
Chapter Four

What a job!  They’d been cleaning for a week now, and were rid of all the mould and  cobwebs, 
and had begun work on the grime downstairs , but there was still much to be done. Jessica was 
working alone today, and it seemed harder on her own.

To be fair, Davey had done his share of the hard slog, so she couldn’t begrudge him the day off. 
The weather was perfect for para gliding, and when he’d had a call to say his group was meeting 
today, he’d looked so disappointed at the thought of missing out that she urged him to go. An offer 
he'd accepted with alacrity. So she was left to get on with it.

She stood up and stretched. She'd been at it for several hours, and all the  bending, reaching, and 
lifting, was taking its toll. Time to call it a day. She was grotty. She needed a hot shower and a 
change of clothes. And a glass of cold, white wine.

She pulled off her rubber gloves, picked up the bucket and was about to head outside with it 
when she heard Davey calling.

‘Where are you, Sis?’
‘I’m in here. I’m just finishing up and...’
‘I’ve brought Paul to check out the job and...oh, there you are.’
David lowered his voice as he came through the door, followed by a solid looking man with deep

creases at his eyes and mouth, and brown hair touched with grey at the temples. His gaze swept 
around as he entered.

Jessica placed the bucket of dirty water on the floor, embarrassed to be caught looking such a 
mess, but he seemed more interested in the building than in her. She pushed back the straggles of 
hair that had come loose from the ponytail she’d twisted it into for working, and that now clung to 
her perspiring forehead. 

‘Sorry to catch you at such a busy time,’ Paul said, his gaze turning to her.
‘That’s okay, it’s good of you to call.’  She wiped her hands down her jeans, pulled a tissue from 

her pocket, and wiped her face. ‘So you’ve come to look at what work we need to have done?’
‘Yes, Dave was telling me what you’re planning. It sounds interesting, and it wasn’t much out of 

my way, so here I am.’
David turned to someone else who came through the door behind them. ‘This is Scott Emery, 

Sis. He’s come to help me get rid of all that rubbish we’ve accumulated, while you show Paul 
what’s to be done.’

Scott Emery looked to be in his early thirties, with the build of an athlete. ’Looks like we’ve 
caught you at an inconvenient time,’ he said. ‘I can see you’re right in the middle of a tedious job.’

Jessica registered that he was handsome in a rugged, careless way, as she replied. ‘It certainly is,
but it has to be done. It’s good of you to come and help move all that rubbish.’

‘My pleasure. Maybe there'll be other jobs I can help with too.’ He smiled, showing white teeth 
in a face burnished brown by the sun. 

Jessica swallowed as she took in the chiselled jaw, firm mouth and dark, tousled hair that just 
curled on his collar.

‘Thank you, it’s very kind of you.’
‘Any time. Dave knows where to find me.’ He gazed around. 'This is an interesting old place. 

Been in your family for years, so Dave was telling me.'
'Yes, our great-great-grandfather built it, when he retired from the sea.'
'He owned the cane farm too, didn't he?
'Yes.'
'Quite the entrepreneur, wasn't he?
'So it seems. I wish I knew more about him. We've only got scraps of stories handed down 

through the family. One of these days I'd like to delve into our family history and see if I can find 
out more about him. Maybe when we finish here I'll have time.'



'I'm sure you'd find it an interesting project. My mother did some of our family history and she 
came up with some interesting stuff.'

'I'd like to do that. Old Sebastian came here quite early in the town's history, before they changed
its name from Geraldton to Innisfail, so he couldn't have been born here. I've often wondered where 
he came from, how he came to be here.'

'Maybe you'll find some old records here to tell you...', 
'Hey, Scott, are you ready?' David interrupted as he came down the stairs. 
'Looks like I'm needed,' Scott said, smiling down at her. 'It's been nice meeting you. See you 

again.'
Jessica dragged her eyes away as Scott turned to follow David outside. What on earth was she 

doing, going all weak-kneed over the first good-looking guy she met. She was sworn off men. 
She turned her attention to Paul, who had moved away, further into the room. They made their 

way through the downstairs area, with Jessica explaining what she had in mind as they went 
through the rooms. When they reached the locked door Jessica halted.

‘We can’t go in here yet, the door is locked and we can’t find a key. I called my parents to check,
but no one knows what’s happened to it. My father said to leave it locked as we have plenty of room
without it, but I want to see what's inside. I must contact a locksmith to come and open it.’ 

‘I can probably manage it.’ Paul reached into his pocket and pulled out a bundle of small 
implements. ‘I have a tool that can open most doors. It often comes in handy when I’m working on 
old buildings.’

After fiddling with the lock for a minute he stood back. ‘This is no ordinary lock. It’ll take more 
than these to open it from out here. If I was inside the room I could work on the lock and remove it, 
but not from here.’ He replaced the implements in his pocket. 

'How disappointing. I guess I'll just have to wait.
‘Is there a window?’
‘There must be, but I suppose it will be locked.’
‘I can probably take the glass out and climb in. If you want me to.’
‘Can you do that?’
‘Yes, but it’ll take  bit of time. What say we see the rest first, and then I’ll come back to this?’

It was much later when Paul called Jessica to say he had opened the door from the inside, and 
pulled it open for her to enter. 

' The lock is so old it was corroded,' he told her. 'I had to take it right out. No way a key would 
turn in it.’

‘How many years do you think since it was opened?’
‘Hard to tell accurately, but by its condition I'd guess probably back to when the pub was fairly 

new.’
Her heart gave a little tump. Could this have been Sebastian Wyld’s own private room? Perhaps 

it held a clue to where he had hidden his pearls. But would he keep anything that was valuable, or 
private, here in the pub, instead of in the house?

Her gaze swept around the room. It wasn’t large, and was furnished in a plain, no nonsense 
manner. A desk was pushed back against one wall. A timber captain’s chair stood skewed in front of
it, as if its occupant had risen hurriedly and not bothered to push it back under the desk. The leather 
seat and backrest were indented with the imprint of years of use, and the polished wooden armrests 
were worn smooth.  Books and journals were stacked on one side of the desk top. An old-fashioned 
inkwell and pen were pushed to the back with a blotting pad, compete with ink blots just visible 
through a grey layer of dust. A chart hung on the wall behind.

 A large redwood bookcase, filled with books, stood against the wall on the opposite side of the 
room. Under the window, now minus its bottom pane, stood a couch that was so thick with dust it 
was only where Paul's footmarks had cleared a patch that she could tell it was covered in brown 
leather. Beside it sat a large wooden chest. Jessica crossed the room and tried to lift the lid, but it 
resisted her attempt. 



‘This is locked too,’ she said, her pulses quickening with a thrill of anticipation. ‘I wonder what’s
so important in this room, all locked up like Fort Knox.’

Paul pulled out his bunch of implements again. ‘Probably the owner’s private  room, and he 
made sure no-one else could use it.’ He fiddled with the lock.  Finally there was a click and  he 
lifted the lid.

Jessica peered inside.
Several boxes of differing sizes stood on top of a stack of books and papers. She opened one of 

the smaller boxes and saw it contained old photos. Another held what looked to be letters, 
handwritten, and still another yielded folded documents. What secrets might they hold?

‘I’ll come back here some other time and go through these. I’ll just leave it for now.’ 
Jessica closed the lid and looked around. ‘I’m not sure what we’ll use this for, but it can certainly

do with a clean and a coat of paint.’
‘Sure. Looks like a captain’s snug. Might go all right in a modern pub.  Add a bit of olden

times.’ 
‘Could be. Anyway, thanks for getting the door open for me. Do you think you’ve seen enough 

now to work out a rough estimate of cost for what we’ve talked about?’
‘Sure. I’ll do some figures and get back to you.’
After thanking him, Jessica escorted him back to the main door. He climbed into his van and 

drove off with a wave and a promise to be in touch within a few days. 

Jessica looked around outside for the other two, but their cars had gone. Probably they’d left to take 
the rubbish to the dump. She locked up and headed back to the house, looking forward to a shower 
and a glass of wine. But her mind kept returning to the secret room. She was sure it had been 
Sebastian’s private retreat, and her senses buzzed as she wondered what secrets the old chest might 
reveal. Maybe even the pearls!

After she showered and dressed, she sat alone with her glass of chilled white wine. As she sipped
t her mind kept returning to the contents of the chest. Finally her curiosity got the better of her. She 
could wait no longer to check out the chest. There were still a few hours of daylight left and, she’d 
had the electricity reconnected, so she had no worries about being caught in the dark. She tossed 
down the rest of the wine and scribbled a note for David to tell him where she’d gone. Excitement 
bubbled inside her as she hurried down the path to the pub,. 

A shower of rain had fallen while she’d been inside and the path steamed with a  soft mist as she 
made her way along.  The foliage lining the path was dewy with raindrops, and the scents of 
jasmine, frangipani and ylang-ylang filled the air.

The overcast sky had dimmed the rooms, so Jessica turned on the lights as she entered. She 
hurried straight to the room she now thought of as Sebastian’s room. 

She lifted the lid on the chest, took out one of the boxes, and a large, flat book. She carried them 
to the desk and arranged herself comfortably in the chair.

First she opened the box. It contained a stack of photos. They were old, some curled at the edges,
black and white or sepia, and many were starting to fade. She sifted through shots of people posed 
stiffly in the clothing of the nineteenth century. She turned each one over as she went and was 
disappointed to see they had no inscriptions on the backs. She put them to one side.

‘Ah!’ She pulled out a photo of a boat at anchor. It was a lugger with two masts, a sharp prow 
and a high cabin. Its sails were furled, and two men were on board, looking towards the camera. 
One stood with his arm outstretched towards the masts, and the other sat on an upturned box . It was
too far away to be able to discern their features. Was one of them Sebastian? Or, more likely, was he
on shore taking the picture? She laid it on top of the others.

Here was another of interest – a small boy with dark, curly hair, looking at the camera with his 
finger in his mouth. 

Her stomach fluttered as she picked up the next one.  This was a close-up of a dusky-skinned 
young woman, wearing a simple muumuu type dress. Although her skin looked to be the colour of 
milk coffee, her face looked European, with fine features. Her thick, dark hair fell loosely about her 



shoulders, and she wore a necklace and bracelets of shells. She gazed into the camera with a 
provocative tilt of her head. A smile curved her lips, and her eyes seemed to be issuing a challenge 
to the holder of the camera. 

The photo showed little background except that she was standing in front of the straight trunk of 
a tree.

Jessica knew there was South Sea Islander blood among their forbears. Could this vivacious-
looking beauty be her ancestor? She studied the photo for several minutes, then put it to one side 
and resumed her search. 

Outside it was growing dark, but she didn’t want to stop yet. Surely there must be a clue 
somewhere to the identity of this intriguing young woman. After all, she had been important enough
for Sebastian to photograph her. If it was actually Sebastian who had taken the shot.

Jessica had almost reached the bottom of the pile when she found another photo of the same 
woman. This time she was in European dress, and her hair was pinned up under a hat that shaded 
her face. She held the hand of a young boy. It looked to be the same child Jessica had seen earlier, 
now a year or so older, but it was hard to be sure. Who were they?

She sighed and put it with the other photo. It was so frustrating that there was no notation on the 
backs of any of the photos. 

The next one in the pile seemed to have been taken from a boat a little way from shore. It 
showed an expanse of calm water and a foreshore beyond. It wasn’t land that she recognised. It 
showed a sandy beach lined with tall palm trees, and through the trees she could make out the tops 
of thatched huts. Where could this have been taken?

The last photo in this bunch was taken outside a church, and was obviously a wedding group. 
Jessica studied it carefully, checking each  person. They were  all dark skinned except for three 

white men. The bride wore a white, floaty dress, with a beaded cap and a short veil. The bridegroom
standing beside her wore dark pants held up with braces, and a white shirt.  The other men were 
dressed similarly except for the white men, who wore white pants and shirts. The woman standing 
next to the bride was dressed in the European style, with a hat trimmed at the front with flowers and
two feathers at the back. 

Jessica peered more closely. She felt sure this was the same woman as in the other photos. Who 
was she? And who was the man beside her? Could he be Sebastian? She turned her attention to a 
sign outside the church. She could just make out the name on the sign, "CHRIST CHURCH", and 
below it the words "Anglican Church of Australia".  Where was it, and what did it have to do with 
her family? Could the dark-skinned people be Kanakas? Had they perhaps worked on the cane 
farms around here? Perhaps even on their own farm?

 She put the photos to one side, leaving the wedding group and the other two of the unknown 
woman on top. Enough of the  photographs for now. She would enlist Davey's help and they would 
go through the rest of the items in the chest. Surely there was something to tell her who the woman 
was. And the child. Who were they? And were they of significance to the family? It was maddening 
not to know. 

She pulled the book to her and opened it. It was a journal written in a flowing copperplate hand. 
She began reading with mounting excitement…


