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CHAPTER
ONE

 


Daylight had not yet come to
Yallambee but already the heat was stifling.

Emma McKenna
lay wide awake in her bed, tormented by an all-consuming foreboding
which had denied her a normal night’s sleep for almost a month. The
hour before dawn was always the worst. It was then that the
absolute blackness and stillness of the night, cruelly played upon
her senses and filled her heart with emptiness and
despair.

She heard the floorboards creek on the veranda outside her
bedroom and knew her father was taking up a pre-dawn vigil,
watching for the intruders. He had told her that like the enemy in
Palestine, they would come out of the sun at first light when they
were least expected. But unlike the Hun and the Turk, the respected
foe at Jericho and Beersheba, the adversaries about to descend upon
Yallambee were just spineless
lackeys, sent to carry out their callous but lawful deeds at the
bidding of the Victorian Mercantile and Pastoral
Company.

Emma rose
from her bed. Her nightdress, damp with perspiration, clung to her
slim young body as she crossed the room to the window. With two
fingers she drew back the white lace curtain just enough to see
outside. The first traces of dawn were beginning to appear. Emma
could see her father, sitting with his back towards her on the
veranda, his tall lean frame slumped deep into his favourite cane
chair.

She heard a soft padding sound,
then saw Trip, her father’s old Kelpie, emerge from the shadows and
lie down at his master’s feet. Beyond the veranda were the
silhouettes of several of the homestead outbuildings. Beyond them,
but not yet clearly visible, were gently rolling grasslands with
scattered clumps of tall gums. The undulating meadows gradually
rose up to a high ridge which formed the horizon about three miles
to the east. Streaks of light, a prelude to the imminent sunrise,
were already piercing the night sky above the ridge.

Soon the relentless summer sun
of the Queensland outback would mercilessly burn the brown,
drought-stricken face of Yallambee. Emma ran the open palm of her
hand over her throat, catching a rivulet of perspiration before it
ran down her nightdress. An icy chill passed through her body.
Tears welled in her dark eyes at the thought of what lay ahead.

This property was all she knew.
Nineteen years ago she had been born in this very room. Emma had
watched the glory of the sun rise over Yallambee countless times,
either from this window, or from the saddle on a dawn ride. But
never before had she watched a sunrise with such apprehension.
Suddenly she could restrain the tears no longer. As they streamed
down her pretty face she prayed aloud:

‘Oh dear God.
Please… please don’t let it all end now.’

The six thousand acres of Yallambee had been the home to the McKennas since Emma’s
great grandfather and his family came to Queensland from New
England as overlanders in the summer of 1865. Three generations of
McKennas had been born on the property. And each had sent its young
men to far-off battlefields to fight for Australia when its
heritage and way of life had been threatened.

The first had gone to the Crimean war. Later, others went
to the Boer war, then finally to the war to end all wars. The young
McKennas had gone willingly and eagerly. Some never returned—their
blood spilled and their short lives snuffed out prematurely in
defence of Yallambee,
their homeland, and what they
believed in.

Emma ran her hands through her
long black hair and anxiously bit her trembling lips. She wiped
away her tears, then turned to look out of the window again.

The sun was beginning to peep
over the ridge. A kookaburra mocked her from a nearby leopard gum,
its loud laughing cackle the first sound to break the stillness of
early morning. Now she could see the ribbon of road which led down
from the ridge, the only way into the homestead.

Movement on the gently winding road had always signalled
the impending arrival of visitors at Yallambee. Emma saw
the flash of what looked to be the reflection of sun on metal at
the top of the ridge. Someone was coming. Soon a long cloud of
swirling dust moved down the road. Trip’s old ears pricked up as he
heard the whine of the engines. Soon a motorcade of three vehicles
became clearly visible ahead of the dust.

When the motorcars neared the
fence surrounding the house, Emma’s father rose to his feet. Emma
was startled to see he held his old .303 Enfield service rifle in
his hands. The bedroom door behind her creaked and her mother,
Kathleen, a petite, dark-eyed woman, with black hair prematurely
streaked with grey, deftly propelled her wheelchair into the room,
her useless legs hidden from view beneath a thick plaid
blanket.

‘They’re
here, Mother,’ Emma choked. ‘I was just coming to get you. They’re
almost at the gate. And Daddy’s got his gun.’

‘I know,
dear,’ Kathleen said gently. ‘I know.’

‘Mother, what
can we do?’

‘Nothing,
Emma. I’ve tried.’

‘Talk to him,
Mother. Please talk to him.’

‘I’ve talked to him all night, my darling. It’s no good. He
says he won’t just walk off Yallambee. He’s going to ask
the regional manager of VMP for an extension. Kathleen paused as
Bruce and Jack, Emma’s twelve year old twin brothers, burst into
the room. The boys were in their pyjamas, both were crying
unashamedly. ‘Don’t worry,’ Kathleen continued. She placed an arm
around each of her sons. ‘Your father won’t use his rifle. He’s
only carrying it to make sure he gets a hearing.’

Outside, the noisy throbbing of
engines stopped abruptly. They heard a loud voice call out.

‘Captain
McKenna.’

Kathleen and
the boys moved to the bedroom window and Emma opened it wide. Her
father stood just inside the gate, his back to the house. He
cradled the rifle in one arm, its barrel pointing to the ground.
Old Trip barked once, then stood at McKennas heel, ears cocked,
head lowered, growling through bared teeth.

The loud voice belonged to an obese middle-aged man in a
dark three-piece suit. He stood beside the open door of a
chauffeur-driven Ford parked just outside the gate. Two more black
motorcars with police markings pulled up behind the Ford. Two men
dressed in business suits stepped out of the first car. Four
uniformed policemen—three young constables and a burly middle-aged
sergeant— quickly got out of the second. All the policemen were armed
with batons and holstered revolvers. All six men joined the fat man
at the fence.

‘Captain
McKenna,’ the fat man repeated loudly. ‘My name is Frank Peables. I
have come here today to take possession of this property which has
now legally passed into the hands of the Victorian Mercantile and
Pastoral Company.’ Peables gestured to the men around him. ‘I am
accompanied by court bailiffs who will ensure that all chattels
included in the repossession order remain on the property and also
by policemen who will enforce the eviction order against you should
the need arise.’ Peables paused briefly then said solemnly:
‘Captain McKenna, I see you are carrying a firearm. I must ask you
to lay it aside and leave this property peacefully. Otherwise, I
will be obliged to ask these police officers to disarm you and
force you off. Now, are you and your family prepared to
leave?’

‘No, we are
not,’ McKenna said defiantly.

Emma gasped in dismay as she
saw the policemen nervously finger their weapons. Trip began to
bark wildly and paw the ground.

Kathleen’s
arms tightened around her sons.

‘I want to
discuss an extension of time, Peables.’ McKenna said.

‘I won’t
listen to anything you have to say while you have a gun in your
hand, McKenna,’ Peables shouted back.

‘And will you
listen if I lay it down?’

The burly police sergeant
intervened. With baton in hand he stepped up to the gate.

‘Lay the gun
down, McKenna,’ he ordered. ‘We’re coming in.’

When the sergeant kicked open
the gate, Trip pounced. He was in full flight when the sergeant’s
baton slammed hard into his head and knocked him to the ground. The
Kelpie recovered quickly and renewed the attack only to drop to the
ground again, shot through the head by one of the young constables.
Then, for good measure, a second constable fired two more rounds
into the old dog’s already lifeless body.

It all
happened so quickly. McKenna was bewildered, stunned, and enraged
all at the same time. In the heat of the moment he instinctively
raised his rifle. The policemen’s response was immediate. An
instant later, as his horrified family looked on, Captain Jack
McKenna, veteran of the 3rd Brigade, Australian Light Horse,
patriot, gentleman, loving husband and father of three, died
penniless and dispossessed in a hail of gunfire.

It was January 21st, 1931.

 



CHAPTER
TWO

 


Kathleen froze into shock even
before the barrage of gunshots ended. She sat rigid, her eyes
unblinking, staring straight ahead but seeing nothing, her white
knuckles grasping the arms of the wheelchair, her mouth wide open
with a look of horror and utter amazement on her face.

Emma stood absolutely still,
wide-eyed in shock and disbelief, oblivious to the shrieks and
screams of her young brothers. Outside, no one moved for what
seemed an eternity. The men in the yard stood like statues, as if
frozen to the spot as the reality of the grotesque situation and
the terrible consequences of their actions sank in. Then the police
sergeant and Peables began to move towards McKennas lifeless
body.

‘Stay with
mother,’ Emma shouted to the twins as she flew from the room. In a
moment she was out of the house, racing across the yard in her
nightdress to where her father lay. Tears streamed down her face as
she ran. ‘Leave him alone,’ she screamed out at the top of her
voice. ‘Keep your filthy hands off my father.’

The sergeant and Peables
quickly stood back and everyone looked on as Emma fell to the
ground and held her father tightly in her arms. For a long time she
hugged him, crying uncontrollably, her eyes closed, her cheek to
his.

When eventually her sobs began
to subside she heard the sergeant say: ‘I’m so sorry, miss. I only
wish circumstances hadn’t forced us to be here today. But my
officers and I were only doing our job.’ The policeman paused for a
few moments then added softly, but firmly, ‘Now, I’m afraid you and
your family must leave this property, and according to the eviction
notice it must be vacated today.’

Suddenly Emma’s tears gave way
to unbridled rage.

‘You
bastards,’ she shouted angrily. ‘You heartless, ruthless bastards.
What kind of men are you? Have you no feelings, no compassion, no
common decency? You have just killed my father. We will not leave
until we have buried him here at Yallambee’.

The sergeant cast a sympathetic
eye towards Peables. Emma saw the fat man quickly shake his head.
Just for a moment her lips quivered in despair then her young face
hardened into a mask of hatred.

The sergeant knelt down beside
Emma. ‘I’m afraid that isn’t possible Miss,’ he said softly. ‘But
I’ll make arrangements with the nearest undertaker, and under the
circumstances, I’ll have a police vehicle take you and your family
to alternative housing. You must have relatives on a nearby
property, or perhaps in town?’

For a long time Emma said
nothing. Then she said despondently, ‘We have only an aunt,
Sergeant, my father’s sister. She lives on a property just outside
Augathella. We have nowhere else to go. There are no McKenna men
folk left now, except for my two young brothers. My father’s three
brothers never returned to Yallambee from the war.’ She looked up
at Peables, her anger rising again. ‘They died fighting for
Australia and for people like you, Mr Peables, in places like Egypt
and Palestine, and at Gallipoli in Turkey. My grandmother died in
childbirth and my grandfather died of a broken heart. And all for
what? So swine like you could hound and persecute us over a few
pieces of silver.’

Emma rose to her feet and
turned towards the house. She saw her brothers standing crying at
the bedroom window. They stood each side of their mother who still
sat motionless in her wheelchair. Emma trembled and wondered how
she could summon the strength to face what lay ahead without her
father.

*

The police car turned off the dirt road into Essex
Downs. The family home of Patrick and Laura Coltrane
lay just over fifty miles to the south of
Yallambee,
a few miles outside the township of
Augathella. Like Yallambee, it was a pastoral property but much
larger. Unlike Yallambee, it had an air of permanent prosperity, in
spite of Australia being in the grip of an ever-worsening
depression.

The fences, stockyards and
outbuildings clustered around the homestead were all in immaculate
condition. And the large homestead itself, built well before the
turn of the century, was still as pristine as the day it was built.
In stark contrast to the brown, drought-ravaged landscape
surrounding it, the grand country home boasted colourful flower
gardens and green lawns, irrigated with water bored especially for
the purpose.

The McKenna family had been rare visitors to
Essex Downs over the years. It held no good memories for Emma. For
as long as she could remember, there had always been deep animosity
between her father and Patrick Coltrane. It was something which
even her mother was unable to explain. Eight years had passed since
the McKennas’ last visit. And that had only occurred because her
father had thought Patrick Coltrane was away from the property at
the time.

Emma had only been eleven years
old then, but still old enough to sense, beneath the strained
niceties of the brief visit, the ill-will between her father and
her uncle Patrick, who was one of Queensland’s wealthiest
pastoralists. Now, as two cattle dogs barked loudly and scampered
around the car as it neared the house, Emma was despondent that
Patrick Coltrane was the only person the McKennas could turn to in
their desperate situation.

The front door of the house
opened and her uncle and aunt stepped outside onto the veranda.
They were followed by a slight young man in his early twenties
wearing a striped shirt and baggy white flannels. Emma took the
young man to be her cousin Elliot, who was now quite obviously
grown up. She watched as he joined his parents on the veranda.
Everyone was surprised by the unexpected arrival of a police
car.

‘Better stay
in the car while I talk to your kin for a moment, miss,’ said the
sergeant. He swung open the car door and stepped out.

Emma sat in the back seat with her mother between her and
her brother Bruce. Kathleen remained as she had since the shooting
and all the way down from Yallambee, absolutely silent,
her dark eyes vacantly staring out in front of her.

Emma glanced at Bruce. He tried
to smile. His eyes were very red, but they were dry now, at least
for the moment. Emma turned away quickly when his lips began to
tremble. She reached for Jack in the front seat. He was the quieter
of the twins. Normally he was just as rowdy and mischievous as
Bruce, but sometimes he was given to quiet moodiness. He sat with
his head in his hands, still sobbing intermittently. When he felt
his sister’s touch, he drew away quickly and buried his face deeper
into his hands.

Emma watched the policeman step
up onto the veranda and begin to explain what had happened. She
fought to suppress a new flood of tears when everyone turned toward
the car in shock and amazement. Then suddenly, her Aunt Laura, a
short plump woman, left the men on the veranda and ran toward the
car, her arms outstretched and her round face wet with tears.

Emma opened the car door as
Laura Coltrane approached. In a moment they were in each others
arms, embracing tightly, consoling each other for the loss of a
brother and a father. Then Aunt Laura leaned into the car and took
her sister-in law’s hand gently in hers but there was no response
from Kathleen.

Aunt Laura called out to her
son on the veranda. ‘Elliot, tell Mary and Beth to come to the car,
then get down here and help your Aunt Kathleen into her
wheelchair.’ She turned back to the boys in the car. ‘Won’t you
both come on up to the house?’ Aunt Laura smiled encouragingly
through her tears. ‘Come on. Come and have some freshly baked
biscuits and cool lemonade.’

Jack took his face out of his
hands and slowly opened the door. Bruce stayed in the car, his arm
gently supporting his mother. Elliot came down to the car. He
glanced awkwardly at Emma. He tried to speak but found no words,
then went to the back of the car and opened the boot. He reached in
and lifted out a few suitcases and Kathleen’s wheelchair.

As he unfolded the contraption,
two Aboriginal women came out of the house and hurried over to the
car. One was old and quite frail with thinning hair and deeply
wrinkled black skin. The other was a young girl about fifteen or
sixteen years old, strong, healthy and well proportioned with skin
several shades lighter than the older woman. Aunt Laura told them
to carry the suitcases into the house.

Elliot and
Bruce manoeuvred Kathleen into her wheelchair and Elliot pushed it
towards the house. When they reached the foot of the steps, the
police sergeant and Patrick Coltrane broke off their conversation
to help lift the chair up onto the veranda. Then everyone began to
file into the house. Just before Emma crossed over the threshold,
her uncle gently led her aside.

Coltrane was a big expansive
man with a ruddy complexion and a thick shock of red hair already
greying at the temples. Even in the bush and on such a hot day he
wore a full suit of clothes and a buttoned-up waistcoat. He waited
until everyone was inside then turned to Emma.

‘I’m sorry
things have turned out this way, my dear. The sergeant has informed
me of the whole situation and I’ve told him to have the undertaker
contact us here about the funeral arrangements. I’ll send Elliot
and some station hands to Yallambee to collect whatever furniture
and other personal effects the bailiffs have allowed you to keep.
Apparently everything else, including motor vehicles and livestock,
must remain on the property. Do you understand that?’

Emma nodded her head but said
nothing.

‘Emma,’
Coltrane wiped perspiration from his face with a large white
handkerchief. ‘I will do what I can to help you, but we live in
difficult times. Hard decisions will have to be made if any of us
are to survive the Depression and this endless drought. With your
father gone and your mother being in the condition she is, the
responsibility for your family will rest largely on your shoulders.
I suggest you see your father’s solicitor as soon as you feel up to
it. He is in a position to advise you. In the meantime I can offer
you all a roof over your heads and food enough to eat. However, I’m
afraid with things being the way they are, I can’t offer your
family any long-term guarantees.’

 



CHAPTER
THREE

 


The view from the window of the
conference room of Fairchild and Associates (Solicitors &
Attorneys) was nothing short of breathtaking. Located on the fifth
floor of an elegant sandstone building near Circular Quay, the
large window presented a sweeping panorama of Sydney Harbour.

Fenton
George Fairchild, K.C., the law firm’s founding partner, stood
alone at the window gazing thoughtfully out over the shimmering
blue water. The gigantic twin iron arms of the yet-to-be completed
Sydney Harbour Bridge, which for so long had been reaching out for
each other like lovers from each side of the harbour, were now
locked blissfully together awaiting the laying of the bridge deck.
Over the years, watching the progress of the unique structure had
become Fairchild’s passion.

The twin mahogany doors to the
conference room opened and the firm’s partners quickly took their
places at a large oblong table. When Fairchild heard the door
behind him close, he turned from the window and took his place at
the head of the table.

‘Good morning, gentlemen,’ Fairchild said solemnly. ‘I
appreciate you all coming at such short notice. I believe what I
have to say this morning is of the utmost importance to all of us.
As everyone is aware, the Depression is worsening every day.
Unemployment has exceeded twenty-five percent since Australia’s
loan accommodations have been suspended by the London banks, small
businesses are going to the wall at an unprecedented rate and
thousands of homeless people are living in shanty towns on the
fringes of all our major cities. Unfortunately, all this just plays
into the hands of the communists who will stop at nothing to gain a
foothold in our country. Worse still, our politicians haven’t the
faintest idea what to do about it. And Mr Lang, the state premier,
has not only chosen to lay all the blame at the feet of the British
bondholders who have financed the development of the Commonwealth
since federation, but has also threatened to suspend all interest
payments to them.’

Fairchild took a deep breath
and gripped the lapels of his jacket.

‘Gentlemen,’ he continued, ‘I believe a solution to
Australia’s problems has been found. I think yesterday, the
fifteenth of March, will be recorded as a turning point in our
nation’s history. Last night I attended a private meeting at the
Imperial Services Club, convened by Lieutenant Colonel Eric
Campbell, DSO, who distinguished himself as an officer with the
Australian Imperial Force, but more recently is well known to most
of us as a fellow solicitor here in Sydney. At last night’s
meeting, eight prominent citizens unanimously agreed to form a new
paramilitary organisation, to be known as the New Guard, dedicated
to bringing this country back from the brink, either by peaceful
means or by direct military action.’

A murmur of surprise ran
through the men sitting at the table.

‘At that meeting,’ Fairchild continued, ‘I not only offered
my personal support to Mr Campbell and the New Guard, but also
pledged the sum of two thousand pounds on behalf of this firm. The
money will be used to equip and train New Guard recruits.’
Fairchild clenched his fists and laid them on the table. He leaned
forward. ‘Now gentlemen, do I have your unqualified support for
that financial pledge?’

There was another murmur from
the men around the table.

‘Two thousand
pounds is a lot of money, Fenton,’ ventured one of the older
partners.

‘Desperate
times call for desperate measures, William,’ Fairchild replied
quickly

‘But how many
men does your New Guard expect to recruit?’ the older partner
asked.

‘As many as it takes.’ Fairchild stepped back to the window
and waved an arm towards the harbour. ‘Gentlemen. Look at that
bridge out there. It has been an enormous undertaking. It has taken
years and a staggering amount of capital to build. When it is
complete it will stand as a monument to the world, showing what
Australians can do.’ Fairchild raised his hand and wagged an
admonishing finger. ‘But a year from now, will there even be an
Australia, at least as we know it, if the likes of Premier Lang
disgrace us by not honouring our obligations as a state and as a
nation? I think not gentlemen—not unless responsible citizens
undertake an even bigger project than this magnificent bridge and
unite behind the banner of the New Guard to build a safe, secure
Commonwealth of Australia, loyal to the British Empire.’

There was a brief silence. Then
another partner spoke.

‘I think we
would all agree with the aims of your New Guard, Fenton,’ the
partner said. ‘But surely, with this armed intervention you spoke
of, it could be very dangerous.’

‘Most of the
men at last night’s meeting were ex-officers with the Australian
Imperial Force,’ Fairchild replied. ‘They led our fighting men
during the war. Such men are used to danger. They will form the
vanguard of the New Guard. Our role is merely to provide funds to
help the movement achieve its aims and to assist in finding people
sympathetic to the cause.’

Fairchild’s eyes moved around
the men seated at the table.

‘Mr Campbell
asked if we could assist in gaining the support of any influential
businessmen or ex-military personnel we may have among our clients.
The more friends we have in high places, the easier the task of the
New Guard will be. Mr Campbell also suggested we should move
quickly to send some of our young professional people to visit the
Riverina and New England areas, regions that are pressing for
secession from the State of New South Wales. He believes it is
important to gain support from the Sydney establishment for any
anti-Lang forces, wherever they may be found.’

By midday, a resolution was
passed pledging two thousand pounds to the New Guard Movement, with
further funding possible later, depending on the accomplishments of
the fledgling organisation.

Several partners in the firm
offered their cooperation in gaining support for the New Guard
among some of their more influential clients. Many of the important
names mentioned were residents of other states. Some were from
Queensland. One of the Queenslanders was Patrick Coltrane, a
wealthy pastoralist from Augathella.

 



CHAPTER
FOUR

 


The McKennas
stayed only one night in the big house at Essex Downs. Next day
they moved into a vacant worker’s two-bedroom cottage in a flat
paddock just outside the main homestead compound. It was late
afternoon before Mary and Beth had cleaned the cottage and the
furniture Elliot had brought down from Yallambee was carried
inside. Thankfully, the twins had been kept busy all day fetching
and carrying, which gave them little time to brood.

Kathleen had still not spoken
since the shooting and she showed no signs of recognizing her
surroundings. But Emma was thankful of her mother’s lapse into a
mute state of shock. It spared her the humiliation of coming to
Essex Downs in such distasteful circumstances and having to endure
Patrick Coltrane’s obvious aversion to the family’s presence there.
Emma only wished there were relations on her mother’s side they
could have turned to.

At the end of a long and
difficult day, the McKennas were finally alone in their new spartan
surroundings. The boys went to bed in a small room they were
sharing just as soon as they had eaten sandwiches which Emma
prepared as a makeshift evening meal. Later, Emma bathed Kathleen
and prepared her for bed. Just as she was about to push the
wheelchair into the bedroom, there was a knock on the cottage door.
Emma opened it to find Laura and Mary, the older of the two
Aboriginal domestics, standing outside on the small porch in the
moonlight.

‘May we come
in for a moment?’ Laura asked

‘Of
course.’

Emma led her aunt and Mary
through to the kitchen. Mary crossed the room and stood beside
Kathleen’s wheelchair. She spoke a few words but Kathleen made no
response.

‘I came over
to tell you the doctor rang to say he’ll call tomorrow morning to
see your mother,’ Laura said. ‘And Elliot said he’ll drive you into
town early enough for you to see the solicitor before the funeral
service tomorrow afternoon.’ Laura took Emma’s hand in hers. ‘Now
Emma, I brought Mary over because I want her to help you as much as
she can. She’ll come over for a while each day to clean house and
help you with your mother.’

‘Thank you,
Aunt Laura,’ Emma said. ‘But it’s really not necessary. The boys
and I will be able to manage all right.’

‘No, I
insist,’ Laura said quickly. ‘Just tell Mary what she needs to do
and when to do it. After the doctor’s visit tomorrow, she can
prepare your mother for the funeral. She’ll be riding into town
with Patrick, myself, and the boys.’

Laura looked around the tiny
room, from the cracked ceiling and insect-stained walls, to the
large patches of worn-out linoleum on the floor. Her kind eyes
moistened. ‘Oh God, Emma, this place is just terrible. You must
know I had no part in moving you in here.’

‘It’s all
right,’ Emma said reassuringly. ‘We’re very grateful.’

‘But I wanted
you all to be with me. At a time like this you all need to be
looked after properly. It’s the least your father would have
expected of me.’

‘Ahh…’ The
sound came from the wheelchair. Emma and Laura turned to see
Kathleen leaning toward Mary. Her mouth was moving slightly as if
she was trying to speak. Mary reached out and took Kathleen’s hand
in hers. Then Kathleen’s eyes closed and her head slowly rested on
her shoulder as sleep overtook her.

*

The doctor from Augathella
called just after nine the next morning. His diagnosis was that
Kathleen was taking an unusually long time to come out of shock and
that such a reaction was uncommon but certainly not unheard of. He
ordered that she be allowed to get as much rest as possible and
said he would call again in a few days.

Elliot came
to the cottage a few minutes after the doctor left to take Emma
into town. They rode into Augathella in his father’s Buick
roadster. Emma wore a navy-blue cotton dress with a small black
armband, but a touch of rouge gave colour to her cheeks. She
carried a brown leather wallet with her which her father had always
used to hold important papers.

‘Father said I should go in to old Braithewaite’s office
with you,’ Elliot said on the way into town. ‘He thinks I should be
there to see if anything can be salvaged out of Yallambee.
He said some things could easily slip by an old country solicitor.’
When Emma made no comment, Elliot changed the subject. ‘You know,
I’ll soon have finished my studies at agricultural college. Father
says a man needs a sound education these days to run a large
property successfully.’

Emma turned to Elliot. ‘My
father always said to succeed you have to get a little dirt on your
hands.’ She turned away and stared out at the road ahead. ‘And
besides, no amount of education can make it rain.’

Elliot laughed. ‘I suppose
that’s true. But I’ll soon be running my own property, perhaps even
Essex Downs if Father succeeds in getting into politics.’ Elliot
took his eyes briefly off the road to look at Emma. ‘Anyway, do you
want me to talk with old Braithewaite or not?’

Emma shook her head quickly.
‘No, thank you, Elliot. Your father has already made it perfectly
clear to me that I have to take responsibility for the McKenna
family now. And the sooner I get started, the better.’

*

Gerald Braithewaite ran a
one-solicitor law practice in an old building on the main street of
town. It consisted of two rooms. One was his private office and the
other, which faced onto the street, was a general office occupied
by two clerks. Both rose to their feet as Emma entered. The younger
of the two knocked on Braithewaite’s door and announced her
arrival.

Braithewaite was a short rotund
man in his sixties. He had grey hair, clear blue eyes and a
friendly face. He rose, walked quickly around his desk and took
both Emma’s hands in his.

‘My dear, I
was so sorry to hear about your father,’ he said with sincerity as
he showed Emma to a chair across the desk from his own. ‘Tell me,
how is your mother?’

‘In a severe
state of shock, I’m afraid, Mr Braithewaite.’

‘I’m so sorry
to hear that.’ Braithewaite’s face showed his concern. ‘And your
brothers?’

‘We’re all
trying to cope as best we can.’

When Emma was seated,
Braithewaite opened his office door and asked for tea and cakes to
be brought in.

‘I must
admit, it’s a surprise to see you so grown up, Emma. It’s been so
long since I visited Yallambee. I don’t think I would have
recognised you on the street.’

‘I’m afraid a
lot of people did as we drove into town.’

Braithewaite sighed. ‘News
travels fast in the bush, particularly bad news. I’m sure people
don’t mean to stare.’

Emma took a deep breath. ‘Mr
Braithewaite, you were one of my father’s few real friends. I know
your son served with him in the Light Horse in Palestine, and like
my three uncles, he never returned. Now we have lost everything,
including father, I must know exactly how the family stands if I am
to plan for the future. I know I can count on you to be perfectly
frank with me. Just what can we salvage out of all this?’

There was a soft tap on the
door and a clerk pushed a tea trolley into the office. When he
withdrew, Braithewaite poured tea for Emma and himself.

‘I’m afraid
it’s unlikely there will be anything left over when your father’s
assets have been fully realised by the mortgagee, my dear. The
accrued interest on the various loans is really quite enormous. In
fact, it’s quite likely VMP won’t recover the full amount owing to
them.’

Emma was stunned. ‘But
Yallambee is worth a fortune! Father couldn’t possibly have owed
that much money.’

‘I’m afraid
he did Emma. It’s been building up ever since the war.’
Braithewaite took a sip of tea. ‘Your grandfather couldn’t run
Yallambee alone. It was a mistake to allow all four boys to join
the Light Horse. Men had to be hired to take their places. That’s
when the borrowing started. It continued when your father came home
alone. Your mother did what she could. She worked her fingers to
the bone. There wasn’t a job she couldn’t do, from keeping the
station accounts to riding days on end on a cattle muster. That’s
what led to the fall from her horse and obliged you to leave school
to look after her.’

‘It was no sacrifice, Mr Braithewaite,’ Emma said quickly. ‘
Father tried everything he could to get mother walking
again.’

‘I know, my dear. But all the expensive medical specialists
called in over the years only added to the debt against
Yallambee.
Then the Depression came. It was the
last straw. For many families on the land, times are just as tough
as they are for the thousands of destitute people in the cities.
The bush is hurting.’ Braithewaite shook his head. ‘I’m afraid your
father was just one of many financially troubled landowners. In my
opinion, your eviction by VMP was meant to send a clear signal to
the man on the land of the dire consequences of defaulting on their
loans.’

‘What happens
next?’ Emma asked. ‘All we have in the world is about thirty pounds
in cash and we’re overdrawn at the bank. What more can they do to
us, Mr Braithewaite?’

‘They’ll move
quickly to sell Yallambee and all chattels over which they have a
charge. Under the terms of the mortgage, that means everything
except basic personal effects. The vultures will gather soon to
attend the sale. Those with cash in these troubled times will be
looking to buy whatever they can at a fraction of its real
value.’

‘What about
the horses?’

‘They’ll sell
them to the highest bidder, like everything else.’

‘But they’re
mainly just old walers raised for service with the Light Horse
years ago. Father said he owed them a final resting place. Now, I
suppose they’ll go to the glue factory.’

Braithewaite drained his tea
cup. ‘I’m sure they will, Emma. But at the moment, I’m more
concerned about what is going to happen to you and the family.
There’s no money for the boys to return to boarding school and no
money for the proper care of your mother.’ The old lawyer sighed.
‘Look, over the next few days I’ll make inquiries into some of the
relief organisations which may be able to help. I just wish I’d
been able to do more to help your father save Yallambee. I must say
toward the end, when the writing was on the wall, I thought your
Uncle Patrick would have come through and helped him.’

Emma flinched. ‘Father wouldn’t
have gone cap in hand to Patrick Coltrane if he had been the last
man on the face of this earth, Mr Braithewaite.’

Braithewaite shrugged.

‘Did Uncle
Patrick know Father was in trouble?’

‘I’m afraid
everyone did. It’s hard to hide that sort of thing.’

Braithewaite stared into his
teacup, avoiding Emma eyes.

‘My God,
Father didn’t approach him, did he?’

‘Yes, he did,
Emma. He told me it was the hardest thing he’d ever done in his
life.’

‘And Uncle
Patrick turned him down?’

‘I’m afraid
so, Emma. I’m afraid so.’

*

At mid-afternoon, after a short funeral service, a small
crowd gathered in the Augathella cemetery to witness Jack McKenna's
body laid to rest. Emma recognised most of the mourners. Some were
neighbours from homesteads around Yallambee. Circumstances
made them more acquaintances than friends, a legacy of the huge
distances that separated people and properties in the vastness of
the Queensland outback. Others were local shopkeepers, tradesmen
and suppliers who had dealt with her father over the
years.

There were only a few people at
the graveside that Emma had never seen before. She noticed in
particular a tall, thin man with long, white hair. He wore a black
patch over his right eye, held in place by a thin elastic strap.
Despite the white hair the man didn’t look old. Emma took him to be
about her father’s age. He didn’t appear to know anyone, and he
stood alone, off to one side, holding a broad-brimmed stockman’s
hat in two big, calloused hands. He towered a full head and
shoulders above everyone else and his angular face had the texture
of old leather. Emma thought he looked uncomfortable and out of
place, in a clean, but old-fashioned suit that was one or two sizes
too small for him.

Just as the
coffin was being lowered into the grave, the tall man pulled a
small linen bag from his jacket pocket. Emma watched as he
sprinkled the contents of the bag down over the coffin. It looked
like dry dusty soil. Just for a moment, a single pale blue eye held
hers and the strange man’s lips parted in an almost indiscernible
smile. A second later he turned abruptly and walked
away.

Watching him as he left, Emma
wondered who he might be. She noticed the hem of his too-small
jacket was gathered on something protruding from a back trouser
pocket. The sun flashed brightly on the object.

It was a mouth organ.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Almost fifty
miles to the south of the Queensland-New South Wales border, the
New England Highway was little more than a winding dusty track as
the old stock truck neared the small town of
Tenterfield.

The tall man at the wheel wore
a patch over one eye. He reached forward and turned on the
headlights as twilight gave way to darkness. At the click of the
switch, an old Collie bitch lying on the seat beside him lazily
opened her eyes. Minutes later the truck rounded yet another bend
in the road and the twinkling lights of Tenterfield came into
view.

The driver drove slowly along
the town’s main street, checking the buildings on each side with
his good eye. Some distance down the street, he saw a number of
cars and farm vehicles parked outside the town’s social hall. He
brought the truck to a halt at the side of the road as close to the
hall as he could get, then stepped out, leaving the dog with her
head hanging dolefully out of the open window.

The man entered the hall, which
was brightly lit, almost filled to overflowing and very noisy. Men
stood in small groups pressed closely together, a mixture of local
farmers and townsfolk. Some had their wives with them and there was
a sprinkling of children. On the stage at one end of the hall,
several officials and organisers stood under a large banner,
anxiously awaiting the arrival of the evening’s speakers. The sign
above them read:

SELF-GOVERNMENT FOR A NEW STATE
OF NEW ENGLAND

The tall
man’s eye raked through the crowd. Everyone in the hall was engaged
in spirited conversation. He saw a familiar face among a group of
farmers on the other side of the hall. When he made his way towards
them, one of the farmers, a stocky man with a crimson face
recognised him.

‘God
Almighty,’ the red-faced man called out loudly. ‘If it isn’t
Harmony Jones. What in hell are you doing here?’

The tall man held his hat close
to his chest as he squeezed his way through the crowd. The men in
the group made room for the newcomer and the farmer introduced him.
‘Gents, this is Sergeant Bill Jones, late of the Australian Light
Horse. I had the pleasure of serving with him in Palestine during
the war. But over there we called him Harmony.’

‘How’s that
then?’ one of the men in the group asked.

‘Harmony
always had a mouth organ in his pocket. He used to play all the old
tunes around the campfire at night. Reminded the boys of home.
Often made a lot of the younger soldiers cry.’

‘And the
enemy?’ the same man asked.

‘Hell.’ The
farmer laughed. ‘The snipers never fired on our campfires. We used
to hear shots, but we reckoned it was the Huns and Turks shooting
themselves rather than listen to the whine of Harmony’s mouth
organ.’

Harmony grinned shyly,
displaying long narrow teeth, set in blotchy receding gums. He
reached out and took the farmer’s hand in a firm grip.

‘Mike Parry,
it’s good to see you after all these years. I just drove down from
Queensland. I stopped in at the farm earlier. Your wife said I
would find you here. There’s something I’d like to talk to you
about.’

At that moment the lights
flashed on and off several times. The din in the hall began to
abate and a loud voice boomed out from the stage.

‘My fellow
New Englanders…’

The hall
fell silent and the speaker continued: ‘My fellow New Englanders.
My name is Earle Page, leader of the Federal Country Party. Lately,
I have addressed meetings like this from Maitland in the south,
right up to the Queensland border. Everyone I have spoken to knows
we have to find better ways of governing ourselves. We must move
towards simplicity in government and we must move towards
government that has fair representation for the man on the
land.’

There was a roar of approval
from the partisan crowd.

‘Rural
industries, ‘ Page continued, ‘contribute ninety-six percent of our
nation’s exports. We in New England, like rural people everywhere,
create the nation’s wealth. Accordingly, we must have the right to
rule ourselves within the Commonwealth as a free and independent
state. Since Premier Lang has chosen to renege on New South Wales’
share of Australia’s commitments to the British banks, we must
create that new state now, and form a smaller, lower-taxing, more
efficient, and more honourable government.’

Another roar went up from the
crowd.

‘It is my
pleasure to announce,’ Page went on as the roar subsided, ‘that we
have been supported in our cause by a new national organisation,
dedicated like ourselves, to a return to the tried and true
Anglo-Saxon traditions of thrift, fairness and justice for all.
This organisation is called the New Guard Movement and is
represented here tonight by Mr Stephen Fairchild of the Sydney law
firm of Fairchild & Associates.’

Page beckoned toward a
fair-haired young man seated behind him on the stage. The young man
stood up briefly and the crowd clapped politely.

‘In addition
to the support of the New Guard,’ Page continued,’ Fairchild and
Associates have offered their services to assist in the drawing up
of a New England state constitution which will be submitted to
Canberra for approval very soon.’

‘At what
cost, Mr Page?’ a dissenter in the crowd called out. ‘If there is a
need for lawyers, let’s use our own country solicitors from New
England, not city shysters who’ll bleed us dry.’

‘May I
explain…’ Stephen Fairchild rose to his feet and stood beside Page.
‘My father’s law firm has assured Mr Page that our assistance will
be given at no cost whatsoever to the New England Movement. Our
only interest in the matter is to help in any way possible, the
advancement of causes which, like the New Guard, are committed to
seeing Mr Lang ousted from power.’

‘Lawyers
rarely have any interests other than their own, Mr Fairchild,’ the
heckler persisted. ‘How do you feel personally about Lang’s
proposal to suspend all interest payments to London?’

Fairchild
responded without hesitation. ‘As Mr Robert Menzies, a prominent
Melbourne lawyer put it recently, "I would rather see every
Australian citizen starve to death than see us renege on our
debts."’

‘Coming from
a couple of lawyers who’ve never gone to bed hungry, that doesn’t
mean much to me,’ the heckler taunted, and a ripple of laughter ran
through the crowd.

Stephen Fairchild returned to
his seat with a look of chagrin on his face and Earle Page
continued with his address.

*

After the meeting, Harmony and
Mike Parry adjourned to the public bar in the hotel beside the
hall. Harmony looked for a place to sit while Mike Parry pushed his
way through the crowd to the bar. After a few minutes he returned
with a pint of beer in each hand and sat down.

Parry took a generous swallow
from his glass then laid it down on the table.

‘How long has it been, Harmony, eight, nine
years?’

‘Closer to
eleven I reckon, mate.’

‘Still
jackerooing up there in Queensland?’

‘No mate,
gave the cattle stations away years ago, left all that to the
younger blokes.’

‘So what do
you do for a crust now?’

‘Got a little
house on sixty acres, a few miles north of Goondiwindi. It’s not
much but it’s paid off. I do a little buying and selling, horses
mainly, and a little kangaroo shooting. It’s a living.’

Parry took another long swallow
of beer.

‘What brings
you to Tenterfield, Harmony?’

‘Captain
McKenna.’

Parry smiled. ‘How is he?’

‘He’s dead,
mate.’

The smile evaporated from
Parry’s face.

‘The Captain
dead. What happened?’

‘Victorian Mercantile foreclosed on Yallambee. He
wouldn’t get off the place. The police shot him down outside his
own front door, right in front of his wife and family.’

‘God
Almighty!’ Parry looked stunned. ‘How could it happen?’

‘He got too far in debt. And he lost a lot of friends when
he came home from the war with only you, me and Lieutenant Parsons
left of his squadron. A lot people in the district blamed him for
the loss of their kin. You know how it was in the Light Horse. It
was brigades of bushmen. An officer knew most of the men under his
command. They came from the same district as he did. He owned the
station they worked on, or he was their cocky, or their local
solicitor or dentist. The chain of command was never broken for a
Light Horseman, it was the same as when he was a civilian.’ Harmony
paused for a moment, then asked, ‘Where the hell is Parsons these
days, anyway?’

‘Old
Snakeoil.’ Parry’s lips stretched into a wry grin. ‘The
silver-tongued bastard. He talked a widow over in Inverell into
marrying him. Her husband was a publican. Died a few years back.
Snakeoil runs the pub now.’

Harmony grinned and shook his
head.

‘Is he still
on the grog?’

‘Yes. But
half the time you’d never pick it.’

The grin lingered on Harmony’s face. ‘Snakeoil running a
pub. That’s a bit like putting a sex maniac in charge of a brothel,
isn’t it? Anyway as I was saying, it seems a lot of people blamed
the Captain for the loss of their loved ones. He took it hard. He’d
call into my place once in a while when he was passing through
Goondiwindi, just to talk.. He told me his father took on a lot of
debt during the war, just to keep the place running. The Captain
blamed himself for that, for leaving the old man alone on
Yallambee. And things just got worse. His father died, his wife
became a cripple, and there’s a drought up in that country that
just won’t end. And now he’s dead, and his wife and daughter and
two young boys are living on charity from Patrick
Coltrane.’

‘And that
wouldn’t come easy.’ Mike Parry grimaced. ‘I know there was no love
lost between the Captain and Patrick Coltrane.’ The farmer stared
into what was left of his beer. ‘When did it all happen,
Harmony?’

‘A little
over a month ago. I was at a horse sale in Toowoomba when I heard
about it. I got to Augathella in time for the funeral. I saw the
Captain’s daughter, prettiest thing you’ve ever seen, no more than
eighteen or nineteen years old with the troubles of the world on
her shoulders. I don’t think the family’s got a brass razoo between
them.’

‘Is that why
you’re here, Harmony? I know how you feel about the Captain. You’d
have lost more than your eye in the desert if it weren’t for him.
And Snakeoil and me would never have made it back without him.’
Mike Parry rubbed his chin. ‘I reckon I could spare a few pounds,
but only a few. I don’t need to tell you how bloody tough things
are these days.’

‘I didn’t come to ask for money, Mike. If the family’s half as proud as the Captain,
they wouldn’t take it anyway. No, they’ll be sending the
auctioneers to Yallambee pretty
quick-smart to sell up the place. I’d just like to see the bastards
don’t let everything go for a song.’

‘You’re not
thinking of trying to bid the prices up are you,
Harmony?’

‘Hell, no.
That’s too dangerous. We could get caught with something we don’t
have the money to pay for. I thought maybe the three of
us…’

‘The three
of us?’

‘Yes. You, me
and Snakeoil. I thought we could say something on the Captain’s
behalf, you know, try and shame the buyers into paying fair
prices.’

‘Say
something to them? What could we say?’

‘Maybe
something about the old days, something about the Captain and the
Light Horse and what we all fought for. The lieutenant would know
what to say, they don’t call him Snakeoil for nothing. There’s
nothing he likes better than standing up and flapping his face in
front of a crowd.’

Mike Parry looked unconvinced.
‘But people these days don’t care about all that, you know, the war
and everything, especially those who weren’t there. And those that
were are trying hard to forget it. It’s all history, Harmony. These
days people have got other things to worry about.’

‘But we’ve got to do something,’ Harmony
persisted. ‘We owe the Captain that much. From what I hear there
won’t be a penny left over for the McKennas if he sold up at
fire-sale prices. God only knows what will happen to them then.
They’ve got no family left except the Coltranes.’

Parry picked up the empty
glasses and went to the bar for more beer. When he came back he sat
down and said, ‘All right Harmony, I’ll get in touch with Snakeoil.
If he agrees, then we’ve got a goer. When do you think they’ll hold
the sale?’

‘Don’t have a
date yet, but it’ll be soon.’ Harmony raised his beer high. ‘To the
Captain and the 3rd Brigade. Let’s try and do them both
proud.’

Parry touched Harmony’s glass
with his own and said:

‘We’ve got
nothing to lose I suppose, providing Snakeoil stays reasonably
sober’.

 



CHAPTER
SIX

 


March gave way to April. The
first days of autumn brought some respite from the heat on Essex
Downs but no sign of a break in the drought. By taking one day at a
time, and never for one minute accepting their situation as in any
way permanent, Emma somehow managed to cope with her family’s
changed circumstances.

Kathleen had still not spoken a
word since the shooting and she appeared to have no interest or
comprehension of what was going on, or what was being said around
her. She just spent the long days sitting in a still silence in the
shade of the cottage porch.

Mary came to the cottage every
morning for an hour or so to help Emma with her mother and often
she would drop by for a short while in the afternoon. It was only
during Mary’s afternoon visits that Emma saw any hope of her
mother’s condition improving. Mary would spend the time sitting out
on the porch carrying on a one-sided conversation, trying patiently
to stimulate a response from Kathleen. Emma could see no reason for
the old Aboriginal woman’s compassion for her mother but she was
grateful for it.

The twins,
unable to return to boarding school in Toowoomba, were now taking
lessons from the station manager’s wife with the children of
station workers, in a shed which served as a schoolhouse. At first
the boys were reluctant to even enter the humble school. But after
they got to know the other pupils, Emma could tell they looked
forward to going.

Emma tried to keep her hands
and mind as active as she could. Over the weeks she had cleaned,
scrubbed and polished everything in and about the little cottage
until it shone. Any other time she had was spent sewing and
dressmaking, although the craft she had discovered and enjoyed so
much after she left school to look after her mother, was now
severely curtailed due to lack of material.

Her father was never far from her mind. Sometimes when she
was alone and feeling down, she would open her father’s brown
wallet where she kept her favourite photograph of him. It was taken
just before he left for the war. He sat astride a young waler,
confident and assured, proudly wearing a full dress
uniform. Emma had brought it
with her from Yallambee.

From time to time, Laura would
call to see if Emma needed anything in addition to the food and
essentials she sent over with Beth, the young Aboriginal girl. Her
aunt’s visits were more frequent when Patrick Coltrane was away
from the property. When he was away overnight, as he often was,
Laura would plead with Emma to bring the family over to the house
for their meals. Emma always politely refused and Laura knew why.
Both women preferred to make no mention of Patrick Coltrane at
all.

Elliot also
called by the cottage more when his father was away. At first Emma
thought he was just trying to be helpful and considerate. But she
soon realised he had more on his mind. If he touched her for any
reason, his hands would often linger on her body, until she gently
but firmly pushed them away.

As each day passed Emma prayed that the impending sale at
Yallambee would result in even a small surplus of money, at least
enough for them to step from the shadow of Patrick Coltrane’s
charity and their strained existence at Essex
Downs.

*

The twins had just left for
school one morning and Emma was about to look in on Kathleen, when
Beth arrived at the door carrying a hamper of clean linen. When
Beth lowered the hamper onto the kitchen table, Emma could see the
young girl’s pretty dark face was puffed and swollen with a cut
above one eye.

‘Good heavens, Beth, what happened? Emma asked.

‘It’s
nothing, Miss Emma.’

Emma took
her arm. ‘What happened, Beth?’ she insisted. ‘You’ve been beaten
haven’t you? Did one of the station boys do this?’

Beth nodded her head.

‘Have you
told Mrs Coltrane who did it?’

Beth shook her head.

‘Tell me who
it was,’ Emma said. ‘The boy has to be punished. Mr Coltrane is
away but I’ll speak to Mister Elliot and have him deal with
this.’

Beth remained silent. Emma
could see she was afraid.

There was a knock on the
cottage door. Emma opened it to find Elliot standing on the
porch.

‘Good
morning, Emma,’ Elliot said cheerfully. ‘I‘ve got a message from
old Braithewaite. He wants to see you as soon as possible. I’ll be
happy to drive you into town.’

‘Thank you,’
Emma said. ‘Oh and Elliot,’ she added quickly, ‘I’m glad you’re
here. Will you come through to the kitchen please?’

Elliot grinned and stepped
inside. He followed Emma through to the kitchen. When he saw Beth
his smile disappeared.

‘What are you
doing here?’ he asked sharply.

‘Just
bringing clean linen, Mister Elliot, that’s all.’

‘Then empty
your basket and get out,’ Elliot snapped.

‘But Elliot,
look at her,’ Emma said. ‘She’s been beaten. I was hoping
you…’

‘What has she
been telling you, Emma?’

‘Well, nothing much. I was just asking her who was
responsible. I was going to ask you to punish whoever did
it.’

‘Go on, Beth, do as you’re told.’ Elliot cocked his head in
the direction of the door. ‘Get out’

Beth emptied the basket and
hurried out.

‘Do you let that sort of thing go on here, Elliot?’ Emma
said angrily. ‘She’s just a young girl. You must do
something.’

‘You don’t understand, Emma. We don’t interfere in the
blacks’ affairs.’ Elliot placed an arm around her shoulders. Emma
moved away quickly. ‘You see, the niggers look after their own,’
Elliot continued. ‘Sometimes the young girls sent here from the
mission, get interfered with by some of the old black hands. If it
happens, we let the other blacks mete out any punishment. That’s
the way it’s always been at Essex Downs.’

‘We never
kept camp blacks at Yallambee,’ Emma said. ‘We had a few Aboriginal
stockmen now and then and we paid them proper wages. We never had
generations of Aboriginals born on the property and totally
dependent on us.’

‘If you had,
Emma, you would know these things are best left to the blacks to
handle themselves.’

‘But Beth is a half-caste. She's entitled to white
law.’

‘Not until
she’s sixteen, she isn’t.’ Elliot shrugged. Well, anyway, when
would you like to go and see old Braithewaite?’

Emma sighed. ‘As soon as
possible, please. Perhaps this afternoon?’

*

Gerald
Braithewaite was in conversation with one of his clerks in the
front office when he saw Elliot pull up at the kerb outside the
window.

‘Show Miss McKenna into my office,’ Braithewaite told the
clerk. ‘And bring some tea and biscuits as soon as you
can.’

‘What is it,
Mr Braithewaite?’ Emma asked as soon as she sat down. ‘Is there any
good news?’

‘There are
some new developments we need to discuss, Emma,’ Braithewaite said.
He untied a length of string holding a dog-eared cardboard folder
together and drew out a sheaf of papers. ‘Some are helpful, but I’m
afraid some of them are not.’ His eyes scanned over the first of
the documents. ‘I have here a memorandum of fees from the
solicitors acting for VMP. It lists the amount due them under the
mortgage including accrued interest and costs incurred in the
foreclosure proceedings. I’m afraid it adds up to a very
considerable sum.’

‘How
considerable?’ Emma asked quickly.

‘Just less
than eleven thousand pounds.’

‘But that
can’t be. There must be some mistake.’

‘Oh, it’s all
listed here Emma. We have the right to have it scrutinised by an
independent party of course, but under the
circumstances…’

‘But under
the circumstances they know we are in no position to do that,’ Emma
said bitterly. ‘What other debts will be deducted from the sale
proceeds?’

‘Just the
usual fees of the auctioneers,’ Braithewaite replied.

‘And anything
left over will come to us?’

‘I’m afraid
not, Emma.’ Braithewaite took another batch of papers from the
cardboard folder. ‘I have here a large number of claims against
your father’s estate, ranging from unpaid rates and taxes to bills
from the local fuel agent and many other creditors, including the
undertaker.’

Emma sighed. ‘I’ve been hoping
and praying there would be some money left over for us to start a
new life somewhere.’

‘I did say
from the beginning that would be very unlikely, Emma,’ Braithewaite
said. ‘The only thing that we can hope for is a drought-breaking
rain which might drive up the prices paid on the day of the
sale.’

‘When is
it?’

‘April the
fifteenth.’

There was a tap on the door and
a clerk wheeled in the tea trolley. As Braithewaite poured the brew
he said: ‘When you were here last, I said I would make enquiries
into relief organisations which may be able to help you. I’ve had
two positive replies to the letters I sent out explaining your
family’s position. If the worst comes to the worst, I take it you
won’t want to stay at Essex Downs.’

‘Heavens,
no,’ Emma said. ‘I don’t want us to be beholden to Patrick Coltrane
for a second longer than is absolutely necessary. You know what
kind of a man he is. I can’t understand how Aunt Laura could ever
have married him.’

Braithewaite shrugged. ‘Oh, he
was considered quite a catch when she did, Emma. He came from a
wealthy, well-established family. Your Aunt Laura was considered to
be very lucky.’

‘Not by the
McKenna family.’ Emma countered. ‘My father told me he threatened
not to go to the wedding.’

‘The feud
between your father and Patrick Coltrane goes back a long way.
There’s always been something between the two of them, something
buried so deep in the past it may never come to light, especially
now that your father is dead.’

‘It’s
probably just as well.’ Emma sipped her tea, then laid down the
cup. ‘Now, about these positive replies to your
letters…’

‘Yes, well,
first the twins. There’s a Roman Catholic order called the Brothers
of the Apostles which is dedicated to the social, religious, and
educational rehabilitation of boys who are orphaned, abandoned, or
whose families, for one reason or another can no longer provide for
them. Acceptance of the boys is based on need and the severity of
their circumstances. But the brothers have offered places for both
Bruce and Jack.’

Emma looked horrified. ‘But
it’s an orphanage! I could never send the boys to an orphanage, Mr
Braithewaite. You must know my mother was raised in one in
Brisbane. By all accounts it was a good one and I never heard her
speak badly of it, but those places are for children without any
family. The boys have got their mother and they’ve got me.’

‘But how can you provide for
them?’

When Emma said nothing,
Braithewaite continued: ‘The brothers have a large mixed farm near
Goombungee, just north of Toowoomba. It is practically
self-sufficient. They grow most of their food and have a large
commercial dairy herd. Many of the brothers are qualified teachers.
The boys spend half their time working on the farm and the balance
getting a sound education in the classrooms. Apart from the farm
work, it wouldn’t be too different from their old boarding school.
I’m told the accommodations are good and that the camaraderie
between the young boys at the farm is excellent. You really should
take advantage of this opportunity.’

‘When must I
make a decision, Mr Braithewaite?’

‘As soon as
possible. These days there are far more applications than places
available.’

‘Can it wait
until after the sale?’

‘I suppose so. But don’t delay a day longer. Now,’
Braithewaite paused, searching for the right words, ‘have you given
any thought to your mother’s future well-being, now she is more
dependent on you than ever?’

‘I think
about it all the time.’ Emma said despondently. ‘But I just keep
hoping against hope that we’ll have some money after the
sale.’

‘I spoke with
the doctor yesterday,’ Braithewaite said cautiously. ‘He says he
has never seen anyone stay in shock so long. He said your mother
might never speak again and she could deteriorate further; even her
mind might be affected. He has told you all this, hasn’t he, my
dear?’

‘Yes.’ Emma
said. ‘And I can’t tell you how much it distresses me.’

Braithewaite rubbed his chin
for a moment. ‘Emma, please understand that as a friend I want to
help as much as I can. At my time of life, I think perhaps I can
see a little more clearly than you the absolute importance of
making the right decisions now. However hard these decisions might
be, you must consider the long term. For the next few years, at
least until the boys are older, you are the only one who can
provide any tangible help at all for your mother. But you can’t
even do that if you are looking after her twenty-four hours a
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