he was delighted to see her again. Monsarrat idly wondered where they could have met before.


The major’s smile became more assured with use over the next few months, as he discovered he had (as hoped and suspected) married a kindred spirit, a woman at home in the saddle and at ease with a firearm. Honora could expertly and instantly don the mask of a gentlewoman at need. But she was happiest when dragging the major (without much need for force) out for early morning rides in the direction of the new settlement at Rolland’s Plains which often turned into races. She also added to the settlement’s food stores, proving the equal of any of the men at shooting, felling ducks, and at one point a kangaroo, before handing the gun down to the ancient Quilty, a former convict who had spent his youth reloading guns for aristocrats until he was caught shoplifting silverware on a journey to some English town.


In another place, Honora’s spirit would have been viewed as an unladylike amalgam. Here, at the world’s edge, she set the boundaries of appropriate behaviour based on her own inclinations and wishes. It was her right as the settlement’s ranking female.


The response of the settlement’s few other women ranged from admiration to envy. Amongst the convicts, some had seen their youth leak away during the course of their sentence, taking with it any claims they might once have had to an unsoured beauty which the major’s wife wore so effortlessly. They felt they could have held onto these assets for far longer had they had the same resources as the young woman, who would never know the need to steal for survival.


The settlement’s fascination with Mrs Shelborne was returned, and at her husband’s indulgence she was allowed to implement certain measures which she felt would improve the lives of those who lived near her, be they free or felon. She behaved like a normal landlady of some well-run village.


She was equally solicitous to the wives of officers and to the free wives of convicts who had been shipped here to share their spouses’ period of sentence and lived with their husbands in huts. It was she whose will prevailed on her husband to allow extra rations for those expecting babies, and she noted the birthdays of all the settlement’s children, who attended lessons at the small schoolhouse, given by a man called Wilkins. Occasionally, she would go to the schoolhouse herself and tell the children stories of dragons and princesses, creatures as far removed from their own experience as the kangaroos and platypus had been from that of their parents.


Her first experiment came to Monsarrat’s attention during one of his early morning visits to Mrs Mulrooney.


The major had engaged Mrs Mulrooney in Sydney, before departing for Port Macquarie. She had been housekeeper to a family in Camden, who had decided that their antipodean adventure was all very well but it was time to return to the real world on the other side of a long voyage. The major had met the family’s father at a dinner at Sydney’s Government House (a far grander building than its Port Macquarie counterpart), and on his urging had interviewed the Irishwoman. He had been impressed by her former employer’s praise for her efficiency, and even more so by her pleasant but forthright manner.


The housekeeper was quite taken with her new mistress. She had spent the past eighteen months looking after Government House and its sole, male resident, and longed for a little more colour and chaos in the household. This, she felt, was provided amply by Mrs Shelborne.


‘She asks after my health every morning when I bring in the breakfast,’ Mrs Mulrooney had told Monsarrat in wonder. ‘And what’s more, she seems interested in the answer.’


It was Mrs Mulrooney’s health, in fact, which was the focus of Mrs Shelborne’s first venture.


‘She asked me to sit, if you can believe it, at the very table where she takes her breakfast. Well, never mind sitting, I nearly fell over, but of course I did as I was bade.’


Monsarrat watched Mrs Mulrooney as she spoke. Her hands, usually so efficient and assured, seemed unable to settle to anything that morning, starting a task and leaving it aside before it was finished.


‘What can she have wanted?’ he asked.


‘Well, she said she wanted my help. In an experiment, to do with the healing powers of the ocean. She’s a dote ‒ you know I think very well of her, but at that minute I feared she might have become a little unhinged. And I must confess, I was frightened of anything involving sea water. You know the ocean is only good for drowning in, I’ve often said it.’


‘So you have. But I’m sure Mrs Shelborne is far more trustworthy, and she certainly wouldn’t put you in harm’s way. What is she proposing?’


‘Has Gonville spoken to you about his . . . what’s the word? Anyway, he said it meant water medicine.’


Gonville, or more fully Doctor Richard Gonville, laboured under the title of surgeon. He was responsible for keeping the settlement’s residents alive, as far as possible. He had traded a chance at the oak panelling of Harley Street, to hear him tell it, for an office behind a partition at the end of a long, narrow room which housed the beds of the sick and infirm. He also had a dispensary, and reasonable lodgings near what would be the church. Denied many of the trimmings of a London doctor’s life, he had decided to take a creative and experimental approach to maintaining the health of his charges. And he had found a willing ear in Honora.


Monsarrat had been in the major’s outer office when Gonville had been summoned, and had heard that conversation as he heard all others, the door to the inner office having been inexpertly fitted to the frame.


‘Yes, she’s mentioned it,’ said the major. ‘What d’you say it’s called?’


‘Hydrotherapy or hydropathy, sir,’ said the surgeon. ‘It’s not fully understood, even by me, but it entails improving one’s health through immersion in sea water. My own hypothesis is that sea water contains beneficial minerals which are absorbed through the skin. I also believe the exposure to cold – just briefly, mind ‒ improves the circulation. Makes it work harder, you see, renders it more vigorous.’


‘Yes. Well, she is certainly enthusiastic about it. Just for a brief period, as you say, I suppose that can’t do harm. There’s the issue, though, of decorum. Of modesty. Bathing in the sea, where anyone could walk past.’


‘I was intending to ask you for some assistance on that point, actually.’


Monsarrat heard the shuffling of papers, and assumed that Gonville was laying before the major the plans which had entered the inner office under his arm.


‘Interesting,’ he heard the major say. ‘But how will you place it in the ocean?’


‘It could be backed in by draught horse, and moved as the tides dictate. Of course it is only for use on the calmer days, but better than nothing.’


‘And you want a work crew to build it? Very well. Cowley was a carpenter. You can have him and two others for a week.’


Monsarrat, whose job was to make this promise an administrative reality, found that the project in question was a square wooden framework, covered in canvas and open at the bottom, with wheels which would enable it to be manoeuvred into the sea. And now, it seemed, the structure was complete.


‘She wants me to get in the box and go in the ocean with her,’ said Mrs Mulrooney, as though trying to convince herself that this was indeed what was being requested.


‘I’m sure it would be more enjoyable in there with company,’ said Monsarrat.


Each Sunday, before muster and prayers in a building which also served as the schoolhouse for officers’ children, Monsarrat was required with the rest of the male convict population of the settlement to take sea baths, and the colonial authorities cared not a whit for his modesty as he did so. He had come to enjoy the practice on warmer days, and had also learned to be vigilant about where he put his feet. Carpet sharks, referred to near Sydney as wobbegongs, didn’t appreciate being stepped on, and weren’t shy about showing their displeasure.


He decided not to mention the sharks to Mrs Mulrooney, reasoning that the wheels of the contraption would scare them off should any be lurking near the shore. ‘Dr Gonville,’ he said instead, ‘seems to believe immersion in salt water is a powerful tonic.’


‘I don’t see him doing it,’ Mrs Mulrooney muttered.


In fact, Dr Gonville regularly went into the ocean, bare-chested and in breeches, even in the cooler months. Mrs Mulrooney either didn’t know or chose not to.


‘So, will you accompany Mrs Shelborne?’


‘Of course. I can’t refuse. I’m to report to her any changes in my health in the days after, so she can see how well the cursed box works.’


‘I’m sure it won’t be as bad as you fear,’ said Monsarrat.


‘It will probably be worse. You know how to reach my son, should you need to inform him of my drowning.’


Mrs Mulrooney quite enjoyed the experience in the end, bobbing up and down in a linen shift with a woman for whom she had a great deal of affection. She exhorted the other servants to try it, and reported on her health in detail to Mrs Shelborne.


The settlement’s few female convicts had come as rather a surprise to one of the major’s predecessors, who had expected to be ruling over a collection of male felons. The women, unlike their male counterparts, did not partake in the regular Sunday bathing ritual for the sake of modesty. Mrs Shelborne had intended to ask her husband to build more boxes, so the female convicts might enjoy the experience without worsening their already degraded condition by bathing in plain sight.


Mrs Shelborne and the doctor had also collaborated on another project.


A Female Factory had been constructed earlier that year at Port Macquarie, intended as a place of both confinement and industry for the convict women. The major had informed the Colonial Secretary that he was now able to accommodate around fifty women, and asked for wool and carding supplies so that they might make themselves useful. The supplies had not been forthcoming, and neither had the women in any great number. So the inmates had been set to picking oakum – extracting fibres from hemp rope – and making nails for the settlement’s building projects from nail rod sent from England.


But the settlement’s lack of women meant that there was demand for females in positions of domestic service – officers’ wives and the like would prefer to have somebody to help them with the daily necessities. So at Honora’s urging, the major had allowed some of the better-behaved women to take up posts in the homes of their free sisters.


Those that remained, however, had to contend with the twin enemies of incarceration and boredom. They proved inept at extracting the oakum from the rope, and there were only so many nails a woman could make.


Honora begged her husband’s permission to visit the women in the factory, and he allowed it as he allowed most things she asked, realising that she would get her way eventually so time might as well be saved through immediate acquiescence.


Honora told the major after the visit that she was distressed to see these women sitting and doing nothing, without enough outdoor time or exercise, wasting away. One woman, she said, was looking deathly ill, and Gonville, who had visited with her, confirmed to the major that the confinement was doing the women no favours.


Honora had timed her plea well – of those convicts who had managed to escape into the bush, a few had returned, reincarnated as bushrangers who had harried the settlement’s outposts, creeping in to steal food late at night, whereupon they had been recaptured. The Female Factory, she argued to her husband, might be better put to use as a place of incarceration for these men, who far outnumbered the handful of women who currently lived there at large expense.


Wedged between Honora’s pleadings on behalf of her bonded counterparts, and Dr Gonville’s professional view as to the medical repercussions of such confinement, the major agreed to close the factory, the remaining women to be found situations of employment with families of good character.


Shortly afterwards, Monsarrat himself was called on to help Mrs Shelborne with another experiment.


She came into the kitchen early one morning, dressed for hunting. Mrs Mulrooney, who had been preparing breakfast, jumped back from the stove. Monsarrat, on his accustomed morning visit, stood and bowed and moved into a corner.


‘Good morning, Mrs Mulrooney,’ Mrs Shelborne said, smiling at the housekeeper. ‘I thought I would take breakfast in here this morning, as it’s on my way.’


Mrs Mulrooney began efficiently assembling a table setting to go with the breakfast, inspecting each item more closely than usual in case it had decided to become blunt, dull or cracked overnight.


Mrs Shelborne sat in the chair Monsarrat had just vacated. ‘Mr Monsarrat,’ she said. ‘Please, sit down.’


Monsarrat was paralysed, both by the sound of the ‘Mr’ attached to his name, usually used by itself when uttered by the upper echelons, and by the offer to sit.


‘Please,’ she said. ‘I have an enterprise in which I require your assistance, and I would rather not strain my neck looking up while we discuss it.’


The kindness wasn’t lost on Monsarrat, who recovered some of his composure. He took the seat opposite her, remaining stiffly straight. ‘I will certainly assist you in whatever way I can, madam,’ he said.


‘I am pleased you are willing. Tell me, Mr Monsarrat, what do you think of the prospects for rehabilitation for the convicts under our care?’


‘I imagine it depends on the character of the individual,’ he said.


Mrs Shelborne clapped her hands. ‘Exactly so! I knew you would understand. And how, do you think, we can improve that character?’


Monsarrat, who had long abandoned the task of improving his own character, because it brought so little reward, had no concern for anyone else’s, and no answer for her. Nor was one needed, it turned out. Mrs Shelborne had decided on her beneficial project and presumed everyone else would see its merits.


‘I propose,’ continued Mrs Shelborne, ‘that character may be improved through education. The more one knows of the world, and one’s place within it, the more one appreciates the necessity to uphold order. And education can raise a person’s eyes, don’t you think? Let them know there is more than crime and degradation. Do you agree?’


‘Absolutely,’ said Monsarrat, who had never thought about it in those terms. He had met many men with educations who lacked the wit to dress themselves.


‘I’m so glad. So, I wish to give a series of lectures, for the convicts and anyone else who cares to come. We will start with the classics. The Greeks and Romans have given us so much, after all, including the very system of order these wretches have run foul of. I have a notion that some of our audience may need to be eased into learning, so I thought mythology might be a good place to start. All the lessons of a homily, and interesting besides. It will expose them to a system of morality without the need for preaching, which they wouldn’t listen to.’


‘It sounds a noble enterprise,’ said Monsarrat.


Mrs Shelborne laughed. ‘Nobility doesn’t enter into it. You mustn’t think me some sort of paragon. No, I have a personal interest. My children, when God blesses me with them, will grow up amongst free people who may be the children of these very convicts, or others like them. I wish for them a society where survival or the accumulation of wealth are not the only concerns, where people take the time to think deeply and well. It strikes me that I might play a part in creating such a society, if only in a modest way. And I would like you to help me do it.’


‘I am at your disposal, Mrs Shelborne, assuming of course that the major can spare me.’


‘Oh, I’ve spoken to him and he is very much in favour. He says you may dedicate one hour a day to the project. He tells me you can accomplish more in one hour than others do in a day. Apparently you are the best clerk he has had, and he dreads your freedom as much as you no doubt yearn for it.’


‘How kind,’ said Monsarrat. ‘And how would you like me to assist you, in this one hour a day?’


‘You, Mr Monsarrat, are going to write the lectures. Now, do you think we should start with Sisyphus, or no? They may listen more keenly as they probably feel they have their own endless burdens, or it might make them melancholy. What do you think?’
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Monsarrat had not, of course, seen Honora Shelborne since she took to her bed. He found it difficult to reconcile the frail, ill and sad woman Mrs Mulrooney described, with the girl who had seemingly entranced the settlement with her inaugural lecture.


All convicts were compelled to attend, with the Buffs keeping an eye on proceedings, at the major’s order rather than Honora’s, since he foresaw the risk that she might be ridiculed by the lags.


She and Monsarrat had decided, in the end, to start with Hercules, in the hope that his labours and their successful conclusion might provide a model of perseverance and industry to the audience.


The lecture, as Monsarrat had written it, was somewhat dry, as befitting a clerk enumerating a collection of facts. Indeed, he knew there were punishments attached to being flamboyant.


In Honora’s deft hands, it was transformed into a story with the immediacy of events which had happened yesterday, as she leaned in and related tales of Nemean lions and Erymanthian boars as though she were gossiping over a fence. She did, it must be said, avoid mention of Hercules’ murder of Augeas, after the demigod had cleaned the king’s infamously filthy stables and then been bilked on the promise of one-tenth of the livestock. Promoting murder as a solution to a contractual squabble was not one of her objectives.


When she summoned him to discuss their second lecture (on the cautionary tales embodied by Icarus and Prometheus), he told her the convict who cleaned the stables was now referred to as Hercules, due to the stables’ frequently Augean nature. He was rewarded with an unrestrained and abandoned laugh of the kind he had only ever heard in alehouses, and only from men.


But she had not given that lecture, being overtaken by her illness soon after. Mrs Mulrooney had brought her tea on the broad verandah of Government House one sunny winter afternoon, so she could read and look out through the passionfruit vines over the sparkling water.


On occasions such as this, she enjoyed having Mrs Mulrooney sit with her for company. Sometimes they chatted, and sometimes Honora seemed to prefer to read her book, so Mrs Mulrooney brought some sewing so she could sit with her employer and not feel like a ‘pimple on a pumpkin’, as she put it to Monsarrat.


Honora tended to keep several books by her on the small round table on the verandah. Some were books designed for educated ladies, fit for her station. But she had a secret passion for rollicking adventures, which she could hide amongst the more sedate volumes from Shakespeare, Goldsmith (Fielding was considered a little too racy for the genteel) and Wordsworth. On the day her illness made its presence felt, she was engrossed in the adventures of Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe.


After a time, when most of the tea she had been absently sipping at was gone, she looked up towards the river. ‘Do you know, Mrs Mulrooney, when I was little I would squint at the water and see thousands and thousands of diamonds. I wanted to get a fishing net and scoop them all up.’


Mrs Mulrooney looked up from her stitching and smiled at Honora, who returned the smile. Then her expression changed – to confusion, then alarm. She stood, dashed into the house and to her bedroom. Mrs Mulrooney ran after her, and found her hunched over her chamber pot, vomiting violently and slick with sweat.


She looked up apologetically and gave a weak smile. ‘I might rest now,’ she said.


Mrs Mulrooney fetched some water and gently cleaned her – a process she would need to repeat, as the vomiting was soon joined by more noxious emissions – and helped her into her nightclothes and into bed, before running to fetch Dr Gonville.


This was where Honora would stay, with Mrs Mulrooney bringing her endless quantities of tea, and food which went largely uneaten. For the first few days, though exhausted and racked by fits of coughing, she was conscious and alert. Then, as her breathing became more laboured, the convulsions started, and brought with them a delirium which had her begging her father not to commit some unknown atrocity, and asking an unknown spectre why it had followed her here. The outbursts were punctuated with increasing periods of unconsciousness.


Dr Gonville could determine whether a wound was infected by smelling it. He was far more experienced with dysentery than he had any wish to be. And he had made the regular acquaintance of smallpox, consumption and cholera, amongst a great many others. Mrs Shelborne’s symptoms, however, left him perplexed. He had considered cholera but her emissions lacked the characteristic rice-water texture (knowledge of which could not be forgotten, once acquired), and there were no other cases in the settlement.


While he worried at the problem, he prescribed the only treatment he could – boiled and cooled water, as much food as Mrs Shelborne could take, and rest.


Monsarrat feared that Mrs Shelborne might never leave her bedroom, with the settlement poorer for having glimpsed a world beyond everyday survival, only to have it snatched away. With her incapacity, the settlement’s small diet of grace had vanished.




Chapter 3


‘Those keening banshees are driving me out of my wits!’


Slattery’s outburst was accompanied by the sound of the door hitting the wall with enough force to make Monsarrat worry about the structural integrity of the hinges.


‘What wits you haven’t already lost to poteen,’ he said, hoping to restore a sense of normalcy through reversion to their accustomed banter, and aware that the potato-based spirit, pronounced ‘pocheen’, was a feature of the card games Slattery attended. He was rewarded with a glare from the young man, who threw himself into a seat as though he was trying to punish it.


Monsarrat had to sympathise – the sound was beautiful, to his ears. But, entering its second hour, it was beginning to interfere with his ability to concentrate.


Mrs Mulrooney seemed likewise affected. The indulgent tutting with which she would normally have greeted Slattery’s petulance was not in evidence today. ‘Stop hurling yourself about ‒ you’ll have the timbers down around our ears,’ she said, swatting him on the head with her cleaning cloth. ‘And while the strong young soldier sits there squalling like a babe, at least the old woman and the convict are doing something.’


‘Drinking tea until they grow old and die?’ said Slattery. But his genial nature, which sometimes ran away like a young child trying to make a point, usually returned just as quickly. ‘At least your tea, Mother Mulrooney, is a suitable drink, along with some others I could name, to eke out the course of a lifetime.’


Mrs Mulrooney succumbed to his twinkling, giving him a distracted smile and pouring him a cup of wonderfully bitter black liquid. She was right, though. So far, she was the only person making the vaguest attempt to take the situation in hand.


Mrs Mulrooney had fetched Monsarrat that morning. He was using the grey time before the sun was fully aloft to scrub his teeth with a eucalyptus twig, ensure his cravat was properly tied and his waistcoat unmarked. Monsarrat had always been particular about his personal appearance. Now it had risen to the level of obsession. His dress was as important as any soldier’s uniform, distinguishing him as it did from his fellow prisoners in their slop clothing. His presentation was also one of the very few things over which he had any control.


Monsarrat was able to complete his daily preparations in the privacy of his own timber hut – a relative luxury afforded to him along with other trusted convicts, or those with wives and families at the penal station ‒ rather than in the less congenial atmosphere of the convict barracks. He knew barracks living, and hoped never to know it again. In a pack, personal grooming could easily be seen as pretension, an attempt to separate oneself from the group. The responses ranged from derision to violence.


It was possible that the convicts who had built the one-room hut had guessed it was for one of their number who thought himself above them, a toff, as culpable as they, but with access to comforts and privileges they would never know. If they were aware, they had clearly taken their revenge in the shoddiness of the construction – surely it must have required effort and planning to engineer gaps in the woodwork which would admit chilly winds but not gentle summer breezes, and a door that fitted so poorly it would blow open at the merest waft. Like many buildings here, the floor was made of river pebbles, but these had not been packed so tightly with dirt as they had in other structures, making their surface uneven and prone to damp. And Monsarrat feared that the red earth of this place – so unlike the polite brown English soil – had designs on his waistcoats, and might yet achieve them due to its looseness amongst the pebbles.


Mrs Mulrooney had never knocked on Monsarrat’s door, so she wasn’t aware of its frailty. When she had knocked this morning, the door had flown open as if hit by a battering ram. It was the first time Monsarrat had ever seen her blush. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Monsarrat, I intended to wait until you answered.’


‘Of course, please don’t worry, it’s the door’s fault. And as you see, I am ready. In fact, I was about to make my way to you.’


‘I couldn’t wait for you to get around to the kitchen this morning, Mr Monsarrat. There is a situation on which I need your most urgent advice.’


‘I am in your debt to the tune of gallons of tea. How can I assist?’


‘It’s best if I show you. I wouldn’t know where to begin to describe it.’


Together they made their way to Government House, Monsarrat struggling to adjust his loping gait to Mrs Mulrooney’s small, quick steps as they climbed the hill towards the construction site which would ultimately produce the church, surrounded by the medical holy trinity of hospital, dispensary and surgeon’s quarters. From there, Mrs Mulrooney fastidiously lifting her skirts to avoid the kind of mud only a building site can produce, they crossed to Government House.


Mrs Mulrooney led Monsarrat to the front of the house. As he approached, he became aware of a low, thrumming sound, felt in the gut as well as heard by the ears. The sound of human voices – female voices – singing, or at least making the same noises at the same time. Their song had none of the baroque flourish of European music, and was the more fascinating for it. It seemed to rise and fall to match the mountains and the tides of the river, rather than by any human intervention. The closest thing Monsarrat had heard was Gregorian chant, but even that was a poor approximation for the hypnotic music he was listening to now, and he began to understand why some convicts believed native women could sing spells.


Rounding the corner to the front of Government House, the entrance reserved for the free and important, Monsarrat saw perhaps fifty Birpai women, old and young, their bodies streaked with white and red, sitting on the grass in front of the house and its empty verandah. Somewhere behind the verandah’s sloping roof, Monsarrat knew, lay Honora Shelborne, entering the second week of her sickness in an uncertain state of consciousness.


A few of the singers looked distracted, like women in a parish church reciting familiar prayers. They seemed to Monsarrat earnest as a company, their eyes taking in either the house or the sky, seriously concerted in what sounded like prayers. A few of them looked up, half-seeing him before their eyes flicked back to their immediate environs.


‘Now, tell me,’ said Mrs Mulrooney, ‘what does this mean? For what purpose are they disturbing the poor woman’s rest?’


Monsarrat thought. He could hear or see no meaning. ‘Perhaps we should ask Mr Spring,’ he said.


Simon Spring had a Birpai lover, and the Birpai seemed to like him, rather than merely adjust to his presence as they had done with white settlers in general.


‘I must be back to the kitchen in case the bell rings,’ Mrs Mulrooney said. ‘Mrs Shelborne may have more need of me this morning, with this disturbance. Can I ask you, Mr Monsarrat, to talk to young Spring? I don’t like this, but there is nothing I can do to prevent it. They don’t seem to mean harm, so I don’t want to get the soldiers. If Spring can tell us their intentions, we can decide what to do, hopefully before Captain Diamond notices.’


Fortunately, Monsarrat thought, the captain would be busy that morning. Major Shelborne had mandated frequent drilling for the troops – Monsarrat had transcribed the order himself ‒ to prevent boredom. Diamond would be marching his soldiers up and down this morning, with a sense of urgency which would make you think a French invasion was imminent, and no doubt thinking himself very gallant while doing so. Only soldiers with specific assignments, like Private Slattery and his plastering job, were exempted. The military barracks and its parade ground were close to Government House – too close for Monsarrat’s liking. But perhaps the sound of boots striking the ground, muskets being shouldered and unshouldered, and the captain’s love of his own voice as it barked commands would allow the song to escape his attention.


‘Come to the kitchen for a cup of tea first.’


So back they went, Monsarrat avoiding the accusing gaze of the blank office window as he passed. It was as he was finishing the fortifying cup that Slattery had made his abrupt entrance.


Now, having heard the plan, Slattery looked into his own nearly empty cup. ‘I’ll come with you,’ he said. ‘Spring might be more forthcoming to a soldier than a convict.’


‘Ah, you have your own work to do,’ said Mrs Mulrooney. ‘Mrs Shelborne will need the solace of a papered sitting room as she recovers.’


And indeed, Slattery’s work crew were gently knocking at the outer door, as if to atone for their overseer’s roughness. They waited while Mrs Mulrooney let them in, led them through the kitchen and then across the intervening yard to the main house. ‘You’d best be off,’ she said to Monsarrat as she left. ‘Parade won’t last all day.’


As he made towards the commissariat stores, Monsarrat heard Slattery’s voice from the verandah. ‘Off with you, you heathen bitches,’ he was yelling. ‘We’ve a sick woman here who doesn’t need your fookin’ pagan screeching!’


His words failed to cause a ripple in the ocean of chanting voices.
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Simon Spring was a vigorous young man, despite his myopic eyes, for which he wore thick-lensed glasses. He shared Monsarrat’s interest in history, and with his wages had built up a small library. It was rumoured he intended to marry his native woman, which offended some (and very possibly the offence was shared by the Birpai, if they were aware of his wish).


Like many a man taken with a native woman, Spring’s chief purpose in life was to make a Birpai−English dictionary. His work was routine, and probably always would be, and this dictionary was his chance of intellectual glory.


‘Mr Monsarrat,’ he said, not standing. He did not share the common view of convicts as irredeemable, spoiled goods whose humanity had vanished with their offence. Nevertheless, he felt no impulse to rise as Monsarrat entered. ‘I enjoyed our discussion on Celtic barrow graves,’ he said, removing his glasses and absently polishing them on his shirt. ‘Made me wonder how many of my own people lie in them.’


‘My ancestors are more likely to be in mass graves,’ said Monsarrat. ‘My father’s Huguenot forebears courtesy of the French, and my mother’s Welsh thanks to the English.’


Monsarrat would never have made this statement to an Englishman. But he knew Spring had a rebellious streak which he kept carefully concealed. The arrangement with his native paramour, and the occasional use of the word ‘sassenach’ when drink had been taken, had alerted Monsarrat to its existence. He hoped to awaken it now, in hopes it might incline the man to help.


‘Yes, well,’ said Spring. ‘Our graves, yours and mine, will be in a land which has never known our kind. I wonder whether it will revolt as it consumes us? It’s not used to consuming people, you know – the Birpai leave their dead in sacred trees in the hinterland.’


‘Well, they may be in a state of mild revolution as we speak,’ said Monsarrat.


‘Surely not! Hard to imagine a more peaceable people than the Birpai, when they have been given cause not to be, as well. What can be happening?’


Monsarrat described the scene outside Government House. ‘Mrs Mulrooney is chiefly concerned with Mrs Shelborne’s rest,’ he said.


‘As well she might be,’ said Spring. ‘I understand the dear lady is very ill.’


‘Indeed she is, but there are other concerns. Parade will finish before noon. If Captain Diamond comes upon the scene at Government House, he may act rashly. He’s been playing at soldiers all morning, you see, and he might decide he’s finished with playing.’


Monsarrat knew Spring had little liking for Diamond with his clipped vowels, moustache and manner. In the major’s absence, Diamond had been feeling his way through the command, and had ordered an audit of the stores, offending Spring with both extra work and the implication of thievery.


‘We thought,’ he said, ‘if you could help us divine their intention, we might be able to convince them to disperse before any harm is done.’


‘Of course,’ said Spring, laying aside his ledger and standing. ‘It sounds like a matter of utmost urgency.’
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Spring tried to share his fascination with the Birpai and their ways with those willing to listen. Monsarrat had cause to see Spring on a regular basis, as with the rest of the settlement he lined up weekly at the commissariat stores for his rations – bread, salt beef, and vegetables, which he was encouraged to supplement with whatever he was able to grow in the small garden attached to his hut.

OEBPS/images/halfimg.jpg





OEBPS/images/titleimg.jpg
THE

XJDI@
0" 4

MONSARRAT d}
CyRSe
Meg and Tom
KENEALLY

POINT





OEBPS/images/9781786072009.jpg
MONSARRAT %
SERIES

i "oese, :m .
Jf.'-,,g;,f} Meg and Tom '«

% KENFALLY %)





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





