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Chapter 1  In the Kitchen
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The women of the Dashwood family gathered, some weeks after the funeral. They had recovered from the shock of the sudden death of their husband and father, Harrison, but still grieved. Now they had to face the future without him.

The four women sat around the circular kitchen table, with tea and coffee in front of them. There was a plate of biscuits as well. A big tabby cat wandered around their feet.

Ellen, his eldest daughter, sat at the table, with her mother on one side, and her sister on the other. Her aunt sat opposite her. Ellen spoke first. 

‘We can’t find a will anywhere, so I guess we have to assume Dad didn’t write one’, she said, pushing back a lock of hair from her forehead. Her mother protested strongly.

‘But Harrison always did things properly. I’m sure he made a will; we just haven’t looked for it in the right place!’

‘I have looked everywhere in this house, and so have you and Maddy,’ Ellen replied hopelessly. ‘Unless you can think of somewhere we haven’t looked...’ But her mother shook her head sadly.

‘We know that Dad’s salary as a Roads Engineer died with him. And there is no insurance policy. I have spoken to all the banks in town, and only one of them says that Dad had an account there. And it had only a few thousand dollars in it.’ Ellen said. ‘Did you know that he was short of money, Mum?’ 

‘Your father never discussed finances with me, he thought that was his job. I have no idea about it.’ She spread her empty hands.

‘The manager said that there was a deposit every three months, of a couple of thousand dollars, so he must have had an investment or an annuity somewhere. The bank will try to find out the details.’ Ellen went on.  ‘But the point is, there is not enough money to support this family for more than a couple of months. We have to get extra funds from somewhere.’

She sipped her coffee, then said ‘We will all have to earn money. But I have no idea how to do it.’ She was despondent.

Maddy looked up. ‘I can leave school and get a job,’ she said quickly, hopefully.

‘NO!’ Her mother, Ellen, and even aunt Jennings told her.

‘No.’ Ellen explained gently. ‘Dad would be horrified. And you could only get a part-time job, with very low pay. You need to finish school, to have a chance of getting a well-paid career later.’ She reached out a hand to her sister.

Maddy slumped in her chair. She picked up the cat, and bent her head down as she cuddled it.

Her aunt smiled at her. ‘Thanks for offering, Maddy. Maybe we can find something for you, outside of school hours,’ she said. Maddy looked up, and seemed a little happier. The cat settled on her lap.

Aunt Jennings went on, seriously. ‘I’d like to be able to help you financially,’ she said, ‘but really, I don’t have many spare funds myself. We must each try to think of something to help.’

Mrs. Dashwood was frowning too. ‘I haven’t had a job for more than twenty years,’ she said, ‘not since I married Harrison. All I’ve done since then, has been a housekeeper. I can cook family meals, clean, and manage a house, and raise children. What sort of job could I get?’

Aunt Jennings looked at her sister. ‘These days, there are jobs for cleaners and housekeepers, in the hospitals, and residential care homes. Would you be willing to do that, Dorothy?’

Mrs. Dashwood shuddered. ‘I think I would hate it,’ she said. ‘But I would hate, even more, to run out of money, and not be able to buy food and clothes. So if I have to do it, I will!’ she said decidedly. 

She looked back at her sister. ‘JayJay, you know everything that goes on in this town. Do you know where I could get a job like that?’

Aunt Jennings nodded. ‘Leave that to me, DeDe.’

‘As for me,’ said Ellen. ‘I’ll keep working at the supermarket, and perhaps I can get overtime hours as well. Possibly stacking shelves at night. And if I can pass my management exams, maybe they will offer me an Assistant Manager’s job. That should give me a higher wage.’ She did not sound hopeful

Aunt looked from one to another, hesitating. ‘You might have to sell this house.’

Her sister looked up in alarm. ‘Not keep this house? What do you mean?’

Janet looked at her sadly. ‘I know this house has always belonged to the Dashwoods, ever since they built it, a hundred or more years ago. And before that, there was the older house, built during the time when there was a whaling station in the bay. And you moved in when you married Harrison. You all love it. But it is worth a lot of money, and if you sold it...’

‘NO!’ all three of her listeners exclaimed.

‘OK. I don’t want you to leave here either. That will definitely be your last resort,’ Aunt said. ‘I do have a few other ideas, but I won’t share them, until I discover if they are even possible. Maybe none of them will be, but I’ll keep looking.’

‘I will too,’ said Ellen, with a deep sigh. 

‘And Maddy, I will keep an eye open for jobs you could do after school. Things like walking dogs, or weeding gardens, or even cutting lawns.’

‘Thanks, aunt,’ said Maddy, though she didn’t look too happy about the idea of working, as well as attending school. Aunt Janet finished her coffee, and stood up. 

‘It’s time I went home,’ she said. “I know you will all help to keep this family together, and living in this house. And I’ll help all I can.’ She hugged and kissed them all, walked down the long passage to the front door, and out to her car in the driveway. Behind her, Ellen washed the cups, while her mother tidied the room. 

Ellen shared a last hug with her mother. ‘DeDe, I do love all this family so much! I will do everything I can to keep this house for us. But I can see it will be difficult.’

Then they separated, each to her own bedroom. It had been an emotional and stressful evening. Small wonder if they each had fitful sleep.
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Chapter 2  At Hindmarsh Falls
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It was a bright spring day when they reached the carpark. From there, a walking trail ran through tall gum trees, and yellow-flowered wattle shrubs, down the hill. The trail finally reached the bed of the creek, which was now filled with runoff after the winter rains. Ellen picked her way carefully along the rocks that bordered the water, but Maddy was far ahead with her girlfriend Rachel. They skipped and jumped from rock to rock, though the surfaces were damp with spray from the water.

Ellen was about to remind them to take more care, but she resolutely stopped herself. It seemed that almost every time she spoke to her sister, it was to restrain, disapprove, or criticize. No wonder that Maddy now avoided her company. How Ellen missed the times when they shared fun and games together. She had suggested this outing, hoping that they might recapture some of their lost friendship.

When Ellen eventually reached the bottom of the falls, where water splashed and trickled over and between the rocks that interrupted its flow, she was glad to rest beside the creek. She perched on a rock with her back to the sun, which was warm on her shoulders. She wore a bright floral shirt with jeans and runners, her blond hair tied back in a ponytail. She could hear voices, and soon located Maddy and Rachel perched on rocks at the top of the falls. 

‘Come on up here,’ Maddy called, ‘there is a great view.’

Ellen shook her head, smiling. ‘No, I will leave the climbing to you. But maybe you could take some photos to show Mum when we get home,’ she suggested.

‘Good idea,’ Maddy replied, and pulled her phone out of the pocket of her denim jacket. ‘I’ll take you first,’ and she pointed the camera towards Ellen, who dutifully smiled and waved. Then she turned to survey the view, while Rachel pointed out things in the distance. Together they decided what was worth photographing. Then Maddy created a media post, to boast about where she was. 

Sitting on her sunny rock, Ellen relaxed. Somewhere a parrot screeched. In the water, a small frog called. The breeze through the gums detached old leaves, which spiraled into the water, and were carried away by the flood. She could smell the eucalyptus oil from the trees above her. For a few moments, she forgot her worries about money.

Soon Maddy put the phone away. ‘We’re coming down,’ she called to her sister. She and Rachel began the descent, and Ellen found she could not watch, as they seemed to be taking even more risks on the wet, slippery rocks. But when she heard the scream, she swung round quickly, her heart in her mouth.

Maddy had slipped on a rock, and was now lying half immersed in the stream. Her right leg seemed to be caught between another two rocks. ‘Help me!’ she screamed. ‘Ellen, don’t just stand there, do something! Oh! It hurts!’

Rachel stood hesitantly beside her friend, and looked to Ellen for directions. Ellen took a deep breath, then carefully began to pick her way towards Maddy, through the cold water which reached almost to her knees.

‘Hurry up!’ Maddy demanded. ‘This water is freezing, and my ankle hurts so much!’

Eventually Ellen reached the rock where Maddy was trapped. Carefully she moved the rock that held Maddy’s foot. Maddy kicked her foot to free it, not noticing that she splashed water into Ellen’s face. 

‘That’s better,’ she said, ‘thanks Ellen. But I’m absolutely soaked. Help me stand up!’ But when Ellen assisted her to stand, and she first put weight on the foot that had been trapped, she cried out in pain. ‘Oh no! I must have sprained it. I can’t walk. Now what do I do?’

Ellen had been looking around, and realized they were quite close to the bank of the creek. ‘Rachel and I will help you to get out of the water, onto that big dry rock there. Can you see it? We can’t carry you, so you will have to help us. Is that OK?’

Maddy nodded reluctantly, and the three of them struggled towards the bank. It took several painful minutes before Maddy was seated on the rock, her denim jacket sticking to her back, shivering with the cold. Both Rachel and Ellen were wet to the waist, and also feeling the cold. Ellen took the car keys out of her pocket.

‘Rachel, there are rugs in the car. Would you please get them as quickly as you can? I’ll stay here with Maddy.’ She smiled gratefully. ‘And please be careful on the wet rocks. We don’t want you to hurt yourself as Maddy has done.’

Rachel nodded, and set off downstream. Ellen watched her anxiously until she reached the path that led to the carpark, and saw her run up it. Then she looked back at her sister, who now had tears streaming down her face. She knelt beside Maddy, and wrapped her arms around her, hoping to share her body warmth. ‘Is the pain so very bad?’ she asked gently.

‘It’s awful!’ Maddy complained, ‘and I am so very cold. I wish Rachel would hurry up with the rugs! And how am I going to get to the car?’ Her tears increased.

Ellen just hugged her tighter. ‘Well, if it is just a sprained ankle, there is not much harm done, is there? And look, Rachel is back from the car. And she has someone with her. I wonder who it is?’

Rachel and her companion were soon with them. Rachel explained that when she reached the carpark, her new friend had realized that there was a problem, and had insisted on accompanying her, so that he could help.

‘I’m Colin Brandon,’ he introduced himself, ‘and I own the farm that the creek flows through. I come down often
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