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HISTORICAL NOTES

My Zulu Myself is historically factual. I have woven my fictitious characters into the history of the colony of Natal, and into the history of the Zulu peoples. The majority of the places, and many of the situations, are real.

In the 1870s Isandlwana was spelt Isandlwhana. I have used the spelling of the times.

There is some dispute about the year of Mtonga’s escape from Zululand. It took place in either 1864 or 1865. For the sake of my story I have used the year 1865.

From 1861 onwards I change the original spelling of D’urban and Pieter Maritzburg to Durban and Pietermaritzburg.

I have taken licence with Captain Theopolis Shepstone Junior’s return to the Isandlwhana battlefield. I have him returning to the battlefield only days after the event, when in fact it was some months before he did so.

The following people were real. All lived/worked in the colony of Natal/Zululand and a great many played a distinguished part in the formation of the colony of Natal, and in the history of Zululand.
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PROLOGUE

Zululand, South Africa, 16 July, 1838

Between the Umlatoosi River and the Ungoya peak, the early morning sun, fighting through sliding grey clouds, cast a meagre winter light upon the kraal: large and circular, surrounded by an eight-foot-high fence, its hive-shaped thatched huts strung, in usual fashion, around the inside, the main kraal entrance facing east. A few women, wrapped in capes as protection against the wind, huddled, muttering softly, outside one of the biggest dwellings.

It lay opposite the main gate on the far side of the kraal, and that alone designated it as the abode of the headman’s Great Wife. In the smoke-filled interior, the occupants stamped their feet as they moved back and forth in attendance on the woman who lay by the fireside. A rasping cry of pain escaped her lips as her mother’s veined hand reached out to pat her gently on the tight, black, wiry curls of her head.

‘Hush, my darling, it will come soon,’ the old lady said, bending forward on her knees to kiss her daughter’s wet forehead. As her mother’s lips touched her the woman on the cowhide mat shook her head from side to side. Her eyes were glassy and full of fear. She panted audibly, and as her full breasts lifted her swollen nipples skywards, grunted in the strain to push downwards once more.

The mother turned to the induna who sat at her side on the floor of rock-hard polished clay. He was one of the headmen who practised the magic arts, and they had sent for him earlier in the day when the birth had become increasingly difficult. ‘Can you do no more?’ she asked. Her eyes pleaded, filling with tears. ‘This is terrible. It has been going on for two suns now. I fear for her. I fear for her. She is not strong enough.’

He shook his head and his heavy brows rose unhappily. ‘The will of our ancestors cannot be changed, Oola. I understand your fear for your daughter, but there is little more I can do.’

‘Oh, why oh why is it that Mattana is not here?’ the distressed woman cried. ‘Why is she not with us in our hour of need?’

A look of affront passed briefly across the induna’s face and he turned away.

One of the younger women who bent heating water over the open fire exclaimed, ‘Mattana did not expect Nadi to bear before her time was ripe. I heard her say she was sure Nadi would go her time.’

‘She is supposed to see all things,’ wailed the mother, leaning forward over Nadi. ‘Why did she not foresee that my daughter would fall in the field?’

‘Ah yes, why?’ croaked the induna, lifting his eyes upwards. ‘It appears to me she does not see everything as clearly as she claims.’

The young woman spoke again. ‘My eyes are watering from the smoke!’

‘Quiet, you tiresome girl,’ answered the woman beside her. ‘Poor Nadi’s water in agony.’

There was another strangled sound of pain from behind them.

‘I think it comes at last!’ called Oola, as the two women who held her daughter’s arms in support helped her bear down.

‘Oh, Mother! Help me . . . it’s . . . killing me.’

Minutes later, they lifted the child from Nadi’s perspiration-covered body, and she collapsed back, her limbs racked by violent tremors.

‘You have a son, my darling,’ whispered Oola, as the women in attendance moved away with the tiny crying form, but there was no response from her daughter as the trembling ceased and she lay still.

The adviser to the chief moved forward on his knees, his head ring shining in the firelight. He took the limp hand that lay on the mat. Oola, panic in her eyes, kneeled beside him, watching him feel her daughter’s pulse.

‘Nadi? Nadi?’ he said softly.

There was no response. Nadi’s body was unmoving and she lay with unseeing eyes.

He turned sadly, sympathetically, to Oola. ‘She is with her ancestors.’

Oola sank forward on to the inert body, her old arms, garnished with the stringy muscles of decades of mealie-making, clinging to the spent form of her daughter. Her grief welled over her lids and ran down her face. ‘No . . . no . . . no . . . it cannot be, my Nadi, my only daughter!’

The women who held the soiled infant looked over to Oola, their faces expressing dull acceptance. What could they say? It was oftentimes a woman’s destiny to die in childbirth.

The induna rose. ‘I will tell Shiambi, ancient one. I am sorry.’

Oola made no reply, and the sound of her weeping followed him as he bent double through the single small opening of the hut and scrambled out on his hands and knees. The women clustering round the hut entrance watched as he stood up, and sighing, pulled the thick hide cape more tightly around himself before he ran swiftly in the biting wind across the dust of the central pen and out of the kraal entrance.

A hundred yards away lay a larger, more important kraal, and to this he hastened. He entered and ran to the chief’s hut.

The babble of voices ceased as he entered, and the faces of the chief and his wives and indunas turned towards him.

This hut too was filled with smoke, for as in the one he had just left, there was only the single low entrance that gave air. But this dwelling was larger still, and grander, the walls being decorated with war shields and the floor covered with numerous intricately patterned mats of woven grass and hide. People could move around upright instead of bent over. Those gathered were wrapped against the cold.

The newcomer bowed to the chief and repeated his praise names – the chief’s many titles which must be used when addressing him – then he turned towards the young induna who sat at the chief’s right hand. He was a handsome man of thirty-five years, wearing the headband of the uDlambedhlu regiment; these warriors had been given permission to marry by Dingane, king of the Zulus, only two years before. The young induna looked up hopefully at the one who practised the magic arts, and then, unravelling his long body and gaining his feet, advanced across the floor towards him.

‘The news I bring is mixed, Shiambi. You have a healthy son – he is already airing his lungs, but I am sorry to tell you Nadi was not strong enough. She is . . . gone.’

Shiambi’s shoulders sank. He was brave and fierce in battle. He had a long assegai scar down his right buttock and another smaller one on his hand to prove his courage; did he not carry the pure white shield of his regiment’s master warrior? He had known Shaka and was a favourite of Dingane and feared throughout all the Zulu kraals. But now he felt weak like an old woman, for he had loved Nadi, she was his Great Wife. He had only one other, his first; she, he had taken merely according to convention. He remembered Nadi’s gentle smile on the day she had told him she was to bear his child. How proud she had been. He heard her say, ‘And he will be strong and brave like you, my love.’ He remembered the ecstasy of their times entwined together on the floor of their hut.

And now he had lost her. This baby had killed her. This boy child had done that. Children were important . . . yes, very. Yet there would be other sons. It was easy to have children, but there never would be another Nadi. His dark eyes filled with tears and as some of his friends moved over to comfort him he turned quickly away so that none would see and hurried to the hut opening and out into the chill air.

He looked briefly, painfully, up at the sky before he ran to the hut where her dead body lay. Inside he moved to her and gently removed the shining white stone that hung on the strip of leather around her neck.

Ah, Nadi, my beautiful Nadi, my tender delight. How I want you back. I hurt like a thousand spears were twisting in my entrails. I hate this child who has killed you . . .

Two hours after Nadi’s death, and five and a half thousand miles to the north, a young woman in fine russet silk turned from the window of The Grange where she had been looking down across the cool green meadows dotted with summer daffodils, scanning the miles of open countryside for the dust that would announce the approach of a carriage.

‘I’m afraid there is still no sign of the Colonel, Doctor.’

The doctor lifted his head from where he attended the woman in the big four-poster oak bed. ‘I see.’ The sound of his voice was grim.

The woman in the bed opened her eyes. They were large in her ashen face and she perspired freely. A midwife wiped her forehead with a white cotton towel.

‘I . . . I . . . feel as if I am being torn in two, Doctor. I cannot fight much longer.’

‘Hush, hush, m’lady,’ he answered gently. ‘This is not your first time in childbed. You have brought five fine girls into the world. There’s no reason why you cannot do it again.’

A weak smile broke across her thin mouth. ‘Ah . . . you try to cheer me . . . but . . . I know . . . I cannot. It has been forty-eight hours and it still has not come . . . this one’s killing me.’ She grunted in pain then, and her head lifted from the pillow as the second midwife hurried forward to grasp her arms in support.

The doctor sighed and applied another leech to her.

It was an hour later that the woman’s young sister-in-law, Jane Harrison, again turned from the window. It was a beautiful midsummer twilight and the fields radiated a burnished yellow glow from the setting sun.

‘At last the carriage comes,’ she said in a voice barely above a whisper. Her face was drawn with worry and she twisted her hands together anxiously. ‘My brother is here.’ She came swiftly to the bedside. ‘Joanna, dearest, he comes.’

As she spoke the woman on the bed screamed again, and lifting her tormented face, looked with glazed eyes at the girl.

‘Bear down, m’lady, bear down,’ said the midwife at the bedside, and as the poor, weary, life-drained woman attempted once more to do so, the doctor urged, ‘Good, good, keep pushing, m’lady.’ A minute later, his blood-soiled hands urged the tiny form out from between her legs and lifted it in the air. ‘Thank God! It’s here. You have a son at last!’

A second midwife took the child from him as he cut the umbilical cord.

The cries of the infant filled the bedroom and his mother turned a glassy stare towards the sound. Her voice came in a whisper from her dry throat. ‘A son, you say . . . please . . . Can I see him? Don’t clean him or I fear it will . . . be too late.’

The doctor nodded vehemently. ‘Yes, yes. Give the child to his mother.’

The midwife hurriedly wrapped the child in a towel and placed the bundle in the woman’s arms as a glimmer of a smile came to her exhausted face. She looked down at the infant and touched his bloody cheek with her hand. ‘My son . . . my son . . .’ It was a heart-rending acknowledgement and those in the room with her looked fearfully at one another. Then Joanna’s eyes lifted to her young sister-in-law. ‘Jane . . . promise me . . . you’ll love him.’

‘Oh, darling, of course I will, but . . .’

The mother’s gaze returned to her son, becoming a fixed stare upon him, her eyes bulging; then suddenly a heaving shudder ran through her and a sound like escaping air came whistling from her throat.

‘Doctor!’ cried the second woman in attendance. ‘My Lord, is she . . .? Oh, dear God!’

Swiftly, the doctor returned the child to the arms of the midwife and leaning forward, took up the inert wrist to check the pulse he knew was not there. ‘M’lady? M’lady?’ He shook his head sadly and placed her hand gently across her breast. Then with another tired shake of his head he put his hands on her gaunt face and brought her lids down over her blind eyes.

Seven minutes later, Colonel James Harrison dismounted from his coach, and leapt up the stone steps to his front door, where he was met by two liveried servants. Behind them stood the doctor.

‘Well? Well? And what has transpired? Is my wife finally delivered of a son?’

‘Please come with me, sir,’ answered the doctor, turning and leading the way into the drawing room.

The door closed behind them.

‘Well, what is it?’

‘My news is mixed, sir. Yes, you have a son. A strong healthy boy, but . . . you have no wife, she was not able to . . . I’m sorry, Colonel, but your wife died within minutes of the delivery.’

Colonel Harrison nodded. ‘I see . . .’ The words were pushed out along with a sigh. But inside his heart raced. He had a son! At last! A thrill of joy ran through him. Poor Joanna finally had given him a son. He was sorry she was dead; he really was. But what could he do about it? Nothing. They had been a mismatched pair, he and Joanna.

For a moment he felt sad for the marriage that might have been. Yes, there was a time when Joanna had been beautiful . . . He remembered the first day he had ever seen her. It was June then, a glorious sunny day at Ascot. He had returned to his box for the running of the second race and there, to his amazement and delight, had seen a vision in pink lace sitting beside his cousin Myrtle. He had fallen immediately in love.

His family had never approved of her: an American, a Harrison wife! Why, his father had never forgiven them for the War of Independence. But James Harrison would have his way, and thus against all their opposition the vision had become his wife. Yet her beauty had faded quickly, just as his love for her had faded years ago. He knew that was why he had remained in the army. The army was his second wife, the one he truly loved. In the fifteen years since they had married, he had been away with the army for more years than he ever had been at home.

Momentarily, a heavy guilt, nauseating and leaden, settled across his mind. Perhaps he should have tried harder. Then, following the life-long habit of never finding fault with himself, he shook the guilt away in unison with the shaking of his shoulders, and faced the doctor. He could feel that the medical man did not approve. His eyes were casting judgements upon him; saying he should have been here when his wife was dying. But then how could the doctor understand all the intricacies? It had been impossible for him to get here in time. He had tried; he really had.

But he did not have to explain himself to anyone. ‘Well, thank you, Doctor. I’m sure you did everything possible. Could you leave me alone now, please?’

He walked to the window and looked out on to the wide stone steps leading to the ivy-covered colonnade and the rolling lawns beyond. The pond at the bottom of the steps was reflecting the afternoon sun and the lily pads gleamed a deep, dark green. In the first weeks of their marriage he and Jo had run hand in hand down those steps and nearly fallen in the pond with laughter. He hadn’t thought of that since the very day. Why would he think of it now?

His hand was unsteady as he opened the window. I’m sorry, Jo, I really am. Perhaps I should have realised you were not strong enough to bear this last one; but after all, I’m not Solomon.

There was a movement behind him. He turned to his youthful sister’s sceptical gaze and formal greeting.

‘Good evening, James. Jo is dead, but you have what you wanted, at last. Your son is ready for viewing.’ Her voice was weighted with sarcasm. ‘But no doubt you will want to see poor Joanna first.’

‘Jane . . . don’t. That’s not fair. I’m very sorry she’s gone.’

‘Really? If I believed that, I would have to ask you why you turned a fragile woman into a baby-making machine . . . Even you must have known it would kill her in the end.’

He turned away. ‘Leave me, Jane, I don’t need your company. Go, before I become angry.’

There were tears in Jane’s eyes. ‘She was like . . . a big sister to me, a friend. If I knew she was not strong enough, why didn’t you?’

He did not answer, but continued to stand with his back to her.

He heard her sigh and the rustle of her silk skirts as she moved to the door. Her parting words came between sobs. ‘I know the answer, James. It’s because you did not care; but I did, I loved her. All along, nothing mattered to you but to have a son. Well, congratulations.’ Then the door slammed and he was alone.

How dare she? Trust Jane to be so bloody rude; an obnoxious girl grown into an obnoxious woman; the only daughter and the youngest child. She continued to get away with appalling behaviour.

He walked outside into a beautiful day. He could not contain his feelings any longer, he smiled . . . smiled and smiled.

He had a son! After all those daughters poor old Joanna had given him a son. It was a miracle. Oh yes, I do thank you for that, Joanna. I truly do.

Ah! How I will love the boy!

Eight years later: April 1846, Cleveland, Ohio, USA

The evening sun filtered through the curtains on to the tranquil lines of Victoria McLean’s face. She sat reading the Lord’s words from St Matthew and her eyes lifted in contemplation. Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy. She tried so hard to understand and live by the words of the Lord, but she wondered if she would ever have the fervour to impart God’s message the way Frank did. Her husband inspired all those around him, and had such a way with people that he could uplift their spirits even when they were in the depths of misery. Yes, his was a true calling, and he was so very good and kind and caring and wonderful. Her life was quite perfect. She smiled, a smug smile, and then quickly remonstrated with herself for being so sinful.

She put down the bible on the velvet seat beside her and moved gracefully out on to the porch and down across the lawn. Her parents had built this lovely house for her and Frank when they had married two years before. It was a long way out of the town itself but that did not matter to Victoria. For a few minutes she stood looking at the tranquillity of the trees around her and listening to the song of a goldfinch in the sycamore tree that bent under the weight of its hundred-year-old branches. She felt so at peace with the world today.

She moved down to sit on the seat some feet from a walled garden, and there she remained until the evening shadows fell. She often sat like this, meditating on the words of the saints or the Lord, but this evening other things, worldly things, were on her mind.

She and Frank had often spoken about going to Africa where there was a desperate need for missionaries. If anyone could make a difference to those poor needy heathens so far away; if anyone could bring goodness and care and the ways of the Lord to them, it was her husband. And she would be his faithful helper. It was causing a rift with her parents, for they would hear no more about it; but they didn’t understand. Yes, one of these days they would go as missionaries, she was sure.

‘My own darling.’

She turned with a rapturous smile to run into her husband’s arms. Frank McLean kissed her as if he had been away from her a month instead of a day.

‘I have something to tell you,’ she said, an awkward, shy smile playing around her pretty mouth, and she took up his hand and led him to the bench, where she sat him down and turned to him with shining eyes.

Frank McLean was a good-natured, good-looking man of thirty-six. He had been a pastor of the Methodist church for a decade and he had met Victoria when he had been sent here from Baltimore four years ago. He loved her deeply – perhaps too deeply, for he knew he should save his greatest love for God. Sometimes he felt guilty about that, but not today, not looking into the depths of her round hazel eyes here in the shadows of the warm Cleveland night, with the wind playing a love song in the sycamore tree.

‘What is it, Victoria sweetheart?’

‘It’s what we thought, my darling, I’m positive now.’

His strong features broke into a delighted smile. ‘You mean it truly?’

‘I do.’

‘Oh how wonderful.’ He hugged her to him, kissing her forehead, her eyes, her hair.

She looked up into his dark blue eyes. ‘And do you know, I’m sure, somehow so sure, it will be a girl.’

He kissed the tip of her nose. ‘As long as it’s like you.’

Now a tiny frown formed between her pretty eyes. ‘Oh no, Frank, not like me . . . like you.’

Then he laughed and took her in his arms again, and deep in the rustling leaves of the sycamore the goldfinch began his tune once more in the swiftly falling night.

Six months later, in October, while Frank and his in-laws waited to hear the news of the birth, Victoria’s father took Frank aside.

‘Son,’ he said, looking down his long, straight, patrician nose, ‘now that you’re beginning a family I’m hoping this missionary nonsense will be put aside. You cannot take a child into the wilderness. It’s not fitting.’

Frank took a deep breath. It was not that he disliked his wife’s father, he did not; it was just that the man seemed so ungodly. ‘Mr Lawrence, sir, on the contrary. While we will wait a few years before we go, so that the child is walking and talking, we have given our word to God, and we hope in time you will understand that such a promise is not lightly made.’

A look of distaste covered his father-in-law’s features as he turned abruptly and walked away.

Frank put aside the attitude of his wife’s parents and rejoiced in the thought of the child that was soon to come. If it were a girl it would be Phoebe; if it were a boy, Peter. Frank did not care about the sex of his child; he would love it dearly . . . whatever it was.


CHAPTER ONE

Six years later: 16 October, 1852

For two weeks the seas had been huge and the Regent Three had fought its way, plunging and rolling, all the endless miles down the west African coast towards the Cape of Good Hope. And now, as the clipper made its way into Table Bay and the passengers saw the distant lights of Cape Town, this thriving outpost of the British Empire, the angry waters, at last, gave way to blessed calm.

Jane Harrison removed her long white hand from where it rested on the forward bulwark. For some time now she had stood alone, watching the distant twinkling lights that represented her future across the inky fluid mirror that was Table Bay. She felt great relief, for she had brought her two charges safely to South Africa after over six weeks at sea with only Mannie, her maid, as helper. Tomorrow when they went ashore, Edgar, her favourite brother, would be waiting. She smiled to herself at the thought of seeing him again.

Edgar was of the pioneer spirit, enterprising and adventurous. Even as a child he had been interested in faraway places and peoples. She saw him now in her mind’s eye in the schoolroom, a map of distant lands, India or the Americas, open in front of him. He was her big brother of nine or ten, leaning from his desk towards her, his blue eyes shining with visions she could not see, telling her of the things he would do and the places he would go. He had a saying that he repeated over and over to her. ‘When I grow up, Janie, I’m going to ride on an elephant, shoot a lion and sail across the seas to new places, primitive places.’ And her inevitable reply had been, ‘Oh no, I don’t want to come.’ Until she was a little more grown up, when she had answered, ‘Well, dearest boy, you’ll have to change the sequence of your dreams: for you will have to sail across the seas first, in order to do the others.’

The army had finally fulfilled his wish, for it had sent him to Canada and then to South Africa, where in 1843, as a captain of the 45th Regiment in the Cape Colony, he had been sent by the Governor, Sir George Napier, with a detachment of the Royal Artillery to Port Natal under the command of Major Smith. Sir George was anticipating a time soon to come when the newly acquired territory would become a British colony.

Edgar had never loved the army, but South Africa pleased him immensely, and when he gained his discharge the following year, he left Port Natal and went into Zulu country, living for many months with these simple but fascinating people, and learning about them. Probably he realised his other dreams, to ride on an elephant and shoot a lion. He certainly saw his primitive lands and peoples. Jane recalled the letters he had written to her telling her of his meeting with Mpande, the Zulu king, who was intrigued by the English, while retaining his half-brother Dingane’s distaste for the Boers. Edgar maintained a sort of friendship with Mpande and had actually spent some time at the king’s kraal.

So here she was, Jane Harrison, thirty-five-year-old spinster, facing a new life over there in the twinkling lights of Cape Town. She sighed as she took her eyes from the firefly flashes across the black water and moved away from the bulwark. As she did so, in the dull glow of the ship’s lanterns a black shadow fell across her path and a form jumped down from the rigging to stand in front of her.

‘John Lockley Harrison,’ she exclaimed, ‘how you startled me!’

‘Sorry,’ said the boy, dragging his mouth down at the edges and looking up at her with a wry expression, ‘but you’re such an easy one to frighten, Aunt Jane, that I cannot help but take advantage.’

‘You try me! Honestly you do; you try me! Why cannot you be like your sister Ellen? There’s not a more well-behaved girl anywhere, I’m sure.’

He smiled at her, a mischievous but completely beguiling smile. He was a beautiful boy set to become a beautiful youth and, to follow, a beautiful man. His eyes were the colour of that line along the horizon at sea, blue and yet not blue, perhaps closer to the colour of indigo heightened with Tyrian purple: and already at fourteen he had an indefinable quality, something that made a person look again at him, and listen to what he said. In spite of herself she put her arms around him lovingly and ruffled his hair. ‘Off you go, there’s a dear! You’re the most high-spirited child I ever did see! And you get away with it!’

‘That’s because you let me!’ he replied, and ran ahead of her, sidestepping two sailors and the coil of rope which lay on the deck.

‘Yes, I do,’ she said aloud to his retreating form. ‘What an insight into me.’ She shook her head in disappointment with herself. John Lockley was right, she did let him get away with these things. Her excuse, of course, was that she loved him so; there never was a child more loved than John Lockley, she was sure of that. Perhaps it was because he had arrived after five girls, and because poor Joanna had died giving birth to him. And yet, he was loved for himself, she was sure of that.

She made her way forward towards the companionway, past the men and women who were coming above and milling to and fro on deck in the excitement of seeing the twinkling lights of their destination.

It had been a very difficult voyage. And there had been nasty trials, like the hordes of cockroaches that roamed the vessel, up and down the cabin walls and in every nook and cranny; and the objectionable taste of the stale water. She shivered now and her nose crinkled in distaste. The cockroaches alone had made her feel physically ill. And the clothes she had been compelled to wash in sea water felt so uncomfortable. She recalled her reaction to the embarkation order issued by the shipping company. It had read: ‘As no fresh water can be allowed for washing while on board, a considerable stock of clothing is essential to comfort.’ That was all very well, but as she refused to wear the same clothes multiple times, her stock, ‘considerable’ as it was, had not lasted the six weeks.

She was about to go below when she saw her friend, Victoria McLean, the missionary. Victoria had been the one person who had made the voyage bearable for Jane. She was a delightful woman, articulate, intelligent and understanding; the perfect wife for a man of Mr McLean’s calling.

As Jane stopped to speak with her friend, the woman was frowning. ‘Jane, I’m looking for Phoebe again. She was with me playing with her doll in the cabin a minute ago. I turned round and she was gone. I’m worried, it’s so dark.’

Phoebe was known as the ship’s wanderer. She had become a favourite with the cooks and was often to be found in the galley sitting on the bench amongst the vegetable peelings. That was the first place they looked when she went missing. The child seemed to be fearless and was bright, pretty, eager and inquisitive, and Mr Blake, the ship’s mate, had asked the missionaries more than once to watch their daughter more closely.

Soon John Lockley and Ellen had been seconded into helping to look for Phoebe, not an uncommon pastime for them in recent weeks.

‘She’s a pest,’ Ellen stated, but because John Lockley was going to look she accompanied him. After a few minutes, though, she had had enough. ‘I’m getting a headache from all this.’

‘Ah, Nell,’ he said, using his pet name for her. ‘Go and lie down awhile. I’ll just pop aft and see if she’s down there.’

John Lockley liked the little girl, with her bright round eyes and funny tinkling laugh that made him laugh too.

As he headed aft along the newly holystoned deck, there was a silence hanging in the air, for most of the people were forward where they had the best view of the lights of Cape Town.

Running his hand back through his hair as was his custom when exhilarated or concerned, his clear young eyes darted this way and that, looking for the child, as he hurried past the covered life rafts aft of the main deck. Suddenly he heard a tiny voice singing, the childish pronunciation blending the words together. ‘We are merry little cooks, smart in acts, and smart in looks . . .’ He halted. The singing went on. ‘We will show you how to bake, whitest bread and sweetest cake . . .’ Where was it coming from? Inside the lifeboat? Surely not, the canvas was sealed down on all sides. Then he realised it was above him. He looked up. There in the dim light was the dark form of Phoebe, climbing in the rigging!

He went cold with shock, for she had to be at least fifteen feet up, but somehow he stopped himself from shouting at her. Calmly, he called her name.

The singing stopped and the little face looked down. ‘Hello, Jan Larkley.’

She appeared quite unconcerned, smiling at him in the benign light of the lanterns, but the boy’s heart raced, for she was so precariously balanced, a little girl up there so high.

‘Everybody’s looking for you again, Phoebe. Stay there, don’t move. I’ll come up and get you. We’ll come down together.’ And the boy stepped up to take hold of the ropes and hoist himself up, saying all the while, ‘Just stay there, Phoebe, don’t move.’

But she had been diverted now from her climb: below was John Lockley whom she liked; he had often played a game of hopscotch on the decks with her. She tried to turn round, giving a happy laugh, but the laugh became a scream as her foot slipped and she toppled, hurtling like a lead weight down at the boy. He had only an instant to react as the form dropped towards him. He stepped swiftly underneath her and put up his arms to catch her if he could. She hit him with a thud and they fell heavily to the deck.

His body had broken her fall but she was crying loudly, and as they attempted to disentangle themselves from one another John Lockley felt strange sensations of pain in his left arm. He watched with surprise the swelling forming rapidly before his eyes. His wrist was broken.

Phoebe soon realised she had not hurt herself and she ceased to cry as she stood up and turned to John Lockley.

‘I’ve surely broken my arm, Phoebe,’ he said, and the child, realising this was a bad thing, began again to cry.

They made a sorry pair when they went below and found Jane and Victoria. Jane was all solicitude and rushed John Lockley away to the hospital where his wrist was soon expertly strapped by Mr Fleet, the ship’s doctor.

In her cabin with her husband, Victoria was feeling remorse. ‘It’s terrible about John Lockley’s arm. I’m responsible. I should have kept Phoebe by me.’

Frank took her hand and kissed it, then drew her to him in an attempt to stop her thinking about what had happened. ‘No, it wasn’t your fault, my love; it was an accident and the boy will heal quickly. Try and think of tomorrow when we land in South Africa. I think the Wanderer sails for Durban by the end of next week, so all being well we’ll be on the last leg of our journey soon.’

‘Ah yes . . . Zulu country.’ Victoria’s eyes brightened. How lucky the Zulu heathens would be to have her wonderful Frank bringing them the one true message, Christianity. She put her arms around his neck. ‘I know you will be wonderful with the native people, Frank, but were the six months we spent in England sufficient for me? Do I know enough to be a missionary?’

Their own church fathers at the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Cleveland had arranged for them to work with the London Missionary Society, the organisation which arranged to send missionaries of various denominations all over the world. Frank had been quite clear for years that he wished to go to South Africa, so they dealt with the British organisation and its established mission stations there.

Her husband kissed her, with a deal of passion. ‘You know enough, my darling.’

They anchored that night not half a mile off shore, and the following morning, as the smell of bacon and eggs emanated from the breakfast saloon, Victoria, Phoebe, Frank, Jane, John Lockley and Ellen stood looking over the Regent Three’s side towards the town. It nestled at the foot of the table-shaped mountain which was half-hidden by a frothy covering of slate grey that sat over the upper part of the two-mile-long face.

John Lockley had slept fitfully, and he looked rather pale in the morning light, but he was in his usual good spirits as he turned to his aunt and said, ‘There’s a tablecloth on the mountain.’

‘Whatever do you mean?’

‘The second mate was explaining yesterday about Table Mountain. Because it’s flat-topped, when the wind is in the south-east the cloud cover forms rapidly on the top, and thus, dear Aunt Jane, the local folk say you have a tablecloth on it!’

Ellen pointed to the distant buildings. ‘There it is, Cape Town! They have fellows as black as night here, don’t they, Aunt Jane?’

‘Yes, Ellen, the indigenous people are the Bantu, I’m told, though perhaps they shall not be so black as brown, dear. And perhaps there shall not be many in the town.’

‘Of course there shall be.’ There was scorn in John Lockley’s voice. ‘Don’t you see, Aunt Jane? They’ll be the servants and the labourers in the colony. It stands to reason. That’s what happens in these places, the local folk do the manual work.’

‘Oh, why yes, that’s true, I suppose.’ She turned to Victoria. Her friend had yet another voyage ahead of her.

‘How long will it take to Durban?’

Victoria looked thoughtful. ‘Well, as it’s nine hundred sea miles from here, a week or so if the weather’s fair.’

Jane’s eyes turned skywards. The very thought of another week at sea made her feel ill. How very pleased she was that she did not have to continue on to Natal as her friend did. Although at the same time she knew she would miss Victoria very much, for she was so kind and dear and caring.

‘I can hardly wait to be ashore,’ came Ellen’s excited voice as she hung over the bulwark.

Her brother turned to her. ‘And nor can I, for it will be as different from Mother England as it is possible to be. Why, there’re elephants and great herds of wild beasts and lions; they roam around, you see! And are known to kill men.’

His sister’s mouth arched in distaste.

Half an hour later they drew up the anchor and long boats towed them into the wharf. There were hundreds of people there to meet the ship, all manner of hustle and bustle; people calling greetings, and traders and pedlars and wharf labourers, and folk simply watching the spectacle.

Pulleys had been mounted all along the shore bulwark of the ship to hoist and lift barrels and commodities down to the wharf.

John Lockley watched the wharf labourers excitedly, for as he had predicted, they were mostly tall, beautifully proportioned black men who seemed to lift the heavy boxes effortlessly in their massive muscular arms.

‘Aren’t they wonderful?’ he whispered to Ellen.

‘I . . . I’m not sure,’ she answered, looking at him with uncertainty.

‘Oh, Ellen.’ There was disapproval in his voice.

Wishing to please him, she quickly added, ‘But they certainly are the most unusual men I’ve ever seen.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ he said as he moved away towards Jane, who was looking steadily along the rows of faces upturned towards them. Ellen’s eyes followed her brother until he joined their aunt and the three McLeans.

Jane shook her head. ‘I cannot see Edgar anywhere.’ Then, with an enveloping gesture, she motioned the two children towards the gangplank, saying, ‘Come along down to the pier. The luggage follows.’

‘Aye,’ agreed Mannie, Jane’s maid and helper, ‘after six and a half whole weeks on this Godforsaken craft I cannot wait to have solid ground beneath my feet and all.’

‘Where’s Uncle Edgar?’ John Lockley asked, as the four of them bunched at the opening in the ship’s side.

Jane shook her head again. Then she exclaimed gleefully, ‘I think I see him!’ and began to push them ahead of her. ‘Now carefully, please, take small steps, John Lockley, and be watchful of your wrist.’

As John Lockley followed his sister he felt a little hand slip into his right palm and he looked down at Phoebe’s upturned face.

‘Jan Larkley, I . . . I’m sorry you hurt yourself.’ She looked so serious, frowning up at him with her little brow so very puckered with concern, that he could not help smiling. ‘I’m all right, Phoebe. Mr Fleet said it’ll be good as new in eight weeks.’

Suddenly the child did an odd thing: she took his bound wrist in her plump little hands and kissed it gently. Then lifting her six-year-old eyes up to his, stated, ‘Phoebe make it better.’

To John Lockley, a boy of fourteen, it was a funny, childish gesture, and was soon set aside, but it was something that would return to his mind now and then and somehow it would give him strange comfort.

The McLeans followed down the gangplank, and when they were all on the wharf Jane forced her way through the crowds towards a tall man looking up to the ship. As she came closer to him, her smile faded; it was not her brother.

‘There must be someone here to meet us,’ reasoned John Lockley. ‘For even if Uncle were held up with business matters, he would send someone in his stead.’

Soon Victoria and Frank were met by the superintendent, the Reverend Adrian Charles, who arrived in a four-wheeled dray. He was the leading Methodist cleric in the colony, so the McLeans were being treated royally.

Victoria was loath to leave Jane and the children but Jane insisted. ‘Please, my dear, don’t be silly, Edgar will be along at any second.’ She clung to her friend to say goodbye. ‘And you will write to me care of my brother’s firm here, won’t you?’

Victoria smiled. ‘Of course I will.’

‘Now, go . . . Go.’

The McLeans and their boxes and trunks soon departed and so too did most of the other immigrants. Now the foursome stood together on the wharf, looking expectantly this way and that. After half an hour, Jane was becoming very concerned.

‘P’raps he didn’t know we were comin’ and all,’ commented Mannie, her sharp features darkening in dismay.

‘Really, Mannie dear!’ Jane’s exasperation showed as she tapped her toe in a determined way on the wooden spars beneath her feet. ‘Of course he knows! He was informed months since.’

‘Well, he ain’t here,’ came Mannie’s irrefutable reply.

And so the minutes passed until they became an hour and more and the wharf was decidedly less frequented. It was around twelve noon now and the sun shone vengefully down from a cloudless sky. The temperature was climbing close to eighty degrees, and the humidity was higher than it ever reached at home. The lonely foursome sheltered in the shade of a warehouse veranda, still looking hopefully for the invisible relative.

‘This is terrible,’ announced Ellen, who had removed her gloves and was fanning herself with them. She sat on one of the trunks, crossing and uncrossing her legs. ‘I think I’m going to faint.’

‘Now don’t give me that nonsense,’ replied her aunt, opening her handbag and taking out a small bottle of laudanum. ‘Here, smell this, there’s a dear, and stop complaining, please, for we are all hot.’

‘And the light . . . I mean, it’s so bright,’ the girl continued woefully, while sniffing the laudanum, ‘it hurts my eyes.’

‘I think the reverse,’ spoke up her brother. ‘The light is wonderful, I’ve never seen the world with such clarity before . . . it’s exceptional.’

‘Oh,’ replied Ellen in a small voice, ‘then I suppose it’s not so bad.’

John Lockley patted her shoulder approvingly and she gave him an imitation of a smile.

‘Well, I care not whether it’s the most wonderful light in God’s universe,’ declared Jane. ‘It’s of little consequence when we’re in such a predicament. How I wish I hadn’t sent the McLeans so swiftly on their way.’

‘Oh, what can we do?’ wailed Mannie. ‘And home so far away.’

John Lockley looked to his aunt. ‘We can’t wait here forever, can we? We must do something. You do know where Uncle Edgar lives, don’t you, Aunt Jane?’ He was looking at her sceptically.

‘Of course I know where he lives!’ Jane began, and then noticed a man running along the wharf towards them, waving his arms.

‘He’s here at last,’ exclaimed Ellen, jumping from her seat on the trunk.

But the closer he came the more sure Jane was that the man was not her brother. He ran right up to them, a sun-browned, good-looking individual with a solid, well-defined jaw below an aquiline nose and handsome hazel eyes.

‘Miss Jane Harrison?’ he queried, removing his white hat.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Christopher Nelson, your brother’s partner.’

‘Oh, thank goodness, we thought we were stranded.’

The newcomer’s face was serious and there was a concerned expression in his eyes. ‘I did everything I could to get here on time. There’s much to tell you.’

‘Where’s Edgar?’ Jane asked.

Christopher Nelson’s head bent momentarily, allowing a lock of his sun-lightened hair to fall over his forehead as he lifted his hand to hold his jaw. Then he met her eyes. ‘There’s no easy way to answer that, Miss Harrison. I’m so sorry to tell you, Edgar died last week in Grahamstown from a fever that attacked him a month since. I was with him. Subsequently, I’ve travelled at speed to be here to meet you.’

Mannie immediately began to cry, while Jane looked with disbelief at the man in front of her.

Now Ellen too began sobbing, and John Lockley, standing in shock at his sister’s side, automatically lifted his arm in a comforting gesture around her shoulders.

‘I . . . I don’t believe it. It cannot be.’ Jane was stunned.

Christopher Nelson shook his head sadly. ‘I’m only sorry that it is so.’ He took her by the arm and steered her across to one of the travelling trunks. She sat there staring up at him with eyes that begged him to say his message was not true.

John Lockley left Ellen’s side and came close to the man. He swallowed hard. ‘Sir, did our uncle say anything? Did he . . . give you any instructions about us?’

Christopher ruffled the boy’s hair affectionately. ‘Well, lad, he was most concerned for you all, yes, most concerned. In his final moments he asked me to tell his sister here of his true devotion. I have been his companion, his friend and his partner, and I was privy to his innermost thoughts, and there’s no doubt that he provided for you all, very clearly and very well.’

Jane shook her head. ‘I must try to steady myself. Yes, I need time to reflect. Nothing needs to be done in a hurry.’

Mr Nelson crouched down on one knee in front of Jane, looking sympathetically at her. ‘Unfortunately, I have to tell you that we do need to do some things rather swiftly, Miss Harrison.’

‘Why? What do you mean?’ asked John Lockley, for his aunt, who in her dismay could not utter a word.

‘I mean, there’s much which needs to be done, and, unhappily, done in a hurry. You see, Miss Harrison, your brother and I had decided to leave Cape Town and go to Durban; that’s in Natal . . . the colony to the north. I actually met him up there years ago before it was a colony. He sold his house here in Cape Town, where no doubt you thought you were going to live, before we set out for Grahamstown. We’d already purchased new properties in Natal a year ago. We have the start of a thriving building business up there. He was very partial to that part of the country.’

Jane could not believe her ears. She forced herself to speak. ‘What? Sold his house? Where on earth are we to live?’

Christopher sighed. He had regarded Edgar as his true friend and had fought hard to keep him alive, but the fever had been one he had never seen before and he had lost Edgar to it. Telling this lady and her charges about the new plans in store for them would have been difficult even had Edgar been alive to do it himself. He strove to find the right words. ‘Miss Harrison, the truth is, you have an excellent property to live in: a fine, large house and many, many acres of ground, and in addition there is more land in Pietermaritzburg and upcountry too. I’m sure the house will be to your liking; don’t be concerned, it’s a very nice place. Edgar saw to that.’

Jane’s eyes widened. ‘But I’m not following you, Mr Nelson. No, not following you at all.’

‘I’m not either,’ wailed Ellen.

‘I think I am, Aunt Jane,’ spoke up John Lockley.

‘Are you?’ Jane was incredulous. ‘Well, there’s a dear, tell me.’

‘He means we have a house in Natal, Aunt Jane.’

Christopher Nelson could see the consternation and panic in the woman’s eyes. He remained kneeling in front of her and nodded calmly. ‘Yes, that’s right. The properties in Natal are yours, and you can live comfortably in the house near Durban all right. Your brother had made arrangements for you to go there with him, you see. That was the plan. He’d intended to be back in plenty of time to meet you at the ship and then to transfer with you to Durban. And Miss Harrison, I understand that you don’t wish to talk of your brother’s will, but nevertheless everything of his in its entirety goes to you and your other brothers. And as you are here, the abode in Durban is now entirely at your disposal, and therefore I suggest . . .’

‘Houses? Properties? Durban?’ interjected Jane in a voice of alarm.

‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘And my brother’s dead.’

‘Unfortunately, that is so.’

‘No. I don’t have the strength. I simply cannot go to this Durban place. Not without Edgar. It’s unthinkable. I brought the children here on the understanding we were to live here in Cape Town until the arrival of their father after his Indian service. He wants to live here, in South Africa, with Edgar. But now there’s no Edgar because of this horrible fever, and . . . and I . . .’ She put her head in her hands and finally the tears came welling to dampen her palms.

Ellen and Mannie began to cry again, and even John Lockley’s face had crumpled unhappily.

Mr Nelson stood and touched Jane tenderly on the shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry, but everything will be all right. I shall accompany you all the way.’

Jane could not believe this was happening. She looked up into Christopher Nelson’s face, appearing almost child-like in her grief as he smiled reassuringly down at her.
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