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Author’s Note

The 9th District is based on real events in 1930s Far North Queensland cane fields. This was a period, when the Communist Party of Australia (CPA) made significant inroads into Queensland communities, especially after a  charismatic cane cutter by the name of Jack (John Clyde) Henry became leader of the 9th District. 

In the 1930s, when Weil’s disease claimed hundreds of victims, the Australian Workers Union was accused of refusing to help defend their members against the disease. The CPA stepped in to support the workers in a battle to have infected cane burnt before it was cut, thereby lessening the chance of contracting the disease. 

The novel shows the role the renegade unionists and communists, many of whom were immigrants, played in the industrial activism in the sugar industry. They then threw their support into helping the Spanish Republic during the 1930s Spanish civil war, sending several of their members from the region to fight with the International Brigades. These citizens exited Australia illegally in defiance of the ban on Australians fighting in this foreign war. 



You can’t have capitalism without racism.

(Malcolm X)
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1. Weil’s Disease
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To hate is a self-righteous act and Mark Anders was trying hard not to indulge, but it was becoming increasingly difficult. The disease had so far killed six men since the 1934 cane harvest had started four weeks ago. The real number was probably treble that, and there were at least 120 men ill with it. The hospitals were full, with staff working around the clock. They’d commandeered private homes because the wards were overflowing. 

He could scarcely bring himself to believe the growers and the company weren’t keen to act. There was little wonder the men turned to the communists for a solution. He sympathised with their cause although he couldn’t yet bring himself to join the Party despite Jack’s efforts. The power of the individual to improve his lot in life through hard work was just too beguiling a belief, although recently he was beginning to question if even that was possible.

The Airdome Theatre, the only dedicated picture house in Innisfail, was filled with sugar workers from the mills closest to the North Queensland regional centre. The meeting was supposed to relay what was being done about the workers dying from something called Weil’s disease, but he knew they would learn nothing new. Naming something doesn’t explain what it is, its cause or how to cure it, but they all knew how to prevent getting it, except it didn’t seem anyone in authority was listening. 

He scowled down at the scarred, cane-cutter hands clenched on his knees—knuckles white with tension—and raged inwardly. Any ordinary person presented with the compelling evidence of so many recent deaths in the industry couldn’t fail to act, but it seemed no one had explained this simple philosophy to the company or the Cane Growers’ Association. Yet, from what the speaker on the stage was saying, they seemed to think the problem was one the men must fix individually. 

As if that was an option. Individual responsibility in the face of rampant disease, what a crock that was! Power of that sort, a man could only dream about, but he wished someone would stand up to them. Anyone! But who? The union behaved as if they were as powerless as their members, fearful of threats that any industrial action might interfere with the ratification of the national sugar contract. Had they forgotten who they were supposed to represent? The band of anger tightened around his head, but he composed his features and forced his hands to unfurl and relax. Showing rage would get him nowhere. 

He glanced up to the cinema’s ceiling and walls. They were usually hidden in dim shadows, but in the heat from incandescent globes spiderwebs glistened on rough-hewn battens. Moths and beetles crashed-tackled the naked lights. Bats on the hunt, flickered in and out of the spiralling trails of tobacco smoke as they escaped and returned through gaps in the roof and wall. 

Mark was sitting three rows from the front with the rest of his cane-cutting gang. All of them were scrubbed carbolic-clean and wearing their town going best, although Mark noticed his trousers had a worn spot above the knee. He ran his palm ruefully over the thinning patch of moleskin wondering how long before they wore through completely. 

He blinked his smoke-sore eyes and shifted his gaze back to the speaker—a balding man with a paunch—clearly not one of them. None of the cane cutters had any excess flesh, not with the gruelling hours they put in each day in the tropical heat. Like most of the men, Mark was all sinew and ropy muscle. 

The speaker’s voice rose breaking into his reverie. “You men must take your own precautions. Wear sturdy boots. Wash your hands. Look after your personal cleanliness.” With each pronouncement his finger jabbed the air in hard emphasis. 

The speaker was a Council health officer, and he was standing on the stage in front of red velveteen drapes, which were hooked back to expose a large white movie screen. At that moment, a cane rat ran along a batten above the screen. It stopped halfway and looked out across the hall as if surprised by what it saw. Then it scampered off, disappearing through a gap behind the screen. Some of the men pointed and jeered as though it were an evil character in a pantomime. 

The health officer turned around just as the rat disappeared through a gap. He laughed and said, “The blighters are everywhere.” 

A voice from the front row shouted, “What’s the council doing about it?”

At last! Mark craned to see who had spoken. 

The health officer shot back. “Everything within our power, but in the end, it’s up to you men to protect yourselves. I’m just here to tell you cleanliness is the key. The company and the Cane Growers’ Association agree...”

The statement propelled Mark from his seat, anger overcoming discretion. “Bullshit! Men are dying.” He pushed his way into the aisle. “Doc Coffey says it’s the rats causing it, just like in the Somme trenches, and you blokes are ignoring the perils.”

The health officer glanced across at the union organiser, but the organiser looked down at his feet. The Council had asked for this meeting, and Mark guessed the organiser wasn’t going to put himself in the middle. He didn’t blame him. Neither had he wanted to put himself forward, believing that rational men would come to see the real problems and act without a need for any theatrical posturing. Yet here he was, and deep down he knew he would regret it. 

He moderated his voice. “You know and I know, the only way to get rid of the problem is to burn the cane before harvest.” He turned to appeal to the men. “Up north, Mossman cutters fire the cane, and they don’t have the disease. Are they better men; are their wages different?” His gaze travelled across worried faces. 

All he’d ever wanted was to learn the industry, save his money so that one day he could become a cane grower with his own crop, but standing up in public like this made that impossible. His actions were a declaration, and he felt a target growing on his chest in the same way as photographic film, dipped in the right chemicals, brought out an image. 

He’d seen that done once and was captivated by the craft although unlike a photograph he didn’t want or seek to become publicly visible. With his ethnic background that would invite trouble. Nevertheless, it was done. May as well take it all the way. 

He drew a breath. “I tell you, it’s company greed. Their foremost thought is profit. They care nothing for workers’ health.” 

He paused again, giving himself time to take in the men’s expressions. How many would support him? This was class warfare, and they all knew it, but it didn’t hurt to remind them. 

“While those bastards swill French champagne and cognac–bought with our sweat and blood mind you–our mates sicken and die, wallowing in this rat-infested swamp, and those in charge do nothing, just blame us for not washing properly.”

Murmuring came from the rows and men shuffled their feet. 

Mark narrowed his eyes. “Not just one man–but one hundred men–and more!” He breathed deeply to force the drumming in his head to slow down. “These are our mates.” He gazed around the expectant faces. “These are men like us, in hospitals across the region hanging on to life right this minute. How many must die?” He pointed at a man in front of him. “You?” 

The man shrugged. 

With a curt nod, Mark formed two fingers into the barrel of a revolver and said, “That’s right mate, the next one could be you!” His breath exploded from behind pursed lips. “Dead!” he said as his fingers jerked upwards with the imagined recoil.

The man was visibly shaken. “Not me, mate.” 

Mark walked away. “We all think that it will never happen to me–until it does.”

The men nearest him shifted in their seats, eyes following him. He wasn’t used to performing for crowds, but he found speaking his mind like this strangely cathartic, although he knew he was coming across as a radical rather than the voice of reason, which was what he preferred. 

In a more moderate tone, he asked, “Does the union act in our interest by leaving a man to die because of the work we do?” He turned to the union organiser. “What are you going to do about it?”

All the men’s eyes swivelled to the organiser, who shrugged, ‘We’re doing all we can. You know that Anders.’

“Bullshit! You lot are too bloody frightened of missing out on the National Sugar Agreement, so you ignore this peril.” Mark swung back to the men, his fist thumping into his hand. “We must demand the company recognise this thing as an industrial disease, pay compensation to those affected and protect us by burning the cane.” 

Murmuring rose to a loud hum and then the man in the front row, who’d spoken up before, took up the challenge. “Burn the cane!” 

Others took up the chorus.

Mark stood back relieved and grateful he was no longer the centre of attention. Then the foot stomping started, and he pressed his lips together. The noise was more to voice their fears than real anger, but perhaps that would come. 

At first, he had thought the bosses just didn’t understand how fearful it was to go to work every day, knowing this threat was out there. Then he realised they knew but just didn’t care. Frightened workers were more compliant, focussed on surviving rather than increasing wages. 

This was not a hygiene issue but an industrial disease. They couldn’t just blame the workers. The company had the power to do something and if they refused, then the union must act to force them. If the union wouldn’t, then the militants in the rank-and-file would. He just hoped one of Jack’s comrades would take up the banner, but the swell of noise abated as the organiser moved his hands down in a silencing gesture. 

Mark vaulted onto the stage. Once more the men’s faces lifted towards him as his voice rang across the smoke-filled hall. “We pay our dues, 25 bob for the union to look after our interests. Now we demand they act, or we’ll take this into our own hands.” 

The men’s restraint ruptured, but Mark didn’t wait for the verdict. He had lit the fire, now Jack and his members needed to take it forward. The fight required a Britisher to lead. Anyone else would be crushed by the industry. 

He walked through the shouted arguments, and out the main doors into the crystal air of a tropical winter’s evening. Then squaring his shoulders, he stepped from the foyer of the Airdome theatre and onto the pavement. Let the pennies fall however they might. What did he care anyway. He was never going to achieve his goal, not in this system where everything was stacked against him.
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2. A Company Man.
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The Townsville to Cairns steam train rattled and swayed north belching soot as it wound through cane fields. Beatrice Langham laid her novel in her lap and stared out the window, knowing it had been a mistake to come here. She shivered and crossed her arms against the vast primordial landscape. 

Her father had seen all this before. He was seated opposite her in the first-class compartment reading a newspaper, his jaw appearing as if set in unrelenting resolve. Arthur Langham was an imposing figure of authority. Above average in height. in his late forties, immaculately tailored and manicured—a city gentleman with sharp-features, and blond hair silvering at the temples.

As far back as she could remember he had been the unbending oak in the tempest of her life, schooling her to hold her tongue whenever she voiced an opinion about anything other than fashion. Yet even then, he didn’t listen.

It was he who had suggested this trip to visit his sister Emily, while his wife was away visiting her father in Britian. Beatrice suspected his motives were more to do with his work at the company, rather than any thought for her wellbeing. 

She turned her gaze back to the cane fields, stretching away towards the western mountain range where clouds brooded in shades of bruise-purple and gunmetal-blue. Although the late afternoon sun still baked the carriage causing her hat, an Elsa Schiaparelli madcap, to stick to her scalp. 

She took it off and fluffed up her limp hair, wishing her colouring was more like her father’s. Her mother said she took after her grandfather, who had hair the colour of hazelnuts, a classic English colouring, or so she claimed. But nowadays blondes were so much more fashionable. She replaced the hat at what she imagined was a rakish angle,

The dress she wore was a green and grey striped silk, cut on the bias as fashion dictated, and although it was supposed to cling to her curves, it was not expected to resemble a sodden leaf. Her father had brought it back from one of his many trips abroad, saying the green was the same colour as her eyes and would make such a good impression on her aunt and uncle. 

Not only was her father’s colour comparison hyperbolic, but he knew nothing about proper attire for women in this tropical wilderness. She was tired of men thinking they always knew best. In her experience, they usually made a mess of things. 

She longed for a bath and steady ground under her feet. The journey from Sydney, first by steamer and then by train had seemed endless. Soot marked her gloved fingers, made her eyes gritty and left smudges on her cheek. She sighed and looked out toward the flickering lightning above the Great Dividing Range, 

A swampy plain outside the train harboured a couple of Brolga cranes who bowed and swayed in a time revered ritual as they danced next to a shallow pan of water. She imagined their  cries echoing across ancient mantles stripped of jungle, sculpted into this manufactured coat of sugar. 

Acres upon acres of sentinel cane stalks stretched towards the mountain range on one side, and the sea on the other. The only interruption to the endless plain was occasional remanent rainforest nestled in gullies and alongside rivers. 

In the distance, the eternal massive of Bartle Frère, the highest mountain in Queensland, came into view, rising up only to disappear into dense cloud. In its shadow, two mighty Johnstone Rivers meandered indifferently across a land split asunder 10 million years ago, in a cataclysm only the earth remembered. 

Finally, two and a half miles inland from the coast, the township of Innisfail came into view. It squatted, in the tropical winter heat, beneath billowing white clouds of steam from the company’s mills, at a junction where the North and South Johnstone Rivers merged. 

The train rattled across a bridge and wheezed to a stop at Innisfail station. She clutched her father’s hand as she alighted from the carriage, her senses assailed by the cacophony of Babel. People and voices from every corner of the earth called to each other, shouted commands, chattered, and laughed. Sun-mahoganied men unloaded supplies and pushed trolleys piled high with wooden crates and sacks, stamped in large black letters: flour, rice, tea, salt, cloth, boots, knives, and cement. Others loaded postal sacks and produce onto the train, vegetables, bananas, dried fish, and a pallet of dried koala pelts. 

A boy, not more than 10 years old, with white-blond hair and pale lashes, tugged at her father’s attaché case. “Carry your bag, sir.”

“Be off with you!” Her father lashed out with an elaborately carved walking stick; an affectation he employed without useful effect. 

Beatrice made a moue of disapproval and gestured to the boy as she stared defiantly at her father. She pressed a shilling into the child’s hand. Her father glowered, but at that moment he was distracted by the ringing bell of a passing ambulance.

Men stopped what they were doing and removed their hats.

Beside her, the boy said, “Another one for the morgue.”

Beatrice gasped and stared at the child. 

He looked up at her solemnly and said, “Sure as rats live in the cane fields, if he ain’t dead now he will be in a day or two, and that will make five this week.” 

The station master strode towards them with a porter to carry their luggage. He shooed the child away. 

Beatrice stared at the roadway where the ambulance had passed. The tropical light, brilliant with discord, caused her to narrow her eyes against its glare. She shrugged. The boy had probably exaggerated although that thought wasn’t very reassuring. 

A vague sensation of impending doom lingered, and the riotous and unfamiliar surroundings didn’t help. Begonias dropped colours from hanging baskets, and beyond the station fencing, crimson Bougainvillea competed with splashy Ixora in a riot of red, yellow, pink, and orange. The scent of mock orange blossom hung in the air like a Catholic benediction mingling with seamier fragrances from a nearby creek. 

Rocket-fuelled parakeets shot along the length of the platform, disturbing a flock of cockatoos browsing in the trees at the far end. They rose in an indignant white cloud squawking in protest, and she had an intense urge to scramble back into the stale safety of the train compartment. 

But already familiar figures were hurrying toward them. So, Beatrice smoothed her skirt, straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin, and picked her way decisively through the raucous throng to greet her aunt and uncle.
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3. A British View
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Alfred Denton walked with the stride of a younger man to his office on Broadway in the City of Westminster. He was sixty years of age but carried himself easily with the unassuming air of a moderately successful man on his way to a steady but unexciting job, perhaps in a bank or insurance company, perhaps in sales somewhere. To complete the image, he wore a bowler hat, not his preferred style, and carried an umbrella although it seemed doubtful that he would need it. 

The late spring weather was glorious and, like him, the other people on the street walked with lilting strides and lifted faces. Yet the dry days were not all good news for it had been a worryingly arid year for British agriculture, but then 1934 was turning into a trying year all-round. He was just grateful Britain didn’t have the problems America was experiencing, where it seemed that the whole continent was losing its topsoil to dust storms. 

Nevertheless, Britain had its own difficulties, what with hunger marches descending on Trafalgar Square, and Mosley’s Blackshirts creating mayhem in the streets. It wasn’t looking any better in Europe either, with rioting in Paris, lawless stormtroopers in Germany, general strikes in Spain, an emergency in Holland, and civil unrest in Austria. 

Despite the sunshine, Denton felt trouble brewing like it was the blood pumping through his arteries. The problems weren’t just in America and Europe. In their desperate search for raw materials to feed growing industrialisation, Japan had designs on China. Denton made a mental note: a decision was needed about the status of the British legation in Peking and whether an embassy was warranted. 

Political strife was everywhere, and to some extent Denton blamed the economic depression. If people couldn’t trust their governments to provide a decent standard of living they would turn to populist strongmen like Benito Mussolini, who promised Italy a return to imperial glory, to a time sanitised by nationalism and nostalgia. Britain must avoid that at all costs. Yet, the British national unity government, formed to manage the financial crisis, had not learned any lessons. Constant bickering frayed the edges of accord with the latest quarrel over welfare policy. He sighed, resigned to the increasing political manoeuvring. 

While global conflict percolated in the back of his mind, Denton automatically checked in the shop windows for reflections. Not that he was worried, but it was an old habit that he found hard to shake. If anyone were shadowing him they would be severely disappointed for he did this walk most days from his home in Pimlico to the office. 

Strictly speaking he should have taken the car, but this was the only exercise he managed to get most days and he guarded it jealously, ignoring suggestions that it was below his station to walk to work like a commoner. He sneezed, drew a handkerchief from his pocket, and stepped into a narrow alleyway to blow his nose. 

As if all the diplomatic problems both at home and abroad weren’t enough, his daughter had taken it into her head to visit from Australia, ostensibly to look after him because he’d come down with the flu. But by the time her ship had arrived, he was already back at his desk. In reality, he suspected she was here to restock her wardrobe and create domestic chaos before she departed again. Either that or she and her husband had quarrelled. 

He loved his daughter, but she did demand her dues. It was exhausting, particularly her nagging they should take possession of the Surrey house, which was rented to some American family. She had a crazy notion of turning the place into a charitable hospital for Great War veterans. It was a bit late for that. He’d told her time and again it was not his decision, and she should speak to her daughter, Beatrice. That made her sullen, and she would fly into a rage of organising his household, saying that he could not possibly be expected to manage with just a valet and a housekeeper. 

Today she was busy scouting around for a maid, and a chauffeur to drive her on errands because she couldn’t tolerate Denton’s valet, Symonds. It was probably to do with Symonds’s attitude, which was admittedly faintly disdainful towards women. He sighed. Domestic life was exhausting, but perhaps he’d gone back to the Ministry before he had quite recovered. 

He turned into his building and walked up the stairs. His secretary greeted him warmly, taking his hat, overcoat and umbrella and asking if he wanted a cup of tea. He shook his head and walked into his office. 

On his desk was a new report. He sat down and hooked his round wire-framed spectacles around his ears before he picked it up, noting his name at the top of the shortlist of people cleared to read the file’s contents. It appeared that some Russian official in Berlin was making secret overtures to Hitler, all the while negotiating a pact of mutual assistance against Germany with both France and Czechoslovakia. What was Joseph Stalin playing at? Hedging his bets, no doubt.

Denton rested his chin on a long thin hand and gazed out the window. He’d been a tall and dashingly handsome man in his youth, clear-eyed and certain, which had suited his role as a naval commander, but with age, he’d grown to see that not everything was certain; not everything was as he saw it. 

He turned away from his reverie and took a file from his drawer. It was a report on Australian deportations of immigrants back to Italy. While he received diplomatic reports from around the world, he had a special interest in Australia. Not only was it where his daughter usually resided with his granddaughter, but he’d been instrumental in establishing the Australian section of the colonies’ intelligence service when he was over there before the Great War, outwardly advising on the setup of the Royal Australian Navy. 

The file on his desk contained a report about some Italian immigrants who had established a criminal gang in North Queensland. Their activities included prostitution, abductions, extortion, revenge killings, and bombings. Normally this kind of report would never reach Denton, but he was interested because of a public gun battle that took place earlier in the year, on the main street of Innisfail. 

Innisfail was where Denton’s granddaughter Beatrice was heading with her father. He’d ordered further information and the new report sat in his in-tray. He cast his eye across it and was reassured that the shooting was not a regular occurrence, and his granddaughter was not in any real danger. 

All the same, he would ask to be kept informed of any further trouble in the North Queensland region. The last thing he needed was to have to worry about his family’s safety as Europe ratcheted up the prospect of another war.

He picked up the draft brief he was writing for the Prime Minister. Stanley Baldwin was desperate to establish Britian’s diplomatic policy of appeasement. Of late, Hitler had been clamouring for a treaty with Britain to allow Germany to build a small navy and the British Navy were in all favour of this violation of Part V of the Versailles Treaty. It was a badly kept secret that the Germans had been building U-boat’s since the cessation of the Great War and Baldwin was in favour of allowing their clandestine operations to become official, and observable. 

Appeasement wasn’t a case of complete capitulation. Current conventions promoted a diplomacy of realism, which recognised that the national interest and the struggle for power resided within the nation-state, and without which, it was thought, anarchy would prevail. Baldwin’s appetite for an Appeasement Policy focussed on how differences might be settled by negotiation and compromise. 

Was this a better model than Bismarck’s realpolitik, based on pragmatism, or even its opposite, the internationalist notion of idealism? It was the question Denton had been trying to answer objectively, while his default prejudice sneered that Baldwin’s appeasement was less realism and more idealism. 

Idealism lay behind Internationalism of the kind expounded by the Soviet Comintern. Idealism demanded that legislators refrain from immoral or illegal actions in world affairs, and practice what they preached at home and abroad. Then there was the real world where people harboured all sorts of desires, goals, and vices. 

Without stating that connection aloud, he would argue that appeasement was a kind of idealism because there was no way of enforcing it. It might be possible if all parties remained rational and wanted peace. But what of corruption and a desire for unfettered power? Look at Joseph Stalin, supposedly an idealist, but so paranoid he thought everyone was out to unseat him and was determined to maintain power at any cost. 

There was an American and Canadian school of thought that advocated a government run by technocrats or specialist experts rather than elected politicians but where in that system could accountability be a certainty. Diplomacy needed expertise, rules, conventions, and accountability, but in a liberal democracy, it also needed to tolerate differences. 

Baldwin favoured tolerance as did the British public. Yet tolerance also had its downside. How much should be tolerated, and where must the line be drawn? Perhaps an agreed international law was the only answer—leave it to Lady Justitia. Women were much better at compromising for the good of humanity. Certainly, it could not be left to the League of Nations. Compromise would not win the day. 

Diplomacy needed something more substantial, something to curtail Hitler and Mussolini’s designs on expansionism and to dampen Stalin’s paranoia. But what: who might run it, and most importantly, who would enforce it? Totalitarian advocates listened to no one. Rational arguments to benefit humanity bounced off any would-be-dictator’s grandiose noggin although he was beginning to think that also applied to some British politicians. 

He sighed. He couldn’t say any of that in a brief although a wise politician might draw on an eclectic selection of all types of diplomacy, depending on the circumstance. Of one thing he was certain, the type of laissez-faire diplomacy that Baldwin called his Appeasement Policy would not sort out the mess Europe was in at the moment. 

Denton had a horrible hunch that Winston Churchill was right, and the world was teetering on a precipice. Only early and decisive action could avert a new war. What was the Roman saying? Qui desiderat pacem, praeparet bellum. Let him who desires peace, prepare for war.
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4. The Campaign Launch
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Mark waited under a sodium streetlight outside the Queen’s hotel for Bert Manzoni to join him. They were to head on down to where Jack Henry was holding his election campaign launch. 

The launch meant Mark had to turn down an invitation to the Ambulance fund raiser at the Regent Theatre. Mark’s cousin’s friend had asked him to go. Both the cousin and the friend were nurses at the hospital and Mark would have like to have gone. The local establishment all supported the Ambulance fund, and it was his chance to meet some of them. He shrugged off a twinge of regret. His promise to attend Jack’s launch was given before the invitation arrived, and keeping his word was important to him.

Still, Mark hadn’t come to Innisfail to get involved in industrial politics. He had come to make enough money to fulfil a lifelong dream of owning his own farm. In these lean times sugar was the country’s salvation, and he counted himself lucky to have a job in the industry. Over the past few years, a lot went without, men with haunted eyes and hollow bellies crisscrossing the country in search of work or starving on the Government’s parsimonious Susso. 

Yet, despite his intentions, he had become involved in politics the moment he’d met Jack Henry, the leader of the Australian Communist Party’s 9th District. The man was nothing if not persuasive although Mark was a Labor man to the core. Yet he had to admit Jack was right. The state Labor premier was showing signs of becoming an authoritarian fascist.

A car crested the hill, its headlights illuminating the Catholic cathedral, bathing the building in a golden glow before swooping along the road, growling effortlessly towards where he stood. Chrome flashed in the streetlight, wheel arches flared into running boards that dipped and swooped along the length of the car.

The 1930 Bentley 8 litre came abreast and someone behind him whistled. A face stared out from the rear window of the vehicle The pale oval, indistinct in the yellow light, seemed to fix on him, swivelling as the car purred past. 

Conflicting emotions coursed through him. What would it be like–that kind of life? Despite everything, he couldn’t help but hanker after it. Becoming a grower with his own farm would give him entry to that echelon of society. That kind of status would give him a say in conditions, able to argue for a better deal for the men. 

Jack was trying to do that through politics, but Mark didn’t hold with revolutionary talk. It would never work no matter what Russia had achieved. Australia wasn’t Russia and no matter what Jack said, Stalin was just another authoritarian thug, who had twisted Karl Marx’s treatise to suit his own agenda. Jack might argue otherwise but Mark was a staunch believer in liberal democracy and the rights of the individual. A level of state socialism was necessary, redistributing wealth to help those on the bottom rung, but Stalinism was not the answer. 

Mark had already decided he would tackle the issue of inequality by convincing the power players within the social elite that there was a better way, where everyone could be a winner. Although with his recent actions, and his subsequent election as the rank and file delegate he’d probably wrecked his chances.

The Bentley slowed towards the junction at Edith Street, turned right and disappeared around the corner. Just then a hand on his shoulder startled Mark from his reverie, and he looked around into Bert’s wise black eyes. 

The two men walked towards the intersection taking the same direction as the Bentley had taken. As they approached the junction an evening breeze danced up from the Johnston River, bringing the smell of salted fish and bananas from the wharf, stirring eddies of dust in the gutters, and ruffling Mark’s hair. 

They drew abreast of Regent Theatre and strains of music floated out from the brightly lit doorway. Mark glanced across the road to where a man in a tailcoat held out his arm to his companion. He hadn’t realised the ambulance fund raiser was such a formal event. It was just as well he hadn’t accepted that invitation. 

They crossed the next intersection to How Kee’s corner, where a crowd had already gathered. Maybe sixty people. A fresh breeze tugged the women’s skirts and billowed the men’s shirts. Laughter greeted him, and for a brief moment Mark forgot his regret, forgot his anger at the company, forgot his sacrifices to his ambition, and buoyed by their mirth, he slipped into the crowd. 
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BEATRICE LOST SIGHT of the crowd on the street outside the hotel as the car turned the corner and slowed to a crawl. Ahead was a large building with raised ornate plaster letters proclaiming Regent Theatre. A white banner hung below with The Ambulance Ball embroidered in red. A red carpet ran across the pavement and in through two large open wooden doors. Festive lights spilled out across Edith Street illuminating cars lined bumper to bumper along the pavement. 

The driver pulled into the entrance gap at the edge of the carpet and stopped the car. While Beatrice waited for him to open her door she glanced towards another crowd gathering at the junction, but it was obscured by the vehicles lining the road. Her uncle had muttered something about a Bolshevik meeting. Such a strange place: a society ball held half a street block from a radical street gathering. 

She fidgeted with her reticule, wondering if she could slip away just for a quick peek. She would never have another opportunity like it, and how grand to be able to boast of such things when she returned home to her set in Sydney. Lawrence would call her brave, although he always said that. In his eyes, she could do no wrong and that in itself was rather annoying.

Beatrice followed her aunt and uncle into the theatre foyer, from which a wide archway opened into the ballroom. Green bamboo canes crisscrossed alcoves casting colossal shadows across the dance floor. Gilded mirrors along the walls reflected glittering orbs of light, and red and gold streamers fluttered across the ceiling. On a raised dais across the room, the Rah-Rah Boys swung out a spirited Tiger Rag. 

Beatrice caught her breath. 

Her uncle nodded at the hall’s décor. “Colours of the Ambulance Brigade.” He bent over her hand slightly and said, “Your aunt will make the introductions.” 

He strode off towards a group of men on the other side of the ballroom. They were similarly dressed in the standard evening dress of white tie and tails. 

She followed her aunt across the ballroom floor, casting a glance at her reflection in the mirrors they passed. The backless oyster satin had been a good choice, paired as it was with the iris mink stole. She was relieved to see all the other women wore similar evening wear although possibly not of the same quality as her or her aunt’s gowns. But then they didn’t have their advantages or the availability of European fashion houses. 

Her aunt looked a little livelier this evening, patting her neat hair as her faded gaze flittered about the room. The pale blue and white silk dress she wore suited her blondeness She pulled up the ruching of her white lace gloves and took Beatrice’s arm. “Come, my dear. I will introduce you to the good ladies from the hospital committee who have organised all this.” Her hand gave a small all-encompassing sweep of the room.

As they passed the group of men with whom her uncle conversed, Beatrice heard him say, “Another war’s a certainty. You mark my words. It’s just a matter of time, and Chancellor Hitler, now that he’s sure to take the presidency, will sort out those Russian Bolsheviks once and for all. Time we did the same thing here.” 

A man broke away from the group and walked towards them, leather heels clicking against the wooden floor. He was of medium height and build, dressed in the obligatory white tie and tails, and had very short dark hair and a pencil-thin moustache. 

He stopped before her aunt, blocking their way, and said, “Good evening Mrs West. May I beg an introduction?” 

Before her aunt could respond he was speaking again, but this time addressing her. “Miss Langham, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Howard Rainer, at your service.” He grinned, placed his hand on his left breast and bowed his head.

His obliviousness to protocol caused Beatrice some amusement as she saw her aunt’s frown, but she also noted his fingernails needed a manicure. 

“I wanted to be the first to claim a spot on your dance card. I’ve heard so much about you. Well, I should say the whole town has been looking forward to meeting you. You are the closest thing to royalty we’ve ever had visiting our town.” 

Beatrice felt her face growing red. How awful that they all knew. It was a social peculiarity with which Beatrice was very familiar, and once people knew they treated her differently. It was all very fashionable to claim a relationship with British gentry, but not actually be one of them. That immediately put you beyond what amounted to an antipodean pale, with unsubstantiated accusations of putting on airs and graces. 

She shrugged. “You’re mistaken, Mr Rainer. It is my English grandfather to whom you refer. I am no one, not even close to anything, let alone royalty.” She modified her tone, and said, “Really, I’m just a city girl out of my depth in all this glorious tropical wilderness.”
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FRED PATERSON, THE 9th District’s barrister, stood on a box as he spoke to the people who had gathered for Jack’s election campaign launch. Mark admired Fred’s commitment to the Communist Party, but he pitied his wife, who rumour had it, often put up with pumpkins as a pay packet in lieu of money. 

He’d met Fred once or twice, but he really counted Jack Henry as his friend and in many ways his mentor. He was his aunt’s neighbour and had helped Mark get the cane cutting job when he’d first arrived. 

Mark figured he owed him, but it was more than that. Jack was a man among men, someone to trust and look up to. He cared about people and knew stuff about how systems worked, particularly politics and how the elite-maintained power. 

Mark had become a keen student although he wasn’t yet committed enough to relinquish his ambitions. Working class solidarity was all very well, but who didn’t want to control their own destiny, have nice things, provide for their families. In other words, who didn’t want to move from working class deprivations into the comfort and security of the middle class. 

To a certain extent, even Jack had achieved that although he refused to admit it. He’d come from farming roots in Grafton in New South Wales. On leaving school he had travelled north to Queensland arriving in the cane fields when the Tully Mill opened in ’25. Now, he was the leader of the Communist Party’s 9th District, a sub district created specifically for him. He was respected among workers from Noosa to the Torres Strait Islands but loathed by the establishment. 

Everyone still thought of Jack as a gun cutter and expert timber getter, and despite his elevation to Party leadership, he claimed his working-class roots like a badge of honour. That surprised Mark who had always tried to ape the British establishment. 

Yet, while Jack dismissed Mark’s bourgeois aspirations, he worked tirelessly to ensure those who had less might have opportunities to improve their lot, or at least have a respectable life with a job that paid a liveable wage. Of course, that attitude set him against the sugar industry and consequently the State and Federal governments. For not only was the industry trying to reduce wages to compete with countries who exploited cheap labour, they were also ignoring the perils of the job. And they had government backing to do so.

Increasingly, disillusioned men turned to Jack for answers and Mark gave him good odds in the election this year. Maybe he wouldn’t steal the seat of Herbert from Labor, but his popularity would show the growing commitment of the sugar workers to the working-class cause. 

Labor had lost its way under Forgan-Smith and his AWU cronies, but everyone admired Jack. He was fair-minded—a straight talker, held his liquor, and looked after his mates. You couldn’t ask more. Besides, he’d got it right when he said the only thing the bosses cared about was reducing wages to increase profit. So, while Mark wasn’t a member, he supported Jack’s election ambitions and held some sympathy for the communist’s point of view.

A streak of light blazed across the tropical night sky and a pang of nostalgia took Mark by surprise. He remembered wishing on shooting stars, closing his eight-year-old eyes, and refusing to speak in case his voice broke the magic. Now here he was, not through enchantment but serious graft, and it wouldn’t be long before he’d have his own farm, master of his own destiny. That’s if he didn’t die of Weil’s disease first. 

The farm was all he’d ever wanted, although his father called it a fool’s dream, and blamed his mother for creating the desire in the first place. His dad’s Norwegian stoicism and brand of socialism, based on the British Fabian model, remained unimpressed by land ownership. He was actually his stepfather but to Mark, he’d always been, just dad. 

His mum was the opposite and had always enthused over Mark’s ambition, painting pictures of the rolling green hills of Italy’s mulberry estates where her Nonno once laboured to produce silk on land owned by a noble family. His dad scoffed at that, dismissing Italian nobility as the ultimate exploiters, although his mother defended them saying not all of them were like that. 

Mark didn’t care about landowners or workers in Italy. He was concerned about the here and now. Neither did he care about growing mulberry trees for silkworms. Sugar! That was the future, and he was convinced it could be fairer for everyone, not just the rich growers. 

He glanced around at the people in the crowd, nodding to a few acquaintances. The headlights of a vehicle, pulling up outside the Regent Theatre, lit up the crowd around him, and once again he felt relief he hadn’t attended the fundraiser. The place was crawling with rich cockies. If he’d accepted the invitation, he’d have made a fool of himself for certain.

A movement from across the street caught his attention. A woman in evening dress hesitated, glancing behind her before stepping onto the road. She looked like a ghost sheathed in mercury drifting across the void, sidestepping horse dung and puddles. 

Her form filled Mark’s vision as the breeze fluttered her dress, the silk rippling across her body, showing the long curve of her waist and the sleek length of leg beneath its fluid cling. Soft nut-brown hair, fluttering about her face, lifted to expose a pale neck. Her skin looked almost translucent, but it was just a trick of the headlights that backlit her form.

“Merda!” Bert’s exclamation jerked Mark from his fantasy and his chin lifted towards the woman. “She shouldn’t be here.”

Mark’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Do you know her?”

“No,” Bert shrugged. “Ah, maybe a little. I met her last week in the library. She let me have the newspaper she was reading, and we had a brief conversation.” 

Just at that moment, Fred introduced Jack to the crowd. It was a formality. They all knew Jack. 

The woman stepped onto the pavement. The throng of people parted and swirled around the exotic intruder, wary of the potential threat in their midst. Bert moved behind her gesturing to Mark to join him as he tried to keep her from being jostled.

A fur wrap hugged her shoulders but beneath, Mark glimpsed a smooth and naked back, the exposed band of flesh merely an arm’s length away. He stared transfixed at the curve of her cheek. What the hell was she doing out here? She looked as out of place as a cane knife in a banqueting hall.

A long slim hand slid up to cup the back of her neck as if she could sense his gaze hot on her skin. Was she a supporter? There was no doubt Jack was popular with women. They loved him. Some of the men called him a womaniser but he treated them as equals, listened to their opinions, and would not allow the other men in the Party to interfere with their organising endeavours. But this woman was dressed for a ball so why was she out here, unless she knew Jack? 

He tried to imagine what she saw as Jack took off his hat and jacket and rolled up his sleeves, then stepped up to shake Fred’s hand. Jack’s serious dark gaze swept the crowd. His silent authority drew everyone’s attention until talking stopped, and only the shuffle of feet remained. 

The silvery woman inhaled, placing her palm at the base of her throat. What Mark would give to have such an effect on her. For a brief moment he imagined his hands running across that pale skin and down her naked back. He shook the crazy image from his head, folded
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