
Chapter Three

It was a wonder the old building was still standing. If you asked any of the locals about the Cane
Crushers Hotel they’d probably tell you it was knocked down years ago. And if it was one of the 
old-timers you were talking to then he’d probably shake his head and add, ‘Shame! It was a  great 
pub in its day.’ He might add... 'It used to belong to the captain, you know. Captain Sebastian Wyld. 
He was a pearler. Had a lugger up in the northern waters. There were plenty of stories about him. ‘ 

But they’d be wrong about the building. It was still standing, abandoned and unloved, almost 
hidden in the tangle of overgrown tropical plants surrounding it.

It was a mild, tropical winter’s day, with the sun shining in a clear blue sky, as Jessica and David 
headed out to inspect the old pub.

 Jessica resisted the urge to skip as they headed down the path that led from the house. 'This is 
exciting. I wonder if it’s still the same as last time we were here. It’s years since we’ve been inside.’

‘Yes, it’s more than ten years since Dad put it out of bounds and hid the key, because Mum was 
frightened it was unsafe,’ David reminded her.

‘And as far as I know, no one else has been inside since then.’
‘I’m surprised they didn’t sell it, instead of closing it and leaving it to rot.’
‘Apparently, the custom fell away when the days of the cane cutters ended in the nineteen sixties,

when mechanical harvesting came in, and it became a white elephant. It seems they struggled with 
it for another ten years or so but in the end they gave up. No-one wanted it, so they closed the 
doors.’

‘I suppose there weren’t many tourists in those days.’
‘I guess not, and besides, it was probably a bit far from the main road for travellers back then to 

find it.’
‘Well, it’d be different now.’
‘Yes.’ 
 Jessica tingled with anticipation as the building came into view.  Deserted and neglected, it was 

still an imposing structure, and they were going to give the old place a re-birth..
It stood on its own in a clearing about three hundred metres from the house, connected to it by 

the path. The area around the pub had once been paved, but now many of the pavers were missing, 
and weeds pushed their way amongst those that were left. 

The boundary of the cane farm abutted it to one side, barely visible through the tangle of tropical
foliage. 

Jessica could just make out the faded lettering—CANE CRUSHERS HOTEL—on the facade of 
the old pub. Although the building itself had withstood cyclones over the years, testament to old 
Sebastian’s strict supervision of its construction over a hundred years ago, the verandah surrounding
it was in a state of disrepair, with part of the roof missing and the remains hanging askew. The 
timber supporting posts were rotting. Some were missing altogether and others, black and broken, 
leant at crazy angles like drunken sailors.

Sunshine and tropical rain had taken their toll on the exterior. It looked weather-beaten and sad. 
Time for a face-lift.

David took a can of lubricant from his backpack, sprayed it into the lock of the solid wooden 
door, and waited a few seconds before taking out a heavy iron key.

‘Well, here goes.’ He grinned as he inserted it into the lock. ‘I wonder what we’re going to find?’
Jessica’s heart beat a little faster as David turned the key in the lock and pushed the door. It 

swung open and he stepped ahead of her into the dim interior.
The first thing to hit Jessica was the acrid smell. It caught in her throat and made her cough. 
‘Ugh! Mould! It’s been shut up for too long. We need some air in here.’ She took a few steps 

inside and stopped,  her gaze barely able to make out more than  shadowy images. ‘Come on, 
Davey, we need to open the windows.’



‘Sure. Give me your hand, Sis, it’s dark as a dungeon in here. I should have thought tobring a 
torch.’

Faint slits of light filtered through the shuttered windows, enough to guide them as they picked 
their way across the room to the closest window. 

It was stuck, and resisted their efforts to push it up. David took a hammer and screwdriver from 
his pack, and, after a few none-too-gentle taps, they pushed it up, and threw open the shutters.

Daylight streamed in and Jessica stood by the open window, gulping the fresh air. 
The rest of the windows yielded to similar treatment, and soon the interior was filled with light.
As they gazed around Jessica was overwhelmed by a sense of dismay, but it was quickly 

replaced by determination. The bare bones of the place was as she remembered – the timber 
panelled walls, the long, dark timber bar, the beamed ceiling, the  timber floor, the old artefacts on 
the walls. All wonderful. But dirt and grime enveloped everything. Thick cobwebs hung in festoons 
from the ceilings, from the lights, from every conceivable projection in the room. 

Mould speckled the floor, crept up the walls, and filled the area with its bitter odour. 
A rustling sound drew Jessica’s gaze to a shadowy corner. A pair of eyes gleamed for a few 

seconds before disappearing.
David grimaced.  ’Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. I don’t know...’
‘It’s okay. I t needs a good clean. Dirt we can cope with, it’s to be expected when it’s been closed

up for so long, but there don’t seem to be any big problems. A few rats and mice – a cat will soon 
take care of those. Come on, let’s have a look around down here, and then we’ll go upstairs.’

She led the way behind the bar. A cupboard ran along the wall at the back, its top forming a 
counter that still held glasses, and above it was a shelf on which stood a few empty spirits bottles, 
covered with dust so thick the labels were almost unreadable. Set into the floor at the far end of the 
bar, next to the wall, was a trapdoor with a large iron ring.

'I wonder  what this is. Do you know, Davey?'
'Sure. It would be to the cellar where the beer kegs were kept. Let's have a look.' 
He heaved on the ring and the door came up. A draught of cold air and a sour  smell gushed up to

meet them. A narrow set of steps led down into pitch blackness.
 'The kegs of beer would have been kept down there. There'd be pipes that lead up to those taps,' 

he pointed to the two beer taps placed at the front of the bar counter, 'and that's where they pulled 
the beer.'

They peered down into the dark. Jessica shuddered. 'I imagine it's infested with spiders. We'll 
leave that for another day. Let's check out the rest.'

 David went ahead of Jessica through the large, rambling building, opening doors. One led into a 
room with "Ladies Lounge" written on the door. It contained small tables and timber chairs, thick 
with dust.

‘This is where women had to drink in those days. They weren’t allowed into the bar.’ David 
grinned. ‘Jeez, that would have gone down well with you, Sis. Segregation of the sexes, eh?

Jessica scowled. ‘Yeah.’
The next room was much larger, and the furniture had been covered with dust sheets. Jessica 

took hold of the end of one that covered a large object.
‘Take the other end,’ she said, ‘and we’ll  see what this is. Lift it right up and over.’
As they flipped off the cover a thick cloud of dust rose in the air. They dropped the cover and 

stepped back, coughing. David pulled a bottle of water from his  pack, took a quick swig, and 
handed it to Jessica.

‘Omigod, that’s terrible,’ she said, when they recovered. ‘We need to be more careful.’ She stared
at what they had uncovered. ‘But look! This is beautiful.’

They had revealed a large, comfortable looking sofa covered in a slightly faded floral patterned 
fabric, with plump cushions, rosewood polished timber arms, and cane ends.

‘That’s pretty good. Quite posh for an outback pub, isn’t it?’David asked.



‘Yes, and in surprisingly good condition. I suppose this was the lounge for travellers who were 
staying on the premises. It was an up-market hotel, as well as a drinking pub. Let’s see what else we
have, but be careful with the covers.’

They moved around the room, carefully removing the other covers, and found two more sofas 
and several chairs in the same style, small tables. 

Jessica lifted the piano lid and trailed her fingers over the keys, smiling. ‘Needs tuning, but this 
is all perfect. We won’t have to do much in here except clean. Let’s check the rest.’

A pair of  folding doors opened into a large adjoining room empty except for chairs lined around 
the walls. ‘This looks like a ballroom. They must have held dances in here,’ she said.

‘Hey, that’s very swish, isn’t it?’ David exclaimed. ‘The old boy must have had grand ideas.’
There were several more rooms, including a dining room with tables and chairs covered in dust 

sheets, and an office with a desk, filing cabinets and cupboards. An old fashioned typewriter sat on 
a small table with a chair in front of it.

Jessica sat in the chair and swivelled around. ‘Everything’s here. It looks as if they just finished 
work and left for the day, and then decided never to come back.’

‘Maybe that’s what happened.’ David checked the drawers of the desk and pulled out a sheaf of 
papers from one, yellow with age. ‘Old invoices and dockets and things. Nothing of interest.’ He 
shoved them back. ‘Let’s move on .’  

At the end of a small passageway they came to a heavy door that had a solid-looking lock. David
pushed at the door and rattled the handle, but it was securely locked.

‘We’ll have to see if there’s a key at the house,’ Jessica said. ‘Let’s go and look at the kitchen.’   
The kitchen was cavernous, with a pantry alongside, and a fireplace at the end. Inside the 

fireplace was a large, ancient, wood-burning stove.
Jessica twirled around, taking it all in. She shook her head. ‘No-one could cook on that antique. 

And it’s the only source for hot water. No, this will have to be completely remodelled.’
‘That’ll be a big job, won’t it?
‘Mm, yes, I think so. Come on, let’s go upstairs.’
At the top of the staircase was an open area. With the windows closed, it was dim and musty. 

They soon had the windows open, and gazed around.
‘This will make a good little sitting room once it’s cleaned and...’
‘Shit!’ David grabbed Jessica’s hand and pulled her back towards the stairs. ‘Bloody hell, keep 

away from that!’ He pointed to the ceiling.
Jessica’s heart jumped as she looked up and saw a large python. It was brown, patterned with 

lighter coloured diamonds, and it was unravelling itself from being curled around a beam in the 
ceiling. As she watched, it slowly lowered its front half and hung there, about a metre of it, head 
swaying from side to side, its tongue flicking in and out as its eyes watched them.

Jessica swallowed as David pulled her back. ‘That should take care of any rats or mice up here,’ 
she said, trying for nonchalance, but unable to keep a tremor from her voice.

‘Yeah, well, I’d sooner have a cat, thanks.’
‘Mm, sure you don’t want it as a pet? After all, they’re not venomous.’ She gave a shaky grin.
‘No, thank you.’
‘Then let’s skirt round it and go down the passage.' She pointed to a long passage opposite the 

stairs. 'It leads to the bedrooms, I seem to recall.’
There were six large bedrooms furnished with ornate wrought-iron beds, all made up with 

flowery counterpanes and frilly pillowcases, thick with dust.
In one of the rooms Jessica picked up a corner of the counterpane between one finger and a 

thumb, and peered beneath it. She screwed up her face, and quickly let it fall down again.
‘Mould.  Yuck! It all has to go.’ She went to the window, took out a tissue and rubbed at a patch 

of glass to give her a better view. 
'Hey, Davey, come and have a look. See how close the river is from here. It's only a stone's 

throw. We could clear away those trees and things, and make an outdoor area between the pub and 
the river bank.' She stood back to give him a clear view.



David's eyes shone as he turned to her. 'We could put tables and chairs out there. Make it into a 
beer garden. And a lawn down to the water's edge.' His voice was excited. 'And what's to stop us 
having a landing so customers could come by water?' 

'Nothing, that I can see. It'd be another attraction for customers.' She tugged his arm. 'Come on, 
let's see the rest.'

They left the bedrooms and continued down the passage. Two old-fashioned, supersize 
bathrooms were at the end, both with claw-foot bathtubs, black with dust and grime.

Jessica looked down at the tub in one of them. ‘I love these old tubs, but people today want a 
private bathroom, so they’ll have to go. There’s plenty of space for each room to have its own en-
suite.’

‘Aren’t we going to need a builder for all these alterations?’
‘Yes, we are.’
‘Do you know any?’
‘No, not really. We’ll have to ask around.’
‘I don’t think you've met Paul Thomas.  He’s part of my hang-gliding group, and I know he’s a 

builder. I think he does renovations and things. Do you want me to speak to him about it, and ask 
him to come and have a look?’

‘Yes, ask him to call around, if he’s interested. We have to start somewhere. Perhaps he’ll give us
a quote. In the meantime, let’s toss all the old bedding out the windows. It needs to be burned, and 
tomorrow we can bring plenty of cleaning gear and mould killer, and make a start on the job of 
cleaning up.’


