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PROLOGUE

1884

She was about nineteen years old, a lean, muscular woman with wiry black hair drawn back from a strong, angular face, and she had a baby in a sling across her back. She wore a ragged shirt, dusty dungarees and a fringed shawl, but no boots, the usual mismatch foisted on Aborigine women thrust into the white world.

Despite her odd appearance, she carried herself well, striding steadily towards the three horsemen with a confidence that startled them, though her voice was gentle.

She addressed Paul. ‘You maybe boss man here, eh?’

He stared down at her, astonished at the serenity in her dark eyes, feeling as if he’d suddenly come upon a benign force.

‘What do you want?’ he stammered.

‘Come find uncle in that place!’ She pointed in the direction of the blacks’ camp, located near the western boundary of Mango Hill Station. ‘Him old fella, allasame call Guringja.’

‘Hey! Look out, boss!’ called Sam, reaching down for his rifle. ‘Look over there!’

‘Jesus wept!’ blurted Noah, the other stockman.

Not more than thirty yards away from them, a huge Aborigine warrior in full ceremonial dress was standing on an elevated rocky ledge. His hair was piled high and decorated with plumes of cockatoo feathers. His coal-black face, with a bone through the nose, was striped with white paint, and tufts of black hair jutted from his jaw. His powerful body was daubed with paint as if outlining the bone structure, and he wore ankle bands of white feathers.

‘Steady,’ murmured Paul, looking warily at the tall spear the black man had jammed firmly in front of him as if he were throwing down a challenge. He turned to the woman. ‘Who’s he?’

‘That my husbin,’ she said proudly, her eyes glistening. ‘He brung me here. For safe.’

Paul frowned. None of the blacks on this property were hostile, and they certainly did not march about got up like this fellow. Their war days were long gone.

‘You go,’ he said to her. ‘I don’t want either of you here. You don’t belong with our mob. Go back to your own mob, and take him with you.’ He jerked his head at the husband.

The woman drew an arc in the dust with her toe, and studied it for a few minutes as if deciding what to do.

Sam patted his rifle. ‘Do you want me to show the big feller the gate, boss?’

The woman looked at Paul. ‘My husbin he go way now. He bring me long walk.’

‘Good. You go with him. You can’t stay here.’

She seemed not to have heard him. She hitched the baby higher and began to walk up the track towards the homestead.

Paul gazed uncertainly at the husband, who was watching them, and then back at the woman.

‘Whoa!’ he called. ‘Come on back here. I told you. You don’t belong here. What mob are you?’

‘Kalkadoon!’ she said, head high.

‘Never heard of them.’

‘Yes you have,’ Noah reminded him. ‘They’re the mob Duke talked about. They hail from the back country. Plenty trouble too. Do you reckon they’re coming this way now?’

‘What? An army of two? Turn it up!’ Paul called after the woman: ‘You come back now. You and your husband, out! Do you hear me?’

She turned and looked up at him, tears welling onto her grimy cheeks. ‘He gone, boss.’

Her grief confused Paul. His horse reared suddenly, spooking the other mounts and causing them to back away, bumping into one another. As he dragged at the reins to keep his horse in check, he saw old Guringja wobbling down the track with the aid of a stout stick and his two wives.

‘The big bloke’s disappeared,’ Sam said, pulling his mount into line. ‘I’d better go and round him up.’

‘He gone,’ the woman insisted. She ran towards Guringja, babbling in her own language.

‘What’s she saying, Sadie?’ Paul asked one of Guringja’s wives.

Sadie shrugged. ‘Doan know that talk.’

Eventually Guringja explained. ‘She Kalkadoon. Her name Wiradji. My mumma Kalkadoon so she kin of me. Big trouble where she comen from so she come here for safe with babba.’

‘What about her husband?’ Paul asked. ‘I’m not having him here.’

Guringja’s eyes seemed to flatten. ‘No husbin, boss.’

‘Don’t give me that! He’s lurking over there somewhere. She knows he’s here.’

‘Ah! Dat no one, boss. No one.’

‘She said he was her husband,’ Sam growled at him. ‘I heard her.’

Paul turned to Sadie. ‘You saw him when you were walking down here, didn’t you? You must have …’

She shook her head and trudged over to the woman. ‘Where your husbin?’

‘He gone,’ Wiradji replied sadly.

‘Gone where?’ Paul demanded, but Guringja grabbed Sadie’s arm. He whispered something to her and the men saw her dark face blanch.

‘Mr Paul,’ she said quietly, ‘better we take her longa camp, eh?’

‘Not until I know where her husband’s got to! I won’t have him hanging about.’

Sadie sighed and walked over to Paul. She patted his horse gently and spoke so softly he had to lean down to hear her.

‘No husbin here. Him fight big war. Got killt dead. She still makin’ crying time.’

‘What? Bloody rubbish! He was here! We saw him!’

Sadie lowered her eyes and scratched the back of her neck, obviously anxious not to discuss this any further.

Inadvertently Paul scratched the back of his own neck, maybe for the same reason. The hairs there felt like needles, and a shudder ran through him. For a minute he was at a complete loss to decide what to do.

Noah shifted uneasily in his saddle. ‘Are they trying to tell us that blackfeller wasn’t there?’

‘No,’ Paul said. ‘It’s just their usual double talk.’

‘Where has he gone anyway?’

‘I don’t know!’ Paul said crankily. ‘He’s just gone. Let me know if you spot him again.’

He nodded to the little group of Aborigines. ‘Go on then. Take her up to your camp. She looks as if she needs a good feed.’

As the three horsemen rode away, Sam laughed. ‘If Noah ever sights that husband feller again, you won’t see him for dust!’

‘What about you?’ Paul asked.

Sam shrugged. ‘Me? I never saw no one.’


CHAPTER ONE

Brisbane, 1878

Intrigued by the occasion, the crowds stood stoically outside St Stephen’s Cathedral on this hot and humid morning, breathing air drenched with the perfume of frangipani. Normally the buttery white blooms would have a lighter scent, more refined, but the low-set tree near the arched entrance to the cathedral had grown into a large and splendid specimen, almost vulgar in its profusion of delicate flowers. The residents of this newly acclaimed northern city were proud of the tree, along with the tall palms, flamboyant purple jacarandas and massive Moreton Bay figs that shaded their streets. Nature in this sub-tropical location seemed a little ‘too much’, as genteel newcomers were wont to say behind their fans, disassociating themselves from earlier settlers who had known the district as the infamous Moreton Bay penal settlement.

Ah yes. Not the most prestigious of foundations. But when that establishment was closed down, and the site renamed Brisbane, it had begun to blossom into respectability.

The streets were regally named after English kings in one direction and queens in the other: Elizabeth – which boasted the cathedral – Charlotte, and so forth. Botanic gardens had been founded along the banks of the wide river, while proud public buildings like Parliament House and the stately museum added dignity.

The rich squatters who had arrived early enough to grasp huge tracts of land for sheep runs had always been the elite of the Australian colonies, but in Brisbane another powerful group was emerging. They were the cattlemen, pushing their herds northwards into the wild and mostly unexplored colony of Queensland.

Seafarers, watchful of the reefs that guarded the shores of this colony, estimated that the coastline ran to more than a staggering three thousand miles, and what lay beyond had been a mystery until Leichhardt, the German explorer, told of great plains well watered by a succession of fine rivers.

‘A land of plenty, and plenty for all,’ was the cry, and a rush was on, halted very suddenly in its tracks by the discovery that the owners of these bounteous pastures were unwilling to move on, and were in fact downright savage in their attitude to trespassers.

But the ambitious white settlers did not regard themselves as trespassers.

‘There are no houses, no towns,’ they said. ‘No one lives here, so it’s ours for the taking.’

When it was pointed out that people did live there, Aborigine people, they answered: ‘No they don’t. They’re just nomads. There are no boundaries and there aren’t even any villages.’

This particular river area was the meeting place of three nations, Undangi, Jagaro and Jukambe, and their various associated clans. To them the boundaries of the nations were as clear as day, and the laws regarding them had to be respected. No one in his right mind would enter another’s territory without invitation or permission. It was a very dangerous thing to do and could cause nasty repercussions. When the white men came blundering in, the same rules applied. There were paybacks.

But the white men kept coming, with their amazing weaponry. They were simply ‘opening up the land’.

The Aborigines had another name for these operations. They called them war.

Not far from the cathedral, not too long ago, in front of the GPO to be exact, the hero of the Aborigines’ resistance, Dundalli, was hanged. In retaliation, the blackfellows killed Captain Logan, the commandant of the penal settlement, though that was not a bad thing, according to the convicts who had suffered under his merciless reign and regarded the man as nothing less than a vicious monster.

Then the war moved on, moved north and west with the tide of settlers and was mostly forgotten in Brisbane, but it did come to mind for Milly Forrest, who was in the crowd outside the cathedral with her daughter Lucy Mae. They were here to attend the funeral service of their dear friend Dolour Rivadavia.

An emotional woman, Milly dabbed at her eyes as she recalled Dolour’s first husband, Pace MacNamara, who’d been murdered by blacks in the far north. That friendship went back a long way, she reflected sadly. Pace had voyaged to the colony on the same ship as Milly and her late husband Dermott, all three of them young and eager to start new lives.

She gave a half sob. They’d all done well too. In cattle, of all things. First as station managers, then with their own properties. But in the beginning, outback country life had been hard for a little English girl like Milly, who’d not ventured beyond the outskirts of Manchester until her beloved Dermott had swept her off her feet and brought her out to this strange world.

It was Dolour, a feisty Irishwoman, who’d taught her to stand up for herself, Milly recalled. And it was Dolour who was there to help when she and Dermott were struggling. Poor Dermott. Only two years back, when everything was going so well for them, when they’d retired to their lovely house overlooking the river, he’d been struck down by diphtheria, and within weeks had breathed his last breath.

Milly sighed. Still getting over the shock, she told herself. And then Lucy Mae’s husband, that scoundrel Bartling, had drowned in a shipwreck off Fraser Island. He was no loss, but she’d been devastated to hear that Dolour was dying of the dreaded cancer.

‘Shouldn’t we go in?’ Lucy Mae said.

‘Not yet,’ Milly hissed. She wanted to wait and see who’d come; you’d miss too much sitting in the family pews at the front with your back to the congregation.

Juan Rivadavia was a leading citizen in this country these days. A cattle man from Argentina, he’d come here many years ago and immediately set about buying properties. Milly had always liked him – he was absolutely charming, no doubt about that – but she’d been surprised when Dolour had married him so soon after Pace’s death.

‘Who’s that?’ Lucy Mae asked, as a carriage pulled in and a young woman wearing a mantle of black lace instead of a hat stepped down.

‘Dolour’s stepdaughter, Rosa,’ Milly replied, as people about her surged forward to get a better look at this darling of the society pages, where she was often referred to as ‘the Spanish beauty’, with airy disregard for her Argentinian parentage. ‘That’s her husband, Charlie Palliser. He’s a famous surgeon.’

Lucy Mae sighed. ‘What a beautiful gown. So elegant!’

‘Imported!’ her mother commented as she cast her eyes over Lucy Mae’s outfit. ‘You could do with a new black. That dress is too loose on you. It doesn’t give you any shape.’

‘I’ve lost weight since Russ died.’

‘You look better for it. We’ll go shopping tomorrow.’

Milly watched Rosa Palliser pluck a frangipani bloom, take in the scent, then toss it away as she entered the cathedral with her husband.

‘Typical,’ she snorted.

‘What is?’

‘Nothing. Oh dear, here comes Juan.’

Milly watched as Rivadavia hurried up the steps, head down, acknowledging no one. He looked tired and drawn, she thought, but just as suave and handsome as ever. That Dolour, she smiled, you had to hand it to her: she married two of the nicest men in town. And the two best-looking in their day. And her just a little Irish convict girl. Few knew that, though Dolour wouldn’t have cared if they did. She was her own person, thought Milly, my word she was.

There was another surge in the crowd as the Governor’s carriage arrived. One of the liveried footmen sitting atop jumped down to place a footstool by the door to assist the Governor, the Marquis of Normanby, and his lady wife to step from the ornate carriage down to earth.

Someone clapped and was frowned upon by the Marchioness as they progressed up the short path. Her husband, sweat trickling from his florid face under his large plumed hat, hurried her along, but already interest had swerved to a gentleman who’d come dashing across the road.

‘I told you everyone who’s anyone would be here today,’ Milly said, nudging her daughter as the Premier of Queensland approached, handshaking the lucky front-rowers. When he came to Milly, he stopped.

‘Well, God spare me days! It’s you, Mrs Forrest. What are you doing out here in the heat?’

‘Um, waiting, Mr Palmer,’ Milly stammered. ‘It’s so difficult. The crowds … We were just about to … You know my daughter Lucy Mae?’

‘Yes, of course. Mrs Bartling! Now come along, ladies. I’ll escort you in myself.’

Just then the MacNamaras, John Pace and Paul, arrived with their families and several friends, and they were all caught up in a muddle of sorrowful greetings at the door. Eventually they filtered into the scent-laden gloom of the cathedral, where the Premier, Sir Arthur Palmer, charged off with Lucy Mae on his arm.

Milly was rather taken aback. It was then that she saw the coffin, covered in wreaths with stands of candles on either side, and it hit her! That was Dolour! That was her friend!

She burst into tears, sobbing uncontrollably as she stumbled into the arms of a gentleman nearby. She wept even more when she recognised Duke MacNamara, Dolour’s youngest son and the spitting image of his father!

The choir began to sing: ‘Faith of our fathers …’

‘Oh! I’m sorry, Duke,’ Milly cried. ‘Perhaps I’d better go outside. I’ll just upset everyone.’

‘No, Milly, it’s all right. We’ll help each other get through this. Would you walk down with me? I’m sure Mother would like that.’

His words almost sent her off into another paroxysm of grief, but she took a deep breath and kept control as he offered her his arm.

Turning, she saw more people hurrying into the cathedral and moving out to the side aisles, and then, just for a second, she spotted a familiar figure silhouetted against the light in the open doorway.

Milly Forrest almost tripped when the realisation of who it was came to her.

‘Good Lord!’ she said, leaning heavily on Duke.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ she said, embarrassed. These days she had what was known as an ample figure. No lightweight. ‘Yes thank you, Duke.’

When they took their places she did not dare twist round to make sure. The cathedral was packed anyway. And she really didn’t need to. She knew who it was. The cheek of him! Heselwood! Lord bloody Heselwood!

Streaming through a pane of stained glass, the sun seemed to be aimed deliberately into the eyes of Charlie Palliser, who was sitting in the front pew with his wife, his father and his father-in-law Juan Rivadavia. He was fretting, certain that his late mother was deliberately trying to blind him, because he couldn’t escape the sharp rays no matter which way he leaned his head. Punishment, he supposed, for throwing in his lot with foreigners. There had been no logic to her fear of foreigners of any description, so she had been extremely upset when he’d broken it to her that he intended to marry the daughter of Juan Rivadavia.

‘That foreigner!’ she’d cried, aghast.

His father, Duncan, had mollified her somewhat by explaining that Rosa was only half a foreigner, her mother being a titled Englishwoman. It took time, and constant persuasion for the formidable Dora Palliser to receive Miss Rivadavia, though on the day in question she seated herself across the room at a safe distance from her guest. Fortunately Rosa’s charm got Charlie through the nerve-wracking encounter. The best that could be said of Dora, in this situation, Charlie reflected, blinking, was that she finally agreed to endure her younger son’s choice of bride.

But the problem with his mother hadn’t been half as traumatic as the time he’d told his father that he had decided to study medicine at Sydney University. He was living at home then, on their head station by the Darling River, and at first Duncan hadn’t understood. He was a rugged country man who’d started on the lowest peg in the cattle business, working for years as a stockman on an outback property, where all he owned was a horse and a rifle. But he’d loved the life and the everyday challenges of station work.

‘I don’t know where you’ll find time to do that,’ he’d said. ‘You’re sixteen now. I’ve been waiting for you to leave school. I want you to get out and run the Blackbutt Station. That clown of a manager is losing too many cattle in the scrub and your brother hasn’t got time to sort him out. You can take some stockmen out there, get rid of him and do a muster. Find out what’s going on. It’s my bet the bastard’s been selling them himself.’

‘Do you want me to stay on there?’

‘Why don’t you listen? I said I want you to run it, not drift in, do a count and wander off.’

Charlie shuddered, recalling the explosion when he explained that he had already enrolled in a medical college in Sydney.

His mother had come running. ‘What’s all this noise about?’

‘Him!’ Duncan had shouted. ‘And it’s all your fault. Putting ideas in his head. Sending him off to that fancy school. Now look at him! Wanting to go back and learn how to be a bloody doctor. He doesn’t mind the money the stations bring in, does he? But he won’t lift a finger to contribute.’

She’d tried to calm him. ‘I think we should consider it. Give the idea a few days. We’ll think about it for a while.’

‘I don’t need to think about it!’ Duncan roared. ‘I know what’s at the bottom of this and don’t either of you try to deny it. He doesn’t like work. Why can’t he get into it like Langley does? And like I do? I’ve had to work hard all my life, and glad to do it, to get ahead in the world. But not him, he’s a taker …’

‘Now you know that’s not true, Duncan,’ she’d said. But as he listened to them arguing, Charlie knew his father was right, to a certain extent. Life on a cattle station was hard work, day in and day out. Their stations were so huge, the men had to camp out several nights a week to cover the territory. Charlie had often gone out to work with them, once his father had considered he was strong enough to handle a stock horse, and as a youngster he had enjoyed himself, but the novelty had been worn down by the heat and dust and the surprisingly cold nights in the open, as well as having to swallow greasy camp stews thrown together by men too tired to fuss about quality as long as there was enough for all.

Langley had always looked out for his younger brother, and this time he didn’t let him down, arguing that Charlie had a right to please himself in what he did. But in the end it was their mother who saved the day. She talked Duncan around, and even suggested that as soon as Charlie finished the course and became a real doctor, he could come back home and help out. Her reasoning astonished Charlie. She seemed to think that medicine sat quite well with veterinary work. He didn’t enlighten her, and he was amused to find that from the first day he entered medical school, she referred to him as Dr Palliser.

‘Ah well.’ Duncan shrugged. ‘Rosa will own a string of cattle stations when Rivadavia passes on. So will you when I kick the bucket. I suppose the two of you will sell up and let all our good work go for nothing.’

‘Don’t start that again. You ought to be pleased. You’ll have grandchildren to pick up the reins. Anyway, Rosa might be his only daughter, but he has three stepsons, and they’re in the cattle business too.’

‘And who might they be?’

‘The MacNamaras.’

‘Where from?’

‘Kooramin Station and Oberon up north. And they’ve got other runs, I believe.’

‘You don’t mean Pace MacNamara’s sons?’

‘Yes. I think so. Juan married his widow.’

‘God Almighty! So he did. Now you listen to me, Charlie. You’re getting into a hornets’ nest there. Pace had enemies. He crossed a few influential characters in his time. I knew him; he wasn’t a bad feller, always on the hunt for land, but he pushed his luck. Went too far too soon. Rivadavia has probably told you about that.’

Charlie could see from his father’s smug raised eyebrows that he’d guessed Juan had not.

‘Why would he? It’s not important, whatever it was.’

‘Maybe not,’ Duncan said. ‘But you take a word from the wise: I’d give this a lot more thought. Get to know one another better. There’s no rush, is there?’

‘No, except I love her, and she loves me.’

Duncan reached for his pipe and began stuffing it with tobacco. ‘You don’t think she might be a bit hi-falutin’ for us?’

Charlie was stung into anger. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I can read. I see her in the papers. She’s a high stepper, you have to grant that. Always about here and there. In our day people who had their picture in the paper were either common or criminals.’

‘Oh for crying out loud! What other logs can you throw on the road? I’m going; I’ll come back when you’re in a better mood.’

The funeral service, a requiem mass, was interminable. The cathedral felt like a steam bath, and Charlie’s stiff collar was too tight. Rosa, by his side, was fanning herself, and on his other side Duncan was probably regretting his kind decision to attend – the second time he’d graced St Stephen’s with his presence.

The congregation stood, and Charlie hoped it was to depart, but more ceremony followed, and then a hearty hymn.

Rosa whispered to him: ‘I’m feeling faint. I have to go outside for air.’

He clasped her hand. ‘I’ll come with you.’

‘No, no, no. Don’t fuss.’

‘Are you sure you’ll be all right?’

‘Yes, of course.’

She kissed him on the cheek and slipped out through a side door. It occurred to Charlie that she might be pregnant, and he hummed along with the hymn, his heart full of joy.

As she stepped outside, Rosa put a hand on the cool stone wall to steady herself for a few minutes, relieved to feel her head clearing. This pain had begun earlier, when her maid had brought flowers into the breakfast room. She’d immediately begun sneezing and snuffling, and when the headache developed, Charlie had brought her a draught that had dulled it a little. Normally she wasn’t prone to headaches, but she’d worked out that acacia plants were the villains of the piece, and tried to avoid them.

She sighed and walked into the side garden, hoping there were no acacias loitering here, and along the shaded path towards the front of the cathedral. The mass was almost over now, so they’d be coming out and the tears would start all over again.

Rosa had liked Dolour, more so than Delia, her own mother, who had not been able to cope with this climate, or with station life. An English gentlewoman, she’d left Juan and returned home, taking Rosa with her. But she’d always been difficult to please, and was determined to be unhappy; her letters to Juan were a litany of complaints. Finally she’d written that she could not be expected to bring up a ten-year-old girl on her own – though Juan had seen to it that she had a lovely home in Kensington and wanted for nothing.

Rosa still suffered from bouts of anxiety that emanated from the day she heard her mother tell the housekeeper that she could no longer bear the wretched child mooning about the house.

‘I’m simply not well enough,’ Delia had explained. ‘I’m a frail person, anyone can see that. I cannot abide noise of any sort. I’m sending her off to her father. I want you to take her.’

‘Where to, madam?’ the woman asked fearfully.

‘To Argentina, of course!’

‘Oh no, madam, I couldn’t do that!’ the woman shrieked. ‘I’m not knowing where is such a place.’

She threw her apron over her face and dashed from the room. Rosa wished she had an apron to throw over her own face, which was glowing red with humiliation. She peered into her mother’s boudoir. She had always loved it: a rainbow room of coloured satin pillows, embroidered, beaded and pleated, large and small, scattered everywhere – on the bed, the chaise, the big plump armchair, banked up high on the window seat and even thrown willy-nilly about the floor.

Delia was seated at her dressing table, her long hair brushed down over her shoulders.

‘What do you want?’ she called.

Rosa scowled. She was never allowed in this room, so she called back: ‘I don’t want to go to Argentina.’

‘Of course you don’t. You never want to do anything you’re told.’

‘I do so. How long would I have to stay there?’

Delia waved a white-gloved hand. ‘I don’t know. That’s up to your father.’

‘What if he doesn’t want me either?’

‘Then he’ll probably send you back.’ Delia yawned. ‘For heaven’s sake, stop nagging me. Tell that woman I’ll have tea now, and a boiled egg.’

‘What woman?’ Often Rosa took revenge on her vague mother by pretending not to understand instructions.

‘The person who just left here.’

‘What person?’

‘Oh, any person, you stupid girl!’

‘I’ll see if I can find one.’

She made no attempt to deliver the message. There was nothing wrong with her mother, the doctor had said.

‘She stays in bed too much, Rosa. You should encourage her to get up and take walks or her joints will stiffen up.’

Rosa decided that problem could be easily solved.

‘We’ll starve her out,’ she informed the cook, who took no notice at all. Nor did the housekeeper.

The plan to ship Rosa off to Argentina seemed to have been forgotten, so she continued attending St Mary’s College across the square until a week after her twelfth birthday, when she came home to find her father waiting for her in the parlour.

She barely knew this softly spoken man, with his dark eyes and blinding smile, so she sat giddily on the edge of a chair, answering his polite little questions, wishing he would go away, until her mother swept in wearing the swishest grey lace dress with a short fishtail train, and a beautiful hat covered in grey georgette. She looked fantastic!

‘Are you going out?’ Rosa asked, incredulous. On the rare occasions when Delia did go out, she bundled herself up in coats and scarves to protect her fragile constitution.

‘Yes.’

‘Not just yet,’ her husband said. ‘Sit down, Delia.’

‘I prefer to stand,’ she said haughtily.

‘And I want you to sit, so please do so.’

She sulked into the nearest chair, sitting upright without the assistance of cushions. Rosa wished the doctor could see her now.

‘I understand you would like to come to live with me,’ her father said.

Rosa sat mute, red-faced again. Had Delia lied? She wouldn’t put it past her. But did her father want her? He didn’t sound too enthusiastic. She frowned.

‘I can’t speak Spanish.’

‘They speak English in the Australian colonies.’

‘I thought you lived in Argentina.’

Irritated, he shook his head at Delia. ‘I come from Argentina originally. We have family and property in that country. But my home is Rosario Station, north of Brisbane.’

‘Rosario?’ His daughter was enchanted. ‘Did you name your house after me?’

‘More than a house,’ Delia sniffed. ‘It’s the size of a county. A big empty county.’

‘Yes, it was named after you, Rosa. Now, your mother and I are going to tea at the Grosvenor, which I’m told is very pleasant. If you would care to join us, we could talk more.’

‘The Grosvenor?’ Rosa cried. ‘I’d love to.’

‘She can’t come, she doesn’t have anything to wear,’ Delia said, smoothing her gloves.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Juan sounded displeased, and Rosa shrank back in her chair, but Delia stood.

‘I told you, she doesn’t have anything to wear, and she’s too young.’

Her father seemed not to believe Delia. He turned to Rosa. ‘Do you not have a nice summer dress and hat?’

‘Not really,’ she admitted.

‘Then we will go to tea tomorrow.’

‘We will not!’ Delia cried. ‘I want to go today.’

‘We will go tomorrow,’ he repeated. ‘And I will be here first thing in the morning, Rosa, to take you shopping so that you can come with us.’

‘I might not be well enough tomorrow,’ Delia countered.

‘Then stay home,’ he said angrily. ‘I am outraged that my daughter does not have a wardrobe befitting her status. And I apologise to you, Rosa, for my laxity in allowing this state of affairs to come about. Will it be convenient if I call for you at ten?’

‘Yes,’ she breathed, starry-eyed.

The next morning, when Juan arrived on the tick of ten, Delia stayed in bed sulking, but he was unconcerned. He took his daughter to boutiques in Bond Street, not one but several, and bought her boxes of beautiful hats and dresses, all of which were sent out to a waiting carriage.

Rosa was too shy to comment when the shopping spree spread to travelling outfits. It was obvious that Juan had already made the decision that she should return with him, but she was so overwhelmed by all this finery that she was happy to agree. Not that anyone had asked her.

That afternoon she wore a white empire-line Swiss cotton dress with pink trimming, and a light straw bonnet that to her mind looked rather plain, with just a few tiny pink roses under the brim, but the lady in the shop had said it was perfect and Juan agreed.

Delia, furious when all the purchases were delivered, frowned and said they were too old for her. Rosa wasn’t sure who was right, but she didn’t care; she was so happy to be taking afternoon tea at the Grosvenor along with London’s fashionable elite.

Contrary to the end, Delia accused Juan of trying to steal Rosa away from her by bribing her with a ridiculous show of cheap finery.

‘They were not cheap, Mother, believe me,’ Rosa whispered.

‘Be quiet, you silly girl.’

‘That’s enough, Delia,’ her husband said softly. ‘Behave yourself. You’re giving a bad example to the child. It is not done to argue in public.’

‘Then I shall see my solicitor,’ Delia retorted. ‘You can argue with him.’

Rosa saw that flash of anger in his eyes once again, and was intrigued to realise that this nice, polite man actually disliked his wife. She didn’t blame him. Her mother was a real pain in the neck to live with. She wondered why he’d married her in the first place. Good looks, she supposed. People who saw Delia at her best said she was lovely-looking.

He ignored the threat of Delia’s solicitor, calmly offering the tiered silver cake tray to Rosa.

‘Did you hear me?’ Delia insisted.

‘Yes, my dear. You do as you please.’

With that, Delia seemed to slump, as if the solicitor business had been a bluff, and Rosa felt a little sorry for her.

The trunks were packed. Rosa’s chaperone and tutor, a young widow, Mrs Lark Pilgrim, was installed in the house, ready to travel with them. Delia remained in her room, claiming that Lark was her husband’s whore and that he was using Rosa as an excuse to travel with the woman.

The housekeeper was embarrassed. She explained to Lark that her mistress couldn’t receive her because she was too upset at the prospect of her daughter’s departure.

Rosa didn’t know what to make of the situation. It was the first time she’d heard that word spoken, and it was such a shock she felt as if someone had boxed her ears. Then she began to wonder if it were true. Was Lark her father’s lover?

Finally she asked the housekeeper, who said: ‘Certainly not!’

Rosa had to steel herself for the departure date. As she’d expected, Delia was hysterical that morning, flinging herself about in her dressing gown, weeping and screaming at the front door. Though she’d seen these tantrums before, and was almost sure that her mother would be over it by teatime, Rosa cried too, feeling horribly guilty that she was so thrilled to be off on this great adventure with a father she adored.

As for Lark, once aboard she was happy and relaxed with Rosa, but though she was a very pretty woman, she was painfully shy and petrified of her employer, so that answered the question for Rosa, who had been watching them closely.

Lark took her meals in the suite she occupied with Rosa, since the only other alternative on this fine ship was second class and that wouldn’t do, but she accompanied Rosa on deck, joining in games and other activities. However, six weeks at sea is a long time. Within the first week several gentlemen were eager to make Lark’s acquaintance, and they soon became suitors, at her beck and call. Rosa thought this was fun until she noticed her father was taking an interest in Lark too, though he tried to pretend he wasn’t.

By the time the ship berthed in Brisbane, her father and Lark were definitely having an affair, a term she’d learned on the ship. And to her astonishment, her father took two rooms at the Victoria Hotel in Queen Street, one for her and the other for Lark and himself!

Now she walked towards the front of the cathedral and seated herself on a carved stone bench in the dappled shade of a gum tree, shaking her head at his cool disregard for convention. He’d always been like that. So sophisticated in many ways, but strict and old fashioned with his daughter. And that had caused some unholy rows over the years.

She saw a gentleman slip out of the church and stop to replace his top hat. He was tall and distinguished, impeccably dressed, with a London cut to his dark suit, yet his face was lightly weathered. She guessed he was one of her father’s grazier friends.

As he passed, he raised his hat and acknowledged her. ‘Mrs Palliser,’ he said, and for a minute there she thought he intended to stay and speak to her, but he kept going.

She watched him walk down the steps to the street and cross over, walking tall, head held high, almost arrogantly, but then other people began exiting the cathedral and she forgot about him. Remembering Dolour again, and her own mother.

Rosa had been thirteen and living at Rosario Station when her father broke the news to her that her mother had been killed. Run down by a brewery lorry as she tried to cross a busy street in London. It was months before they could make it to London and take her favourite white roses to Delia’s grave; just the two of them; and it hadn’t seemed real to Rosa. It was as if her mother had simply drifted off to heaven in her vague way, leaving behind the light perfume of the roses. Delia’s little memorial service had been so much better than this, Dolour’s crowded, misery-driven day, with the graveside ordeal ahead of them yet. And after that the wake, which Juan had insisted was to be held at his Brisbane home, where he and Dolour had lived when they were in town, which wasn’t often. Dolour preferred the bush.

Charlie came rushing to her side. ‘Are you all right, darling?’

‘Yes. Can we go now?’

‘Oh, no. I’m a pall-bearer. As long as you’re all right?’

He hurried away and Rosa sat and waited. The ugly black hearse with glass windows was also waiting. Patiently. Inevitably.

A few people came out of the church, and Rosa stood as her father led the cortège of men who carried the coffin out of the church and down the steps.

Some urchins ducked around them to get a better view of this curious procession, and were chased away by the undertaker as the coffin was loaded into place. His underling began adding flowers, and the men with Juan backed away uncertainly.

Once again Charlie was by her side.

‘Thank God that’s over,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’

‘We can’t. We have to support your father.’

His own father, tall and angular like his son, was standing behind him. He shrugged at Rosa, as if to say: ‘Sorry. You can’t get out of that.’

Rosa sighed and allowed Charlie to take her over to Juan’s side on the main path, where friends, and strangers she noted, could pay their respects to the bereaved.

One by one and two by two they came to commiserate, some red-faced from the heat, some dabbing tears, making attempts to say the right thing, all telling them about Dolour, that fine woman; while the country men, wordless, just shook Juan’s hand firmly and nodded to the couple supporting him.

Rosa could feel her father’s agony as the line of sympathisers moved slowly towards them.

‘This is barbaric,’ she whispered to him. ‘Come on. We must go now.’

‘We can’t yet,’ he said, his voice strained. ‘Sir Samuel …’

She looked up and saw the Governor and his wife, taking their time to enjoy a genial conversation with the priest near the main entrance, and it annoyed her.

‘Go and tell them we’re all waiting to leave,’ she said to Charlie.

‘I can’t do that.’

‘I can,’ offered a voice behind her, and she watched, pleased, as her stepbrother Duke MacNamara strode over and had a quick word.

‘Ah yes,’ the Governor said, quickly shaking hands with the priest and hurrying his wife over to them.

The stragglers in the queue made way for the important couple, who did their commiserating and departed, allowing the priest to claim Juan’s attention.

‘Thank you, Duke,’ Rosa said. ‘It’s nice to see you again. Are you still out at Kooramin?’

‘Yes, but I’m going north soon.’ He grinned. ‘By gee, Rosa, you shine up well. But you always were good on the eye. And you’re an old married lady now!’

She tapped him with her fan. ‘I’m only two years older than you, remember.’

They were interrupted by Mrs Forrest, who’d come over with him.

‘Yes, you must be twenty-four now, Duke,’ she said. ‘When are you getting married?’

‘Probably never, now that Rosa’s taken,’ he said, turning to the girl behind them. ‘Can I leave your mother in your capable hands now, Lucy Mae? This has been quite an ordeal for her.’

‘Of course,’ she nodded.

Out of the corner of her eye Rosa saw John Pace MacNamara looking at her, and turned away quickly.

‘I’m going home now,’ she said to Charlie.

‘We have to go to the cemetery.’

‘I have to get back to the house and see to the catering,’ she lied. ‘I’ll tell Juan you’ll go with him.’

‘But you have to come. You can’t just …’

‘It’s all right, Charlie,’ Mrs Forrest said. ‘It’s not really expected for women to attend the graveside after the service.’

Rosa gave the old dear a smile as she walked away, knowing that Milly had probably made that up. She could be helpful at times, when she wasn’t homing in on every last bit of gossip in the colony.

John Pace saw Palliser call a hansom cab for Rosa and assist her to step up into it. Then he gave the address to the driver and went back to wait on Rivadavia, who was looking pale and confused.

The least she could have done was stand by her father, he reflected angrily, but that was Rosa, as selfish as ever. Was it too much for the most spoiled woman on God’s earth to have seen Dolour to her last resting place, even if she’d only been her stepmother? Only! he thought. Dolour had loved Rosa as her own. She’d been delighted with her.

‘What a lovely change it is for me,’ she’d teased her sons, ‘to have a dear sweet girl in my house after all you lumbering lads.’

When Dolour had married Rivadavia, he’d taken her and Rosa to visit his family in Argentina. He’d invited young Duke too, but he’d flatly refused, preferring to remain at Kooramin Station with his brothers. They were all, John Pace recalled, still uncomfortable with their mother’s decision to marry again only six months after their father’s death … his murder. And to his best friend!

Everyone had opinions on the whys and wherefores of her decision, but Dolour had never discussed it with anyone. Except of course, he supposed, Rivadavia. Some people said it was for the money. Paul, his twin brother, claimed she was paying back Pace for riding into the valley of death just to acquire more land. Which was in keeping with Dolour’s Irish logic. She and their father had fought a lot, until, as Pace used to laugh: ‘She asked me what I would do for love of her. And I gave her the right answer.’

John Pace himself thought it was clear that Dolour loved Rivadavia, though she never actually said so, and maybe needed him to take her away from all the sad memories.

Whatever her motive, one thing was very, very clear. Rivadavia adored Dolour. Milly Forrest said he’d always loved her, from the first day they’d met, when she was married to Pace.

A year later they were back from Argentina, living in the Spanish-style mansion with a ballroom that he’d built in the hills overlooking the city, and Dolour was glad of Rosa’s company, because Juan’s cattle business took him far afield. For her part, Rosa was delighted to be living in town at last, and in a house that was just made for entertaining.

John Pace remembered how Rosa’s eighteenth birthday party was held in that ballroom, a glittering affair he’d never forget, because he was Rosa’s escort. How he’d crowed over Paul, who’d been hoping she’d ask him!

He’d kissed her that night and realised he was giddily mad about her, taking it for granted that Rosa was to be his girl from then on. How wrong could you be? he thought angrily.

‘Are you coming?’ his wife called to him, and that brought him quickly back to the present, feeling even more miserable than he’d been in the church, having to sit by his mother’s coffin.

‘Can’t you wait a minute?’ he snapped. ‘We’re going to the cemetery in the second carriage with Paul and Laura.’

‘Laura isn’t coming, so there’s room for us with Juan and Charlie.’

He had no wish to share a carriage with either Rivadavia or Rosa’s husband.

‘Eileen,’ he said firmly, ‘we’re taking the second carriage. If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to be with my own family today.’

‘Oh, suit yourself!’ she huffed. He’d always teased her for being a social climber, but today he wasn’t amused.

‘Where’s Duke?’ he asked.

‘He wouldn’t ride with Rivadavia either! He’s gone in Mrs Forrest’s flash carriage. Is she invited back to the house?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ he groaned, dreading his mother’s burial and wondering if he could absent himself from the wake without creating havoc.

It occurred to him that from tomorrow he could please himself when it came to Rivadavia. He was no longer obliged to pander to the man for Dolour’s sake. It was time to think in terms of their beloved parents, Pace and Dolour. Not of the man who was with Pace when he was murdered by savages.

Or was he? Many were the questions asked when Rivadavia returned from that expedition alone, John Pace recalled darkly.

Laura MacNamara slipped away from the crowds and walked down the street as quickly as she could without drawing attention to herself, but instead of turning right at the next corner and making for the Victoria Hotel, where most of the out-of-towners were staying, she kept walking, right down to William Street.

Her husband, a thoughtful man, had told her there was really no need for her to come out to the cemetery, since she hadn’t known his mother for long, and most of the people at the funeral were strangers to her, so Laura had taken him up on the offer.

‘Are you sure you don’t want me with you?’ she’d asked.

‘Sweetheart, no. I’m just numb now. I want to spare you the rest of this.’ Dolour herself couldn’t abide funerals. She called them ‘public hand-wringing’. The memorial mass for his father had been beautiful. There were only five mourners: his three sons, John Pace’s wife Eileen, and Dolour. ‘You have a rest and I’ll meet you later at the Rivadavia house. Or do you want me to come back for you?’

She smiled. ‘No, I’ll make my own way out there. Don’t worry.’

Laura’s home town was Rockhampton, more than a hundred miles north of Brisbane, and her father had been a Member of Parliament. He’d died some time ago, only a couple of years after the official Parliament House was built. Now she was anxious to see this much-acclaimed building, since she hadn’t had a chance until now.

As she hurried down the quiet, tree-lined street, a police inspector was walking towards her. She recognised Marcus Beresford immediately, and tried to pretend she had not, but it was too late.

‘Why, it’s Miss Maskey!’ he said. ‘How nice to see you again. What brings you to our town?’

She allowed herself to acknowledge him but would not enlighten him further. Inspector Beresford was officer-in-charge of the infamous Queensland Native Police. Her father had approved of him. Her husband hated him. With good reason.

‘I’m just on my way to view the House,’ she said. ‘I’ve never seen it before.’

‘It’s quite stunning! Magnificently appointed inside. I should be happy to show you around.’

‘No thank you. I don’t have time.’

The wrought-iron gates were just ahead, and behind them stood the lovely, almost pink sandstone walls of the colony’s pride and joy.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Excuse me,’ she said, making for the gates, ‘but I really must go.’

‘Perhaps I could take you to tea one afternoon,’ he persisted, falling into step with her.

‘No thank you.’

He opened the tall gate and Laura moved quickly inside, then closed it in his face, giving him no chance to follow.

For a few minutes she hid in the lobby, signing the visitors’ book and looking about until she judged that Beresford would have gone on his way, then walked out again. She had not intended to request a tour of the House; she’d only wanted to view the building and its surrounds today.

Her path took her around the building on the river side so she could see the setting as well. It was, as she’d heard, a very picturesque location, right on the bend of the river. But Beresford had spoiled it for her. It was really unfortunate that she’d had to bump into him and be reminded of the tragedies Paul had to contend with.

Laura was Paul’s second wife, and she was still nervous in the presence of his family. His first wife, Jeannie, and her maid had been murdered on Oberon Station by native troopers of Beresford’s company.

Most people, including Laura’s own father, did not – could not, she supposed – blame Beresford. But Paul did. He claimed that the men of the Native Police were renegades in the first place, trained to kill their own people, trained for nothing else but killing, for the benefit of white settlers. He laid the blame for a great number of their heinous activities at the feet of their officer, and was fiercely critical of the very existence of these troops.

She sighed. Thank God her husband hadn’t bumped into Beresford. And thank God for gloves, which hid her wedding ring and curtailed interested questions from the fellow.

‘I might as well go back now,’ she muttered crossly. ‘I’ll come here another time for a nice peaceful visit.’

She decided to walk up to the hotel, have a rest, and then take a hansom cab out to the Rivadavia house. She had the address, and the hotel porter would be able to direct the cabbie.

The house was set in a large formal garden, carefully planned so as not to restrict the views over the town and the winding river.

Laura, in need of exercise, left the cab at the gate and walked up the sloping drive. She and Paul had been in Brisbane for some weeks prior to his mother’s demise, and now that Dolour had been laid to rest, they would be going home, maybe as early as tomorrow.

The white house, with its cloistered walks along each side of the front entrance, looked so cool and inviting that Laura quickened her steps. A fragrant rose garden bordered the driveway, with hundreds of flowers in full bloom, as if in tribute to the lost lady of the house. She noticed they all had a tinge of pink, obviously Dolour’s choice.

Someone called to her from beyond a low hedge, and as she turned, Laura recognised Mrs Palliser.

‘Helloo,’ she called. ‘Over here. You’re the new girl, Laura, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. You could say that.’ Laura smiled. ‘And you’re Mrs Palliser?’

‘No need to be stuffy. I’m Rosa. How do you do?’

‘Very well, thank you. Aren’t they back yet?’

‘No. And I’m keeping out of the way, because the housekeeper, Mrs Payne, is in charge of the catering, and the way she’s performing, you’d think royalty was coming instead of family and a few friends.’

Laura nodded. ‘It’s a lovely house. Sad to think your father will be here all alone now.’

‘He’ll be all right. But I’ve been wondering. How are you coping with them all? I mean, it must have been hard for you to meet the family with the tragedy of Paul’s first wife still ringing in their ears. I think you were brave to come down here.’

‘I’m not brave. I didn’t volunteer. Paul insisted. He said that it wouldn’t matter when I met friends and relations of Jeannie; even in ten years’ time Jeannie would still come to mind, so we had to just get on with it.’

Rosa wandered over to a shaded garden seat and invited Laura to join her. ‘Would you mind staying out here for a while? No one else is here yet.’

‘Oh, heavens, am I too early?’

‘No, they won’t be far away. Did you know Dolour?’

‘Sadly I only met her a little while before she died, but she said she was happy I’d married Paul, and that was such a relief. It gave me some confidence, at least.’

Rosa nodded. ‘Yes, that sounds like Dolour. I was amazed when Daddy married her, and very much put out. But she was so nice, and so sensible about everything, even my occasional tantrums, and his, I couldn’t help but like her. Unfortunately, though we didn’t actually fall out over my marriage to Charlie, she disapproved. Said I was too young.’ She laughed. ‘Then I heard her arguing with Juan. He said twenty was the right age for marriage and she rounded on him for that: “You men! You invent these myths to get your daughters off your hands!”’

Laura was shocked. ‘Oh no! But she wouldn’t have meant it. I mean, she wouldn’t have meant anyone to take it personally!’

‘Yes she did. For all I know, she could have been right about that, but she wasn’t right about my being too young. Charlie and I are gloriously happy.’

Laura smiled. ‘It’s a good feeling, isn’t it?’

‘Oh, bother, here they come.’

The two women stood and watched riders turning in at the gate ahead of the first carriage.

‘I’d better get up there now or Sergeant Payne’ll be after my neck. Come on. Let’s go.’

Laura dashed with her around a maze of paths, across the drive and up the front steps to rush across the polished floor of a lobby and on into a long parlour furnished with comfortable-looking leather chairs and sofas.

‘You stay here,’ Rosa said. ‘I have to be doorman. Dolour wouldn’t have butlers and so forth, and the maids are all out in the ballroom setting the food on the buffet now that the first guests have arrived.’

‘Righto.’ Laura grinned as Rosa, her new friend, rushed away. She looked about the room with its interesting portraits and coloured wall hangings and walked down to examine a jewel-encrusted cross lying in a glass case. ‘Oh my!’ she breathed, dazzled by the cornucopia of rubies, emeralds and pearls. ‘Are they real?’

She glanced about furtively, hoping no one had heard that foolish outburst, because she knew in her heart that those jewels certainly were real. A black-clad procession was passing the open door, but she turned back to gaze at the bejewelled cross in awe, finding the sheer beauty of it almost overwhelming.

The ballroom had been converted into a carpeted drawing room, with low occasional tables placed by clusters of upholstered chairs and divans. Already older ladies and gentlemen were taking advantage of the tranquil setting to rest their weary bones.

Eileen MacNamara was surprised by this transformation. She’d been critical of the very idea of holding the gathering in a ballroom renowned for its glitz and glitter, blaming Rosa for such a faux pas.

‘What does it matter?’ John Pace had said. ‘It’s not as if it’s a real Irish wake. It’s to be just a gathering after the funeral, with a little food and sustenance for all. A sort of high tea, I think.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘The housekeeper. Yesterday, when I brought over the extra flowers. She said Mr Rivadavia didn’t want speeches either. But don’t the flowers look nice?’

Eileen had already noticed them. There were huge bowls of pink roses by the open side doors that led to a shaded courtyard. Overdone, she thought.

Sombre maids were drifting silently about the room, offering tea and cakes, but her husband headed for a side door.

‘There’s a buffet on the terrace,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘Let’s go out there. I’m starving.’

There was also a gathering of the younger folk, Eileen noticed. She would have preferred to stay in this room, which was already filling up with important people, like the local MP, and Jasper Forsyth, president of the Queensland Cattlemen’s Association, with his wife. These were the people they should be mixing with, not just hobnobbing about with friends and relations, but John Pace had charged off so she had to follow him.

Rosa, who had discarded the lace head-cover, was talking to Laura, and John Pace headed over to acknowledge his brothers before he made for the buffet.

‘He’s always hungry,’ Eileen sighed.

‘Good on the tooth,’ Duke said. ‘He’d eat a horse and chase the rider.’ He nodded towards Laura. ‘Looks like you’ve been deserted, Paul.’

His brother smiled. ‘Yes, they seem to be getting along well.’

‘Both naughty girls,’ Eileen remarked. ‘They dodged the last rites for Dolour at the cemetery and yet they wouldn’t miss the social side of the day.’

‘Is that right?’ Duke asked sarcastically, and walked away.

Paul glowered at his sister-in-law. ‘In actual fact, Laura didn’t want to come here. I had to talk her into it.’

‘Why did you do that? I thought you’d have more respect for Jeannie’s family.’ Eileen gazed about the now crowded courtyard. ‘You must have known Jeannie’s parents would be here. And her sister. I don’t know how they must feel having your new wife flaunted at them.’

‘That’s enough, Eileen,’ John Pace snapped. ‘I’m sorry, Paul. She’s talking through her hat.’

His twin brother turned away. ‘I’d forgotten they’d be here. Truly.’

‘Yes, but never mind. Don’t let Eileen get to you.’

Paul shook his head. ‘She doesn’t.’

As he too moved off, threading through the crowds towards Laura, he reflected on his situation.

‘My wife and another lady were foully murdered,’ he said to himself.

After something like that happened, a person became immune to hurt. Gossipy opinions, such as those Eileen would spout, had been flying about since he married Laura, but they hadn’t touched him. He couldn’t care less. And as for Laura, she was a strong-willed wench who could look after herself.

‘Come to think of it,’ he murmured as he approached his wife, ‘Eileen had better watch her step.’

Rosa felt a slight hush in the gathering and saw her father come into the main room with Duncan Palliser, so she excused herself and hurried in to meet them.

She took Juan’s arm, hugging it to her side. ‘All right, are you, Daddy?’

‘Yes.’ He nodded to confirm that and looked about him. ‘Is everything going nicely here? Enough food?’

‘Oh yes. It’s delicious too. Can I get you something? And you, Mr Palliser?’

‘Not for me, not just yet, dear, but you could take Mr Palliser through to my study and offer him a port wine. I wanted to show him a picture of the Angus bull, Minotaur. So … I’ll leave you with Rosa. I shall not be long.’

Rosa watched him straighten his black silk cravat, square his shoulders the way he often did as he prepared to summon that famous Latin charm, and walk towards the nearest couple, arms outstretched.

‘Just a minute,’ she said to Duncan as she turned to a serving maid.

‘Would you make up a nice tray of eats for two gentlemen, please, and deliver it to Mr Rivadavia’s study.’

‘Yes, madam.’ The girl bobbed.

‘I can’t have you two eating leftovers,’ Rosa explained to her father-in-law. ‘But come along now and view his darling Angus.’ Her tone dropped a little then. ‘He seems to be holding up quite well, doesn’t he?’

‘Yes, I got frowned upon by Charlie, but on the way back I thought we could have a good old talk about the cattle stations in Argentina. I’ve never had the chance to ask your father about them before this.’

‘You did exactly the right thing. Talk cattle with him and he’s immediately won over. Where’s Charlie anyway?’

Duncan laughed. ‘He’s gone off to settle with the undertaker, who was huffy no one paid him today.’

‘Oh no! How awful. I hired him and took it for granted he’d send a bill!’

‘Apparently not. Cash up was the call, the minute your dad turned his back. If that happened in the bush, he’d get chucked in a creek.’

‘So he should be!’ she said indignantly.

‘Then we shan’t have him at our funerals, eh?’

Rosa hesitated a minute, then burst out laughing. ‘Oh dear, I almost missed that. You are a treat, Duncan. It’s such a sad day for everyone. How long do people stay on at these gatherings?’

‘They’ll drift off soon.’

She took him along the wide passageway to Juan’s book-lined study, and Duncan looked about him, impressed. ‘I’m not one for books, missy, except station journals and catalogues, but these are the best-looking office chairs I ever saw.’ He sat himself down in one with a sigh of pleasure. ‘Darned if this leather seat isn’t as soft as a cushion. I’ll have to get one for my office back home. It’d be a welcome sight for my old bones come dusk, I can tell you.’

‘Then you shall have one, Duncan, I’ll see to it.’

She poured his port into a small crystal glass, kissed him on the cheek for looking after her daddy and went back to their other guests.

Sometimes he wondered what Rosa saw in his Charlie. He was a handsome fellow, sure enough … tall and straight, with a good head of brown hair, compliments of his mother, who’d had beautiful hair. But he was a bookish type and very staid.

His sister-in-law disagreed. ‘Charlie is not staid,’ she’d said. ‘He simply knows how to behave. He has good manners, which is rare these days.’

Of course she disliked Rosa. She claimed the girl was spoiled and flighty.

‘Alice, if she’s like that,’ Duncan countered, ‘why would she choose Charlie, him being such a sedate gentleman? Opposites attract, maybe?’

‘Certainly not. She’s marrying him because he asked her. Can’t you see that? I’d wager he’s her first serious suitor. She is beautiful; she’d frighten most young men off until they gained manly confidence. Charlie simply got in first, and she got carried away with the excitement of it all.’

He laughed. ‘Is that how you came to marry your first husband, Alice?’

‘Yes,’ she said stonily, ‘and I lived to regret it.’

Rivadavia came into the study with Charlie, who stayed long enough to take a glass of port with them, but with little interest in their enthusiasm for the bull’s bloodline, he soon drifted off in search of his wife.

For Charlie, the long day was almost over. Dolour had been laid to rest. He wondered what Juan would do now, rattling about this large house on his own.

As he walked back along the wide passageway with its polished floor and red-patterned Axminster runner, he reached out and touched the cool white wall. He’d watched the builders at work on this house and thought it very strange at the time, even remarking to a carpenter that the passages were ‘exceeding wide’.

‘That’s how he wants them, sir,’ the man replied. ‘Right through the house; more like hallways they are.’

And put to good use, Charlie nodded, as he passed by an ebony cabinet, and further along a carved ebony chair, more like a throne. All the artefacts displayed here were immensely interesting to him, as was the house itself. He believed that this architectural style was more in keeping with the climate than the high-set timber houses so popular in Queensland.

He found Rosa in the lobby, farewelling the last of the guests, as thunder rolled across the eastern sky.

‘I hope it rains,’ she said. ‘It’ll cool us down.’

‘Bound to. It’s been too hot the last few days even for this time of the year. Do you think we ought to start for home before the storm hits? It looks very black out there.’

‘I don’t like to leave Daddy alone tonight. Maybe we should stay over?’

‘If he would like us to. By all means, my dear.’

‘Yes. I’ll ask him.’ She turned sadly, looking around her. ‘It’s so quiet now, isn’t it, Charlie? I keep expecting Dolour to come bouncing out of the parlour or dash past us on some mission.’

He nodded in sympathy and put an arm about her.

Mrs Forrest and Lucy Mae were in the second to last carriage to crunch down the drive and out onto leafy Sycamore Road. Milly was always careful about things like that. She never wanted it said she was the last to leave.

‘You were very quiet in there,’ Lucy Mae said. ‘Are you missing Dolour terribly?’

‘Yes, I am. Very much.’ Milly sniffed.

‘I’m sorry. It’s hard to lose such a good friend.’

‘Yes, it is.’

It was hard also, Milly pondered, to have the best bit of gossip and no one to tell it to. It would be wasted on Lucy Mae.

‘I didn’t see Lady Rowan-Smith there. Was she in the church?’

‘No,’ Lucy Mae said. ‘I believe she went down to Sydney for the summer.’

‘So she did.’ Her mother shrugged.

‘But she didn’t know Dolour, did she?’

‘No, but she knew Pace.’

‘That’s hardly a reason to attend this funeral. He’s been dead for years.’

‘I know that!’ Milly snapped. She folded her arms and sat back on the well-upholstered seat as Lucy Mae leaned forward to close the window flaps against the oncoming rain. ‘I think we’ll have morning tea at the Victoria Hotel tomorrow,’ she added quietly. ‘Or maybe lunch.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the MacNamaras are all staying there, and I believe the reading of the will is taking place tomorrow at nine.’

‘And?’

‘And we’ll see how it all turns out.’

‘But Dolour hadn’t much of her own, had she?’

‘Not much? She still owned Kooramin Station. It’s huge. Worth a mint, with land prices rising by the hour.’

‘I didn’t know that. I sort of imagined the station would have become incorporated in Juan’s holdings.’

‘Never. That was her station. She and Pace built it from scratch. She’d never let go of it.’

‘Then what …?’

‘We’ll see. Tomorrow.’

As her carriage spun through streets already flooding in the cloudburst, Milly wondered what Heselwood was doing in town.

Jasin, Lord Heselwood, was late for the meeting held in the boardroom of the Cattlemen’s Club on Wickham Terrace.

‘Sorry,’ he whispered to all, before taking the empty place at the table set for eight, and nodding at the speaker to continue.

Ronald Conrad, aged twenty-eight, elder son of the chairman of the club, was standing at the head of the table. He frowned at Heselwood and tapped a map laid out before him, anchored with an ashtray.

‘As I was saying, gentlemen, we know there’s excellent grazing land to this latitude, but we don’t know what’s beyond. Dalrymple has explored the coast up to the Eighteenth Parallel, to a place he called Cardwell, after the Secretary of State for the Colonies, a gentleman I had the honour of meeting on several occasions last year during my visit to London. Which, I may say, is a very pleasant city indeed, and the populace most accommodating to colonial visitors. Most accommodating. And as for the Secretary himself, I found him to be very much in favour of further exploration in Queensland.’

‘How much is he putting up
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